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ILLNESS (DISEASE) VS. DISORDER

The history of medicine began and continues (to a large degree) to be based on a DISEASE or ILLNESS model.  This model assumes that all physical and mental illnesses are the result of a specific and provable cause like a bacteria, virus or brain damage and/or anomaly.  The medical profession in the late 1960s and early 1970s tried to get doctors to change how they look at physical and mental problems to a biopsychosocial model with more of a causational view.  (This effort to change doctors’ opinions has been only marginally successful.)   The goal was to move away from terms such as sickness and illness to a term that better reflects reality.  

DISORDERS  (A lack of order or regular arrangement; confusion).  Disorder suggests the need to put the organism back so that the cure can occur.  Disorders may include combinations of genetic and environmentally learned dysfunctions, dysfunctional behaviors, and/or social factors such as stressors.  

Some symptoms, such as depression, may be caused by a disorder (anger turned inward) or may be the result of a disorder like hypothyroidism because of thyroid gland failure. 

Some doctors will still talk about depression as an illness resulting from a chemical imbalance.  This is true.  Depression is caused by a chemical imbalance, but so is happiness!  The question is:  What is causing the chemical imbalance?  Is it genetics, disease, and/or a learned dysfunction such as too many “I shoulds.”  Doctors who still hold the disease model say it doesn’t matter.  We can give you drugs to fix the imbalance.  “You will probably have to take anti-depressants for the rest of your life,” they say. 

Unfortunately many doctors refuse to change their ways of viewing mental problems. Depending on who you talk to, you may get a variety of answers.  Which view do you choose to believe?  It is your choice. 
If you must have one which would you rather have, a mental illness or a mental disorder?  

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is an environmental disorder.  You will never have PTSD unless you have been in a traumatic situation or witnessed a tragic event.   Panic Disorder is usually a symptom of PTSD (for a few clients it has been connected with a genetic predisposition).  Not all PTSD clients will develop Panic Disorder.  Now here is where it gets tricky.  Depression can be a symptom of Panic Disorder.  (That doesn’t mean all depressions are symptoms of Panic Disorder.)

Disassociative Disorder is sometimes called Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD).  Is it an illness or a disorder?  What must a person have endured as a child to cause him/her to disassociate?

Is Borderline Personality Disorder an illness or a disorder?  Is it the result of  a bacteria, virus, or brain damage or is it a learned survival technique that no longer works as an adult?   If it is learned, then it can be unlearned.  If it is the result of an illness, then plan on being on a drug regimen for the rest of your life.  

Bipolar Disorder (Manic-Depression) is a mental health problem that can be caused by either an illness/disease or it can be a dysfunctional way of coping with depression that is learned.  The model the doctor believes in will determine the treatment he/she will choose for you.
As recipients of medical services by doctors who are practicing medicine, we are responsible for our health (physically and mentally), not our doctors.    
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