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Mental health literacy in the UK: public perceptions of mental disorders

1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc43118344]1.1 Background information
[bookmark: _Hlk45182557]Mental health issues are some of the most prevalent health concerns in the UK. National Statistics inform that each year, one in every four people in the UK experiences mental health problems (Carlson, 2019). Another study shows that 1 in every 6 people in the UK has reported suffering from common mental health problems in any given week (Wickstead and Furnham, 2017). People of any age and group can suffer from these issues. What makes it worse is the fact that mental health issues often lead to various social health and physical health problems. Therefore, mental health should be kept in one’s top priority to maintain a healthy lifestyle. Unfortunately, mental health literacy is not adequate among people (Mental Health UK, 2020). Although people perceive the importance of having adequate knowledge of different physical diseases, they do not share the same perception when it comes to mental health. In fact, many people tend to completely ignore mental health concerns, which increases the risks even more. In some cases, individuals with mental health issues are viewed negatively by others in the society, which makes those individuals feel reluctant to express or even admit the problems that they are suffering from (Ruggiero, 2008). Therefore, public perception of mental health should be investigated in context of mental health literacy to understand the reason for such attitudes, and the solutions to these. 
The objective of this research is to investigate mental health literacy in the UK, from the perspectives of public perception of mental disorders. The research will answer how the people in the UK perceives mental disorders, reflecting on their mental health literacy. The study will help identify the relevant interventions for addressing the gaps in public health literacy. Secondary sources of information have been explored for meeting this study objective. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118345]1.2 Rationale for selecting the topic
[bookmark: _Hlk45182531]Mental health issues are not something to be undermined. It can have significant impact on someone in the long run. Yet, mental health issues are quite often overlooked by individuals and their family members due to the lack of mental health awareness or literacy. Not only in the UK, but this is an issue that affects people on a global scale (Alper and Wojtowicz, 2019). There are certain stereotypes and misconceptions regarding mental health that influences public perception regarding mental health. Even when someone continues to suffer from serious anxieties, depression or breakdowns, they would hardly identify their problems as mental health issues, and thus, they would go for long time without any proper treatment or psychiatric help (Citro, Young and MichaelChristine N., 2019). Then there are concerns individuals face regarding the responses they will get once they recognize themselves as mental health patients. This is why mental health issues are critical health complexities to begin with (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). The lack of mental health literacy is one of the major barriers to people getting proper mental health support from professionals or taking efforts to improve their conditions. As mentioned earlier, in the UK one in every four people is currently suffering from different kinds of mental health issues, whether those be minor issues or major. But most of them would continue to overlook them since they have some negative or limited perceptions regarding mental health (Gorczynski, Sims-schouten, Hill and Wilson, 2017). This research is important because it tries to gain more detailed insights on this issue. In this review of literature, relevant theories, concepts and empirical evidences have been explored with the objective of acknowledging the extents to which mental health literacy in the UK is evident, and what exactly are the public perceptions of mental disorders in the UK (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). From an academic standpoint, this literature review will serve as an informative work on mental health literacy in the context of the UK. Audiences who would want to know more about these issues could be benefitted from this piece of work. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118346]2. Methodology and method
The problem explored in this research involves mental health literacy in the UK. One of the main reasons behind the lack of mental health wellbeing is that people are not usually aware of the prevalence of mental health, and often their perceptions of mental health influence their responses to mental health (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). To what extent, people are aware of mental health, and how mental health literacy is perceived in different communities have been investigated in this research. The aim of this research is to investigate the public perceptions of disorders in the UK in the context of mental health literacy. 
Data for the literature have been gathered from different publications on mental health literacy and the recent journals published on this topic. The researcher has reviewed literature on the aspects or theories of mental health literacy, the socio-demographic influences of mental health literacy and the interventions for improving mental health literacy (Carlson, 2019). 
The systematic literature review has been conducted through a detailed review of secondary data. The secondary investigation has been carried out in this paper to get relevant information from recent journal articles, national database, and research papers published in known journals. The research is focused specifically on the mental health literacy in the UK, and therefore, information that are specifically related to this context have been collected. Thematic data analysis has been carried out to find the common patterns in the data available on the mentioned issue (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). Common patterns have been explored on the dynamics of mental health literacy in the UK, and how factors such as stigma influence mental health have been explored in this research. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118347]3. Literature review
Mental health involves a person’s psychological conditions and one’s emotional state. Mental health is recognized as one of the three core areas of public health, the other two being physical health and social health (Jorm, 2000). Mental health is influenced and influences ones physical and social health in different ways. For instance, poor physical health conditions increase the risks of mental health issues or disorders to take place as well, and vice versa (Macmanus and Wessely, 2013). 
Like physical health issues, there is a long list of mental health complications as well (Köck and Walter, 2018). Anxiety and panic attacks, depression, eating disorders, bipolar disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, post-traumatic disorder, personality disorder, psychosis, schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, suicidal thoughts, self-help- these are some common mental health issues in the UK (Jorm, 2012). Some of these are developed since one’s childhood, whereas some start to develop after one has gone through certain experience. Regardless of whether any disorder is minor or major, it is crucial for one to seek professional support because otherwise there are usually long-term implications. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118348]3.1 Mental health literacy
Mental health literacy refers to the “knowledge and beliefs about mental disorders which aid their recognition, management or prevention” (Macmanus and Wessely, 2013). The concept of mental health literacy is not just limited to having the knowledge or awareness of mental health issues, but it encompasses a broader spectrum of practical knowledge linked to one’s ability to benefit own mental health and the mental health of others (Mind Org, 2020). The components of mental health literacy include (a) preventive knowledge of mental disorders or complexities, (b) ability to recognize the symptoms of mental health complexities and disorders, (c) adequate knowledge of the options to seek help from, (d) knowledge of strategies to self-help if the issues are milder, (e) basic skills to assist individuals suffering from mental health crisis or when they are developing disorders (Moore and Perry, 2013). The basic components of mental health literacy are important for individuals who are suffering from mental health issues and those who are not. 
Adequate knowledge of how to prevent mental health disorders is the first component of mental health literacy. If one has the adequate knowledge of preventing mental health disorders, then s/he would be able to avoid the risks of such disorders having critical impact on their mental state (O’Connor and Casey, 2015). For example, someone who knows about the factors contributing to the risks of cancer would likely avoid those as much as they can, which will help them avoid getting affected with this disease (Sands et al., 2016). However, the benefits of having preventive mental health knowledge would be arguable because one usually does not have the same level of control over their emotional and mental state as they have on their physical health or physical behaviors. Studies suggest that socializing with friends and families is a good way to develop preventive mental health knowledge (SLOAN and GRANT, 2012). Individuals who socialize more with friends and relatives and maintain openness in self-expression are the ones to least suffer from mental health issues, and they usually have greater awareness of mental health risks (Wizemann, 2011).
Having adequate knowledge of the options for professional help is another basic component of mental literacy. Individuals who know where to go when the symptoms of mental health disorders become evident would be more likely to be able to prevent the escalation of these psychological problems (Sands et al., 2016). However, it is to be noted that adequate knowledge in this matter means having the minimum ideas regarding the standards that makes a professional competent to offer mental health treatment and support (Moore and Perry, 2013). Unfortunately, this is one area in which a significant gap in mental health literacy is evident. People often confuse between the practitioners offering mental health support. As a result, they spend more time before getting on the right track to get treatment for mental health issues (Macmanus and Wessely, 2013). Another common challenge in this aspect would be the fact that there is a common tendency to reject psychiatric support, when needed. Some people also hold certain stereotypical perceptions regarding psychiatric helps, which leads to them to avoid professional health (Köck and Walter, 2018). 
The knowledge of self-help involves one’s basic understanding on how to deal with mental health crisis or symptoms of developing disorders (Köck and Walter, 2018). For example, continuously working long hours without having proper sleep can be seriously detrimental to one’s mental health. A person with adequate knowledge of self-help would understand the risks and will avoid continuing working in this manner (Jorm, 2012). Studies conducted on young and middle-aged survey respondents show that self-help knowledge is usually prevalent among them, and they would only be inclined towards seeking professional health as the severity of mental health complexities increase (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). Young people also tend to follow various online materials to help themselves in dealing with their mental health issues. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118349]3.2 Socio and demographic influences
Evidences suggest that mental health literacy is significantly linked to different socio-demographic components such as gender, age, education, culture and social upbringing (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). However, different studies had different take on these influences being significantly relevant to mental health literacy. For instance, studies suggest that younger people have less mental awareness, whereas, individuals who have past their 25th have more relevant knowledge of mental health (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). On other hand, older population have less awareness of mental health in general (Gorczynski, Sims-schouten, Hill and Wilson, 2017). Another study suggests that women usually demonstrate higher threshold to stress compared men, and they are also more aware of their surroundings which adds to their mental health literacy. No major relationship has been found between mental health literacy and ethnicity. Perception towards mental health varies from culture to culture. For example, in the South East Asian communities in the UK, many families perceive mental health as a negative issue, which influences other the behavior of the people around them to get open about their mental health (Citro, Young and MichaelChristine N., 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc43118350]3.3 Interventions to improve mental health literacy
There is good amount of evidences that suggest that mental health literacy can be improved on a community scale. Community based survey findings from Germany, USA, Australia and the UK show that significant improvements were achieved in mental health literacy through extensive community-based education and awareness programs (Alper and Wojtowicz, 2019). For example, whole-of-community based approach to improve mental health literacy in Australia and Europe involved extensive awareness programs using different channels and strategies of communication (Köck and Walter, 2018). College and university-based interventions through mental health support groups and programs in the UK have also been widely successful in improving mental health literacy among the young students (Jorm, 2000). In the USA, there are also similar intervention based educational settings which are hugely effective in minimizing the mental health development among students and young demographic. However, there are still issues to consider when it comes to mental health literacy. There is no doubt that the current intervention programs have been highly successful in dealing with mental health literacy gap in public (Mind Org, 2020). However, it does not swipe out the issue that a significant percentage of the British demography are still suffering from different mental health disorders and have been carrying them without seeking interventions for a long time (Macmanus and Wessely, 2013). In many cases, there is a perception that others will not be able to understand one’s problems, which keeps the individuals away from getting support. This happens when one is suffering from severe depression or effects of any past traumatic experience. In case of students, some reports not to be able to manage time for seeking regular support because of the pressure of their work and education (Moore and Perry, 2013). So, in a broader sense, the mental health literacy development programs might be effective, but they also fail to have similar impacts on different groups of individuals. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118351]4. Findings and discussions
In the UK, surveys are conducted every seven years to determine the number of people suffering from mental health issues. Last national survey was done in 2016. Since 2016, the numbers have gone up as suggested by psychiatrists, counselors and other professionals in this sector. They reported to have been having more concentration of patients and more admissions over the last several years. Yet, they also stated that a large percentage of patients are still shy of seeking professional help regarding their mental health issues (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). Reports from England and Wales suggested that around one in eight adults get treatment for their mental health problems whereas the rest does not, either because of their perception regarding mental health or their lack of awareness on their own health problems (Mind Org, 2020). A popular treatment method that most patients of mental health consider is medication, which is regarded as a complementary treatment for mental health problems. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118353]4.1 Public perception and knowledge of mental health
Evidences suggest that stigma is one of the major barriers to positive public perception regarding mental health in the community. Social stigma towards mental health creates a negative perception of mental disorders in the society. Social stigma is “the disapproval of, or discrimination against, a person based on perceivable social characteristics that serve to distinguish them from other members of a society” (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). Studies reveal that social stigma towards mental health is one of the prevalent problems in the UK which affects the development of mental health awareness in the society (Alper and Wojtowicz, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Hlk45183994]Study on mental health literacy by A. F. Jorm (2018) included a narrative review of a conceptual framework. The study found that a significant number of people fail to recognize different types of psychiatric or psychological disorders in their early stages. Even when they do, there is usually a difference in perceptions between the mental health experts and non-professionals. There are usually differences in the perception regarding the cause of mental health and what would be the effective treatment for a mental health complication (Alper and Wojtowicz, 2019). The attitudes that hinder appropriate help seeking and recognition of mental health have been found to be common in the society. A significant number of information available for public knowledge are often misleading and are from non-professionals. Fortunately, prior evidences on the success rate of different interventions suggest that it is possible to improve mental health literacy in public with the right strategies (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). 
The study conducted by Anthony F. Jorm (2015) reviewed historic evidences of the success rate of different mental health literacy interventions, and suggested that whole-of-community campaigns, interventions in educational settings, information websites, and mental health education and training have the highest rate of success in making a community more aware of the mental health disorders and how to respond and react to the symptoms of mental health. The evidences also show that economic solvency of a community is significantly linked to the mental health standards within that community (Alper and Wojtowicz, 2019). Therefore, community based mental health literacy should be focused through relevant national policy interventions and population monitoring programs. The aim should be to make a community more capable of taking control of the mental health conditions of individuals living there (Jorm, 2000). 
[bookmark: _Toc43118354]4.2 Stigmas regarding mental health in the UK
The findings of the community mental health research indicate that there are some strong social stigmas that are associated to mental health, the perceptions of mental health and the people suffering from mental health getting discriminated in various aspects of life (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019).  In most cases, the mental health problems only worsen because of these social stigmas and discriminatory behaviors experienced by the patients of mental health issues. Studies suggest that mental health patients are more likely to face discriminatory behaviors from their family members, friends and employers during job applications. This leads them to develop more self-harming behavior. Study findings reveal that 90% of the mental health patients have stated that stigmas and discriminations had more negative impacts on their lives compared to the mental health problem itself. 
Studies conducted on mental health literacy shows that the lack of awareness in the society affects individuals finding work, getting into steady relationship, living in decent housing, being included in the society having healthy relations with others and having interactions with others (Mind Org, 2020). This proves that while mental health problems effect on an individual level, but the lack of mental health literacy affects people on a community level, and it is itself a major social issue. A survey on a sample group of respondents revealed that the stereotypes in the society are linked to people’s fear over a patient of mental health (Mind Org, 2020). It is feared by many that mental health patients may harm others around them and may engage in activities that would affect others around. Yet, the findings of the national survey shown that only less than 1% of mental health patients demonstrate these kinds of behaviors, while the vast majority would only be causing harm to themselves and not on others (Macmanus and Wessely, 2013). 
Professionals suggest that stigma and discrimination are the results of lack of mental health literacy, and these can worsen one’s mental health problems, and impede or delay them from getting the necessary treatment they require (Hunt, Wei and Kutcher, 2019). Professionals have found evidences that a significant number of patients of mental health self-isolate themselves in poor housing conditions, which often lead to more disastrous outcomes (Gorczynski, Sims-schouten, Hill and Wilson, 2017). The lack of mental health literacy traps people into a cycle of illness, which at one point, becomes much critical and actually difficult to recover from.
Professionals also blame media in many ways for their contribution to the lack of mental health literacy in public. Media often portrays mental health patients as individuals showing violent behaviors and engaging in antisocial criminal activities (Bowen and Lovell, 2019). This creates a cognitive perception regarding mental health disorders which gets linked to the exiting stigmas and discriminatory behaviors. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118355]5. Conclusion and recommendations
Mental health literacy is crucial for positive attitudes and behaviors within the community towards mental health problems. If mental health literacy is not ensured, then that will hinder the public acceptance of evidence-based mental health care. More so, many people will fail to recognize the need for relevant self-help strategies and professional support in the community if they are not made aware of mental health issues. The idea that mental health is a potentially long-term health problem that will continue to affect the wellbeing of a person should be made aware within the communities. The studies prove that mental health literacy is significantly linked to various aspects of demography and social components. Therefore, interventions should cover a wider area to improve the common perceptions. Also as stated earlier, regardless of what initiatives are taken to improve mental health awareness in public, there will always be cases that cannot be avoided at all. There are incidents and experiences on which one has no control of, and the impact that those leave on them cannot be solved easily. Therefore, mental health literacy should be ensured at the community level so that people can identify the symptoms of someone suffering from mental health problems. This will improve their skills and knowledge to support those in need. One of the best ways to challenge the issues resulting from a lack of mental health literacy in the community is to get into firsthand contract with these patients and engaging with them in regular fashion. This would show others that mental health disorders are just common health complexities that require extensive care and support from others. Public sector organizations should take the responsibility of spreading awareness on mental health disorders and how to deal with them if the patient is someone him/herself or anyone they know. Thus, various inclusive strategies should be considered to inform people about mental health disorders. 
[bookmark: _Toc43118356]
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