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Life can be confusing and complex. Sometimes I have clients begin therapy with me after 
they have been given a diagnosis for a mental illness. They do not always believe or 
understand the way that this diagnosis was determined or even think that it is accurate. 
Their "depression" or "anxiety" or "ADHD" might not actually be the "problem" or might 
become an additional problem to the original one with time. 

When people tell me that their "problem" is divorce, or anger or not getting enough sex I 
usually help them to understand that these things are usually the "result" of other problems. 
For example, divorce can be the result of not having a good relationship, anger could be the 
result of not having good coping skills to deal with life and "not getting enough sex" can be 
the result of poor communications or lack of intimacy. 

People who have been diagnosed with anxiety or depression also can be focussing on 
treatment for what is not the underlying problem. There have been many employees and 
professionals, for example, who improved their work relationships or business practices and 
found that their "mental health" symptoms disappeared. 

Please don't misunderstand me. A mental illness diagnosis can be a result of not being able 
to develop strategies to deal with original problems. But, they can also be given in error 
when a person is actually suffering from overwork, physical illnesses or inability to deal with 
loss. 

I remember very clearly when a school official asked me to talk with a "rebellious" teen who 
had moved three days previously and refused to communicate or participate in class. His 
rebellion was revealed to be anger and sadness because his grandfather had died just 
before the move and the boy's father refused to take him to the funeral. 

When people are referred to me for "anger management" I don't introduce a workbook or 
strategy. I want first of all want to know why the person is angry. The cause might lead the 
therapy in a totally different direction. 

It's true that people can be misdiagnosed but, it is also important to know that when 
problems are not dealt with in a healthy manner, they can lead to mental illness. The key to 
good therapy therefore requires excellent assessment as well as appropriate intervention. 

 


