
View this article online at: patient.info/news-and-features/what-its-like-living-
with-schizophrenia

What it's like living with schizophrenia
Despite the fact that millions of people have schizophrenia, it is still widely
misunderstood. In this article, we're going to explore what living with
schizophrenia is like from the perspective of someone who was diagnosed
over 30 years ago.

Trigger warning: this article contains references to self-harm and
suicide
.

What is schizophrenia?
Schizophrenia is a long-term mental health disorder. While its cause is not
clear, we do know that the symptoms of schizophrenia include
hallucinations, delusions, disordered thinking, trouble conveying and
processing feelings, and problems with behaviour and motivation.

Schizophrenia is treated by medication and social support.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO)1, schizophrenia affects
approximately 24 million people worldwide. This rate is 1 in 222 people
(0.45%) among adults.
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Meet Graham ...

Graham Morgan is 59 years old. He was diagnosed with schizophrenia over
30 years ago after an initial diagnosis of borderline personality disorder. He
describes his younger self as ridden with "angst, loneliness, fear, and anger",
as he grew up to believe there was "no point in life". He struggled with self-
harm and suicide attempts, as well as admission to a psychiatric hospital.

A few years after his initial diagnosis of schizophrenia, Graham had
travelled, participated in voluntary work, married and welcomed a child.
However, he harboured a lot of anxieties about being a father, a partner,
and his ability to work.

He experienced intrusive thoughts that told him he was a bad person, but
he did not want to think this way. As part of his hallucinations, he became
convinced that there were spirits in his home. Eventually, Graham was
sectioned.

Getting diagnosed with schizophrenia
"Getting diagnosed with schizophrenia was not a surprise. I worked in
mental health and sort of knew the likelihood of this news," admits Graham.

However, the process wasn't easy, as he had a short appointment with a
psychiatrist and didn't feel as supported as he would've liked.
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"Those days are vague in my mind, but I saw a psychiatrist every couple of
months, maybe every month. I still needed support in coming to terms with
my past but, since this was 30 years ago, at the time there didn't seem to
be much available in terms of research into psychosis. The main concern of
practitioners was that I took medication. Unfortunately, I often didn't and
suffered as a consequence, so I was put on to a depot injection."

A depot injection is a slow-release form of medication. They can be used
for various types of drugs, including some antipsychotics.

Pursuing schizophrenia treatment and
rebuilding a life
Graham spent the next few years in and out of hospitals and was sectioned
again. He had support from the Community Mental Health Team and
continued to work and help raise his child, but still felt that his life was
"falling to pieces".

He says his family life became toxic and, soon enough, he had no contact
with either his ex-wife or his son. This took a huge mental toll on Graham, so
he started seeing a Community Psychiatric Nurse (CPN), who he says was
very good at supporting him and helping him work through his emotions.

After leaving the hospital, Graham was put on a community-based
Compulsory Treatment Order. This is where conditions are set for his
treatment. He has remained on this treatment plan for the last 12 years.

"I bought a very small house and regained a relationship with my family
which had been shaky before I left my wife. I started to make friends in my
own right and started to live more independently. I gained another
wonderful CPN, saw a psychologist, and began tackling my drinking
problem too," Graham shares.

He now lives with his partner, Wendy, and her twins, along with Dash the
dog, and two rabbits. He works part-time, has written three books and is
gearing up to celebrate his 60th birthday next year, which at one point in
time he didn't think would be possible.

"My life is wonderful. I get good support from the mental health team, but I
also love going to a well-being hub local to me. My main support is from
my family and the network of friends I have."
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A typical day living with schizophrenia
Graham says there is no "typical" day with schizophrenia, and each can be
different. Some days he engages in activism work, speaking at conferences,
and meeting with others who have mental health disorders. Other days,
Graham does mundane things such as taking his partner to the station for
work and meeting up with friends.

Graham also has fortnightly appointments for therapy and has extra
support from a specialist team to tackle elements of his past. He adds that
these spaces are important to him, as they make him feel safe to cry and
talk about his feelings.

"When I feel low, I remind myself that soon Wendy will be home; we will kiss
and cuddle and talk about work and I will annoy her by asking what to
make for tea. The children might be with their dad, but they give me a big
hug when they come back, and we share inside jokes."

Graham still struggles with alcohol dependency - which he says worsened
following the death of his dad - and has disturbed sleep. He often feels
detached from his emotions and struggles with feeling like global
catastrophes are solely his fault. Luckily, he has people in his life who are
able to notice when he is not engaged and to remind him of the joys of
everyday life.

"I now feel like I have purpose and I realise that my life is immensely
privileged. I have at long last realised that my family has always loved me
despite some of the sadness in my life, and my professional support means
I feel less alone," he says.

What other people should know about
schizophrenia
Something Graham wants other people to know about schizophrenia is that
life can still be wonderful alongside a diagnosis. However, it's important to
understand that life isn't easy for everyone and showing compassion and
dismantling misconceptions around schizophrenia are important.
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"Sometimes my life has been horrendous, but despite that I have skied in
the mountains, sailed over oceans, and walked in meadows. But that isn't
everyone's reality - far from it. The illness is horrendous, but the prejudice
and the way we are often treated by society can leave us lonely, poor, and
incredibly sad indeed.

"I would love to see my peers given more chances and possibilities and
helped to realise that they are valuable wonderful people."

If you suspect that you have schizophrenia, you should consult your GP as
soon as possible - the earlier schizophrenia is diagnosed and treatment is
started, the better. You can be referred for a mental health assessment by
a team of professionals who will review your symptoms and check that
they aren't the result of other causes. They may also assess you for other
mental disorders.

If you suspect schizophrenia in a loved one and they are reluctant to seek
help, it might be worth persuading them to see their GP or, in the instance
of a rapidly worsening schizophrenic episode, you may need to go to A&E.
In severe cases, people can be compulsorily detained in hospital under the
Mental Health Act (2007)2.

Whatever your situation, whether a loved one or a patient, it's important to
remember that you aren't alone.

Further reading
1. World Health Organization.

2. Mental Health Act 2007.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss What it's like living with schizophrenia and find more trusted resources at
Patient.
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