Advocating for people with
mental health needs
and developmental disability

GLOSSARY

Accrued deﬁcits: The delays or lack of development in emotional,
social, academic, or behavioral skills that a child or adolescent
experiences because of untreated mental illness. The mental
illness keeps the individual from developing these life skills at the
usual stage of life. An individual may never fully make up for these
deﬁciencies.
Acute: Refers to a disease or condition that has a rapid onset,
marked intensity, and short duration.
Antidepressant: A medication used to treat depression.
Anxiety: An abnormal sense of fear, nervousness, and
apprehension about something that might happen in the future.
Anxiety disorder: Any of a group of illnesses that ﬁll people’s
lives with overwhelming anxieties and fears that are chronic and
unremitting. Anxiety disorders include panic disorder, obsessivecompulsive disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, phobias, and
generalized anxiety disorder.
Attention deﬁcit disorder (ADD): See attention deﬁcit
hyperactivity disorder.
Attention deﬁcit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD): A mental
illness characterized by an impaired ability to regulate activity level
(hyperactivity), attend to tasks (inattention), and inhibit behavior
(impulsivity). For a diagnosis of ADHD, the behaviors must appear
before an individual reaches age seven, continue for at least six
months, be more frequent than in other children of the same age,
and cause impairment in at least two areas of life (school, home,
work, or social function).
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Autism: A developmental brain disorder that typically aﬀects a
person’s ability to communicate, engage in social interactions,
and respond appropriately to the environment. Some people with
autism have few problems with learning and speech, and are able
to function well in society. Others may be signiﬁcantly impaired or
have serious language delays. Autism makes some people seem
closed oﬀ and shut down; others seem locked into repetitive
behaviors and rigid patterns of thinking.
Bipolar disorder: A depressive disorder in which a person
alternates between episodes of major depression and mania
(periods of abnormally and persistently elevated mood).
Also referred to as manic-depression.
Chronic: Refers to a disease or condition that persists over a long
period of time.
Cognition: Conscious mental activity that informs a person about
his or her environment. Cognitive actions include perceiving,
thinking, reasoning, judging, problem solving, and remembering.
Conduct disorder: A personality disorder of children and
adolescents involving persistent antisocial behavior. Individuals
with conduct disorder frequently participate in activities such as
stealing, lying, truancy, vandalism, and substance abuse.
Delusion: A false belief that persists even when a person has
evidence that the belief is not true.
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Depression (depressive disorders): A group of diseases
including major depressive disorder (commonly referred to as
depression), dysthymia, and bipolar disorder (manic-depression).
See bipolar disorder, dysthymia, and major depressive disorder.
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th
Edition (DSM-IV) / 5th Edition (DSM-V): A book published by the
American Psychiatric Association that gives general descriptions
and characteristic symptoms of diﬀerent mental illnesses.
Physicians and other mental health professionals use the DSM-IV to
conﬁrm diagnoses for mental illnesses.
Disease: A synonym for illness. See illness.
Disorder: An abnormality in mental or physical health. In this
module, disorder is used as a synonym for illness.
Dysthymia: A depressive disorder that is less severe than major
depressive disorder but is more persistent. In children and
adolescents, dysthymia lasts for an average of four years.
Hallucination: The perception of something, such as a sound or
visual image, that is not actually present other than in the mind.
Illness: A problem in which some part or parts of the body do
not function normally, in a way that interferes with a person’s
life. For the purpose of this module, other terms considered to
be synonyms for illness include disease, disorder, condition, and
syndrome.
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Major depressive disorder: A depressive disorder commonly
referred to as depression. Depression is more than simply being
sad; to be diagnosed with depression, a person must have ﬁve or
more characteristic symptoms nearly every day for a two-week
period.
Mania: Feelings of intense mental and physical hyperactivity,
elevated mood, and agitation.
Manic-depression: See bipolar disorder.
Marriage & Family Therapist (MFTI, MFT): Marriage and Family
Therapists are registered or licensed mental health professionals
who work with individuals; couples - whether or not married;
families of all types; and groups to relieve mental, emotional, and
relational concerns of all kinds. MFTs work in a variety of settings
throughout California and the rest of the country providing mental
health services, as well as provide services in independent practice.
They often provide the same work as ASWs, MSWs and LCSWs.
Mental illness: A health condition that changes a person’s
thinking, feelings, or behavior (or all three) and that causes the
person distress and diﬃculty in functioning.
Mental retardation: A condition in which a person has an IQ that
is below average and that aﬀects an individual’s learning, behavior,
and development. This condition is present from birth.
Neurosis: A term no longer used medically as a diagnosis for
a relatively mild mental or emotional disorder that may involve
anxiety or phobias but does not involve losing touch with reality.
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Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD): An anxiety disorder
in which a person experiences recurrent unwanted thoughts or
rituals that the individual cannot control. A person who has OCD
may be plagued by persistent, unwelcome thoughts or images
or by the urgent need to engage in certain rituals, such as hand
washing or checking.
Oppositional deﬁant disorder: A disruptive pattern of behavior
of children and adolescents that is characterized by deﬁant,
disobedient, and hostile behaviors directed toward adults in
positions of authority. The behavior pattern must persist for at least
six months.
Panic disorder: An anxiety disorder in which people have feelings
of terror, rapid heart beat, and rapid breathing that strike suddenly
and repeatedly with no warning. A person who has panic disorder
cannot predict when an attack will occur and may develop intense
anxiety between episodes, worrying when and where the next one
will strike.
Phobia: An intense fear of something that poses little or no actual
danger. Examples of phobias include fear of closed-in places,
heights, escalators, tunnels, highway driving, water, ﬂying, dogs,
and injuries involving blood.
Psychiatrist: A medical doctor (M.D.) who specializes in treating
mental diseases. A psychiatrist evaluates a person’s mental
health along with his or her physical health and can prescribe
medications.
Psychiatry: The branch of medicine that deals with identifying,
studying, and treating mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders.
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Psychologist: A mental health professional who has received
specialized training in the study of the mind and emotions. A
psychologist usually has an advanced degree such as a Ph.D.
Psychosis: A serious mental disorder in which a person loses
contact with reality and experiences hallucinations or delusions.
Psychotherapy: A treatment method for mental illness in which
a mental health professional (psychiatrist, psychologist, counselor)
and a patient discuss problems and feelings to ﬁnd solutions.
Psychotherapy can help individuals change their thought or
behavior patterns or understand how past experiences aﬀect
current behaviors.
Relapse: The reoccurrence of symptoms of a disease.
Risk: The chance or possibility of experiencing harm or loss.
Risk factor: Something that increases a person’s risk or
susceptibility to harm.
Schizophrenia: A chronic, severe, and disabling brain disease.
People with schizophrenia often suﬀer terrifying symptoms such as
hearing internal voices or believing that other people are reading
their minds, controlling their thoughts, or plotting to harm them.
These symptoms may leave them fearful and withdrawn. Their
speech and behavior can be so disorganized that they may be
incomprehensible or frightening to others.
Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs): A group of
medications used to treat depression. These medications cause an
increase in the amount of the neurotransmitter serotonin in the
brain.
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Social worker (BSW, MSW, LCSW): A social worker is a helping
professional who is distinguished from other human service
professionals by a focus on both the individual and his or her
environment. Generally, social workers have at least a bachelor’s
degree from an accredited education program and in most states
they must be licensed, certiﬁed, or registered. A Master’s in Social
Work is required for those who provide psychotherapy or work
in speciﬁc settings. They often provide the same type of work as
MFTIs & MFTs.
Stigma: A negative stereotype about a group of people.
Symptom: Something that indicates the presence of a disease.
Syndrome: A group of symptoms or signs that are characteristic of
a disease. In this module, the word syndrome is used as a synonym
for illness.
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