Surviving the Tornado of Mental Illness: Psychiatric Survivors’ Experiences 

of Getting, Losing, and Keeping Housing
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Homelessness and housing stability have become important concerns for consumer-survivors of the mental health system.  Although many studies have focused on issues of homelessness, housing stability, and housing preference, the subjective experiences of consumer-survivors have remained relatively unexplored.

This qualitative study explored the housing-related experiences of consumer-survivors of the mental health system.  Nine focus groups, involving 90 people, were conducted in urban and rural South-Western Ontario.  The metaphor of a tornado was proposed to express the degree of upheaval and loss experienced by consumer-survivors.   
Key Findings:

· The focus-group participants described three levels of upheaval, loss, and destruction – similar to the devastating effects of a tornado: 1) losing ground, 2) struggling to survive, and 3) gaining stability.
· Losing Ground: The themes associated with this first and most destructive phase of the tornado were living in fear and losing control of basic human rights.
“They made me give up my apartment…I left everything behind – my couch, my TV, everything, my fish tank, everything.  I left it all behind because they said I wasn’t well enough to go back, I wasn’t able to look after myself.”
· Struggling to Survive: This phase, in which consumer-survivors described picking up the pieces from the destruction caused by the tornado, included gaining access to social supports and receiving professional services.
“[T]he food bank is here but it is only going to feed you for two days, and when you have no money, what do you do for the other 28 days?”
· Gaining Stability: The final phase included the securing of personal space, and building relationships.

“I am in my fifth home…But this one I know I can stay for two years and I can finally go to a permanent home after that.  So I know I’ll finally be able to have a home that I can call home for quite a while.”  

Key Implications: 

· This study prompts us to ask: What is the tornado?  Is it the experience of mental illness, or the experience of society’s response to mental illness?

· Findings suggest that the destructive tornado experienced by consumer-survivors may have more to do with society’s response to mental illness, than with the illness itself.

· Health care providers and policy decision makers need to be aware of the losses that are not simply a result of the symptoms of mental illness, but are a result of the responses to the illness.

· Timely availability of supports and services, including adequate housing, income support, and community care, will help people rebuild their lives.
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