
I/DD and Mental Illness: 
What to Look for and How to Get Help

New Jersey Self-Advocacy Project’s Stay Healthy at Home Series

Alison O’Connor, PsyD, BCBA     
 May 18, 2021





Hello
Dr. Alison O’Connor
● Licensed psychologist

● Board certified behavior analyst

● Specialize in dual diagnosis

● The Arc, Ocean County Chapter 

● Rutgers, RWJ Medical School

● Private practice



Outline for Today
● What is mental illness?

● Why does it happen?

● When should I get help?

● What does help look like?

● How do I get help?

**Warning: We will talk about some hard topics today**
**noise**





Dual Diagnosis
● When someone with an I/DD also has a mental illness

● So…  what is mental illness? 

● Have you heard of any examples?



Mental Illness
● Can also be called a psychiatric disorder, mental condition, mental health 

condition, mental disorder, have you heard of other names? 

● Mental illnesses can affect our  

○ Thoughts

○ Feelings & Sensations

○ Actions & Behaviors

●  Mental illnesses interrupt our lives



Mental Illness … Why?

● Relationships

● Coping styles

● Genetics

● Chemicals in the brain

● Trauma

● Support system

● Life stage

● ?



Thoughts
I can’t do it

This isn’t real

I have to leave

I hate my body

I’m in danger

I can’t stop

No one likes me

I failed

I give up



Feelings & Sensations



Behavior
● Eating

● Sleeping

● Talking

● Moving

● ?

● ?

● ?

●



Getting Help Can Be Hard!
● Lack of resources, awareness, $

● Other-referred, visible behaviors

● Diagnostic Overshadowing

● Clinician preparation



What Can Help Look Like?



Intake Interview
● You should feel safe and respected
● Confidentiality, guardianship, informed consent
● What is therapy?
● Explain how you see “the problem,” how your support 

person sees it
● Therapist will investigate symptoms and coping skills and 

how you see yourself
● You can ask any questions you have
● Therapist will propose initial treatment plan



Treatment Plan
● Therapeutic Need?

● Other needs? Referrals…

○ Medication, medical concerns

○ Environment

○ Social system

○ Work, day program

○ Post-HS vulnerability!



Psychotherapy

“Expressing emotion in therapy involves not venting but 
rather engaging the body in enactments that promote 
the internal sensing of one’s own action and a form of 
symbolizing in action … Putting one’s body where one’s 
mouth is helps overcome avoidance of experience, 
undoes muscular constriction, and generates 
neurochemical changes, and all of these change 
self-regulation and interactions.” - Greenberg, 2012



Psychotherapy

Isn’t...Is…



Psychotherapy

Isn’t...

● A quick fix

● Easy

● Giving someone rules

● Giving someone advice

● A punishment

Is…

● One tool

● Sometimes hard or painful

● A collaboration

● A kind of practice

● A safe place to be accepted

● Non-judgmental



Group Therapy

“By the crowd they have been broken, 

by the crowd they shall be healed.” 

- Cody Marsh

Group Therapy ModelSocial Skills Training Model



Group Therapy
● Can teach us

○ Acceptance
○ Hope
○ Universality
○ Self-understanding
○ Modeling
○ Guidance
○ Altruism



What Makes a Good Therapist?



What Makes a Good Therapist?
● Form relationships with range 

of clients, help them accept 
help (Wampold, 2013)

● Warm
● Accepting
● Empathetic

○ What are you feeling? 
○ What are you processing?



Help



Help
● The Arc, Ocean County Chapter

732-363-3335 x157

● The Arc of Monmouth
732-493-1919 x888

● The Arc of NJ -- SELF-ADVOCACY PROJECT!

● CPC Behavioral Health www.cpcbehavioral.org

● Your primary care doctor

● Your support coordinator



Help
National Association for the Dually Diagnosed 
www.thenadd.org
pid.thenadd.org

Trinitas Regional Medical Center
Dual Diagnosis Inpatient Unit
Integrative Service Delivery Team
CARES (Crisis Assessment Response & Enhanced Services)
1-888-393-3007

http://www.thenadd.org


Thank You
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