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DECEMBER 3, 2020 - Virtual Support Group Meeting through Zoom.us 
 

GENERAL MEETING 
7:00pm – 9:00pm 

 

An invitation will be sent to all of our support group members.  If you do not receive an invitation but 
wish to attend, please contact Candy Venezia by email at cvenezia@aol.com or phone 412-361-8916.  
For security purposes, only those who reply to the invitation will be admitted to the meeting.  

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Amazon Smile Shopping 
Shopping online for the holidays?  Shop at smile.amazon.com and they will donate 0.5% of eligible purchases to your 
favorite charitable organization—no fees, no extra cost.  You can choose NAMIKeystone PA as your charity!   

 
Giving Tuesday – December 1, 2020 
Please consider donating to NAMI Keystone PA on December 1, 2020, Giving Tuesday.  The link is: 
https://www.givebigpittsburgh.com/organizations/nami-keystone-pennsylvania.  See info at the end of this newsletter. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Managing Your Mental Health During the Holidays                                                              Taken from NAMI Website 

By Colleen O’Day | December 19, 2017 

 
During the holiday season, many look forward to festivities with friends and family. But for others, this time can bring on or 
worsen stress, anxiety and depression.  
 
There are a variety of factors that can bring on holiday anxiety and depression.  Some people experience increased 
financial burden due to travel, gift and/or hosting costs.  Others may feel overwhelmed as the holiday season often 
includes a packed calendar of parties, performances and traveling that can be difficult to balance with everyday 
responsibilities and self-care.  Not to mention: High expectations to give perfect gifts and plan perfect events, as well as 
loneliness for those who aren’t with loved ones. 
 
If you are experiencing any of these challenges, here are some coping tips you can use to manage your increased levels 
of anxiety, stress and sadness. 
 
Stay In Therapy 
Although the holiday season is overwhelmingly busy, do not cancel your therapy sessions to make time for other 
activities.  The holidays can bring up difficult emotions.  If you can, keep your scheduled therapy sessions to ensure you 
have built-in time to explore anything that comes up. 
 
Mindfulness 
In addition to professional mental health care, mindfulness can be a valuable mental wellness tool.  Certain practices can 
be particularly helpful if you are traveling or running on an unusual schedule.  If you’re new to mindfulness, the online 
MSW program at the University of Southern California created a Mindfulness Toolkit featuring free mindfulness resources, 
like guided meditations for beginners. 
 

mailto:cvenezia@aol.com
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/in-the-age-anxiety/201111/10-common-holiday-stresses-and-how-cope-them-0
https://msw.usc.edu/
https://msw.usc.edu/
https://msw.usc.edu/mindful-living-resources/


Don’t Rely On Drugs And Alcohol 
The Anxiety and Depression Association of America recommends avoiding drugs and alcohol for comfort.  While the 
prospect of escape can be appealing, substance use can ultimately worsen your issues. T here is a 20% overlap between 
people with anxiety or mood disorders and substance use disorders, and substances can exacerbate symptoms.  When 
you feel you need a relaxation aid, you can instead turn to a mindfulness tactic or other healthy coping mechanism. 
 
Soak Up The Sun   
Some struggle with depression during the winter months because of Major Depressive Disorder with a Seasonal Pattern. 
Exposure to bright lights, including fluorescent lights, can help ease symptoms.  Even for those without this form of 
depression, walking outside in the sun can be an effective centering and calming tool.  Numerous studies have pointed to 
the mental health benefits of spending time in nature, including stress relief, better concentration, lower levels of 
inflammation and improved mental energy. 
 
Set Realistic Expectations 
Another major source of anxiety, stress and depression around the holidays can be examining accomplishments from the 
past year.  Some may experience negative feelings over not being at a place they feel they “should be” in life.  Get 
yourself out of this space by adjusting expectations and setting realistic goals.  For example, if you’re trying to establish an 
exercise routine, try setting a goal of talking a walk three times a week rather than vowing to do CrossFit every day. 
Managing mental illness is always challenging, but it can be particularly difficult during the holiday season.  While the 
struggle can feel isolating, remember that you are far from alone.  Seek help from professional mental health services, 
maintain your self-care routines and include mindfulness practices into your days as you approach” the New Year. 
 
Colleen O’Day is a digital marketing manager and community outreach support for 2U Inc.’s social work, mental health and K-12 
education programs. Find her on Twitter @ColleenMODay. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

A Word to the Wise: Caregiver Take Care                                                          Taken from NAMI Blog Online 

By Linda Snow-Griffin, PhD. | November 18, 2020 

 
What airline passenger truly loves flying in turbulent conditions? My husband, who is a private pilot, likes to remind me 
that turbulence is like driving on a bumpy country road.  While this can seem reassuring, I still dislike the feeling of being 
out of control.  Thoughts of “will I survive?” still freak me out until we get to a smoother air space. 
  
Being out of control is just what I felt 19 years ago when my son told me he believed he had schizophrenia.  As a 
psychologist, and as a mother, I was in disbelief.  At the beginning, our journey felt worse than a bumpy country road.  I 
frequently wondered how we would survive.  Taking care of myself was the last thing on my mind. 
  
What I learned is that there is a reason that flight attendants tell adults to put the oxygen mask on themselves first before 
putting it on the children traveling with them.  How would a small child feel if he or she was comfortably breathing with 
their mask and discovered their parent was passed out in the seat next to them?  Similarly, I needed to be conscious and 
available when my son needed me in the early years of his diagnosis. 
 
Realizing My Stress Level Was Affecting My Health  
Self-care is not particularly novel or difficult to execute.  What is hard is making self-care a priority when you need it the 
most.  I recall a time when I was in the swirl of anguish.  Jacob, my son, was close to graduating from college, but he also 
wanted to move out and leave the structure of our home that had been so essential to his school work.  I felt that was a 
terrible decision and it would keep him from graduating that semester and yelled at him.  Jacob just looked at me calmly 
and said, “Mom, are you still meditating?”   
  
As a psychologist, I had learned ways to deal with stress, such as various ways to meditate, and I frequently shared 
stress management methods with my clients.  I already knew from my own line of work that stress affects healthy 
behaviors and choices, such as how much sleep a person gets or what foods they eat.  Eventually, high levels of 
stress reduces the immune system. 
  
Despite this knowledge, when my personal world began to tumble, I felt that all I could do was tread water.  During the 
more challenging times, I really didn't think about my needs; not because I was a martyr, but because it was just not a 
priority.  
  
A friend of mine whose sister has schizophrenia believed that her mother's health deteriorated because of the stress of 
her daughter's illness.  How I was handling my stress was bound to affect my health, too.  Jacob's response to my out-of-
control yelling was a wake-up call.  I needed to develop an action plan that made me a useful advocate for him, instead of 
a basket of out-of-control emotions.    
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Implementing A Self-Care Routine 
My first step was to resume my former routines.  For many years, I engaged in a 20-minute focused meditation once or 
twice a day.  That was my most effective way of maintaining calmness and control in my life.  A focused meditation using 
a repeated calming word as a mantra (i.e., relax, peaceful, serene) or a visual image representing peacefulness (ie., 
walking on a beach) helps me slow down and gives me a special time to take care of myself, even during a busy day.        
  
A lot of people try meditation but give up because they find that their thoughts stray too much, especially when they are 
stressed.  The ironic truth is that wandering thoughts are a normal part of the meditation process.  Becoming aware of 
these distractions and gently bringing your thoughts back to the mantra or image is practice for when you’re stuck in your 
head in your day-to-day.  Learning the process of “letting go and returning” is one of main benefits of meditating regularly.  
 
Drawing Ideas From Other Stressful Periods Of My Life 
The next thing I did was to think back to other times in my life when I had experienced unusual amounts of stress and 
what I did to manage it.  I easily identified graduate school as a time when I was juggling work, classes and dissertation 
writing.  Looking back, that time period seemed easy compared to what I was going through with my son's illness. 
However, during those days, I began practicing yoga in addition to meditation to manage stress.  I bicycled every week to 
a yoga class near campus and immersed myself in the calming movements and breathing exercises.  
  
I didn't have as much time to bicycle to a class anymore, but I did order some good DVDs.  With the help of the videos, I 
added yoga to my stress management routine in the comfort of my home.  I now have a special space in my house 
devoted to meditation and yoga.  While in that space, I look out the window and see tree branches that change with the 
season and part of our backyard and garden.  I also routinely light a candle with a calming scent at the beginning of my 
practice.  At the end, I try to recognize how good it feels to take this special time for 
myself.                                                         
  
Other important resources have included walking, participating in support groups, reading biographies of resilient and 
courageous people, baking and cooking, going to work, and, for me, praying a lot.  I also know that thoughts and words 
are powerful.  I do not mean that by thinking everything is rosy that schizophrenia will disappear.  I am a firm believer in 
reality.  However, reality consists of the good and the bad.  Of course, I sometimes become discouraged, upset or angry 
during turbulent times — that's reality.  But, I also take care of myself enough to focus on Jacob's progress and celebrate 
the “up” times — and that's reality, too. 
  
Linda Snow-Griffin, Ph.D., is a psychologist living near Cincinnati, Ohio.  She taught classes and counseled students at several 
colleges and universities and published articles in the areas of sexual functioning and in wellness.  She recently retired from a private 
practice of 30 years.  During that time, she worked with adults and children with diverse issues and presented workshops on stress 
management, parenting and clinical hypnosis.  

  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Remarkable Human – Animal Bond                                                      Taken from NAMI BLOG 

By Katherine Ponte, BA, JD, MBA, CPRP | November 20, 2020 

 
Why do people all over the world find solace from cat videos and dog Instagram accounts? I t’s because animals soften 
our souls, appealing to some purer, loving part of ourselves.  It’s an inexplicable human-animal bond, enduring friendships 
and emotional support, which many humans struggle to find in other humans.  They brighten so many people’s lives, with 
an estimated 67% of U.S. households (or 84.9 million homes) owning a pet. 
 
These bonds can be greater still between a person living with mental illness and their pet.  In one study, 60% of people 
with chronic mental health conditions considered their pets to be as important as family members.  The healing power of 
our little friends can be indescribable. 
 
This was the case with my dearly departed cat Dude. Way back when I got him, I could have never imagined the critical, 
pure loving role that he would come to play in coping with my severe depression.  He sensed it, and he lived it with me. 
He never left my side even when everyone else did.  He never left me all alone.  He rescued me many times in his 
instinctive caring way.  I’d speak to him in the depths of my depression: “You love me, you’ll always love me no matter 
what,” and I’d hear his silent response. 
 
Many pets have a natural talent to support us, and they can play a valuable role in addressing mental health issues. 
 
Benefits Of The Human-Animal Bond 
Pet ownership has many possible mental health benefits.  It has been shown to reduce stress, depression and anxiety 
and improve overall quality of life in many ways.  Pets provide a calm presence, can divert negative thoughts and promote 

https://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12888-016-1111-3
https://habri.org/research/mental-health/
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exercise.  Caring for pets can help commit owners to routines, such as daily walking, create a sense of purpose and 
accomplishment, and facilitate social and community interactions and integration.  Some of these benefits can come from 
just petting or playing with pets.  However, the greatest direct benefit of pet ownership is emotional companionship.  All 
loving pet owners know this, but the impact on people living with mental illness can be profound.  It can even be life-
saving. 
 
A literature review of people living with mental illness shows convincing evidence of this “pet effect.”  According to this 
review, which is consistent with my own personal experiences, pet ownership can reduce feelings of isolation and 
loneliness.  Pets are an important, trusted and consistent source of unconditional love and affection.  They intuitively 
provide this support in times of need and can be a helpful distraction from ruminations on negative thoughts, including 
suicidal ideation. 
 
They are also valued as a “person” to speak to, because a person may speak to them without fear of judgment or the 
sense of being a burden. As they seemingly listen without response, there is no fear of interruptions, criticisms and 
advice, and there is respect for boundaries and confidentiality.  A pet is accepting of their owner without regard for their 
illness.  As a result, they make people feel good about themselves and provide reasons to live. 
 

Types Of Support Animals 
There are many types of support animals and interventions. The most common animal types are emotional support 
animals, service animals and therapy animals. 
 
Emotional Support Animals (ESAs) 
ESAs provide emotional support and comfort to their owners on a daily basis.  They are not trained and do not perform 
specific tasks.  ESAs can include dogs, cats, rabbits, birds, hamsters, horses and others. 
 
For your pet to be considered an ESA legally, you must have a prescription letter, which is renewed yearly from a licensed 
therapist or doctor that states you have a mental disability and that an ESA is necessary for treatment.  This is the only 
legal document governing ESAs.  
 
ESAs are considered a reasonable accommodation under the Fair Housing Act (FHA), which allows tenants to reside with 
an ESA in a no-pet dwelling for no additional fee.  Under the Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA), airlines must allow ESAs to 
accompany their handlers in the cabin of the aircraft at no cost subject to review of your prescription letter.  Unusual 
animals, such as snakes and rodents, are not permitted to be ESAs.  It may be possible to file an appeal if a landlord or 
carrier denies your request. 
 
Service Dogs 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) defines a psychiatric service dog as: 

“a dog that has been trained to perform tasks that assist individuals with disabilities to detect the onset of psychiatric 
episodes and lessen their effects.  Tasks may include reminding the handler to take medicine, providing safety checks 
or room searches, or turning on lights for persons with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), interrupting self-
mutilation by persons with dissociative identity disorders, and keeping disoriented individuals from danger.” 
 

Service animals are “working animals” and not pets. Only service animals, including dogs and miniature horses, are 
accorded special privileges or considered a reasonable accommodation under the ADA. Service dogs are allowed in all 
public facilities, even when a no-pets policy exists, and an employer may be required to allow a service dog in a place of 
employment to work alongside their handler. An employer may ask if your dog is required because of a disability and what 
work has your dog been trained to perform. Service animals are entitled to the same rights as ESAs under the FHA and 
ACAA. 
 
Service dogs have been shown to especially benefit veterans suffering from PTSD in many ways, including reduced 
PTSD symptoms and improved quality of life.  They have also been shown to reduce anger and anxiety and enhance 
sleep.  They are trained to help veterans cope with anxiety or panic attacks, and create space between the handler and 
other people.  The best place to source a service dog is Assistance Dogs International, including Psychiatric Service Dog 
Partners. Training and costs of ownership can be prohibitive with some costing upwards of $20,000 for training alone. 
There are non-profits that provide veterans service dogs at no cost, such as K9s for Warriors. 
 
Therapy Animals 
Trained therapy animals are typically certified dogs that accompany handlers in visits to hospitals, including psychiatric 
units, nursing homes and others medical facilities.  They can offer structured therapy or simply provide comfort to patients. 
An absolute highlight of two of my psychiatric hospitalizations were the therapy animal visits.  Pet Partners is the leading 
therapy animal non-profit program.  Volunteers can have their dogs certified as therapy dogs by the Alliance of Therapy 
Dogs. 
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Psychiatric daytime and residential programs have also incorporated farm animals as part of daily living activities.  Farm 
animals offer some of the same benefits of pet ownership.  A few examples of the programs include Fountain House 
Farm, Gould Farm and Hopewell. 
 
If you can’t own a pet, there are ways you can interact with animals up close.  These include volunteering at a local 
shelter or even visiting animal sanctuaries. 
 
Animals can be a wonderful part of life.  They are an underutilized mental health intervention that could benefit many more 
people.  Research has shown their benefits, and anecdotal accounts are plentiful. They can ease the loneliness so many 
of us with mental illness suffer from, one of the most painful experiences of our illness. 
 
Animals can offer the support that we may lack and complement the support that we have.  My personal experiences are 
similar to possibly millions of people.  My Dude helped give me the gift of life when I struggled in the depths of my suicidal 
depression.  He will forever be with me. 
 
“I carry his heart with me, I carry him in my heart. I am never without him.” – E.E. Cummings. 
Author’s note: I miss you Dude. 
  
KATHERINE PONTE, BA, JD, MBA, CPRP, is a mental health advocate, writer, entrepreneur and lawyer.  She has been living with 
severe bipolar I disorder with psychosis and extended periods of suicidal depression for 20 years.  Katherine is the Founder of 
ForLikeMinds, an online mental illness peer support community, and BipolarThriving: Bipolar Recovery Coaching, and the Creator of 
Psych Ward Greeting Cards, which visits and distributes greeting cards to patients in psychiatric units.  She is a member of the Board 
of NAMI New York City.  Katherine is the author of ForLikeMinds: Mental Illness Recovery Insights and a monthly contributor to the 
NAMI Blog.  She also actively collaborates with the Program for Recovery and Community Health, Department of Psychiatry, School of 
Medicine, Yale University.  A native of Toronto, Canada, Katherine calls New York City and the Catskills home.  Her life’s mission is to 
share her hope and inspire others to believe that mental illness recovery is possible and help them reach it.  In the two years since 
reaching full recovery and starting to share her story publicly, her work has reached over one million people. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Finding a Partner Who Accepts My Mental Illness      Taken from NAMI Blog 

By Jennifer B. | November 16, 2020 

 
It was the middle of the afternoon when I broke my porcelain ramen bowl.  It slipped out of my hands and the thing 
shattered.  I was in tears sitting on the kitchen floor, collecting each piece to throw in the garbage bin.  
 
The accident happened when I was washing the bowl.  I was about to grab the dishtowel from the stove and the slippery 
porcelain fell out of my fingers.  I’ve been clumsier the past few years because I have been on a medication with that side 
effect (along with significant weight gain).  The clumsiness has been a source of frustration for me often, like the time I 
broke down in tears one night because I dropped my car keys under the driver’s seat.  
 
So, what does one do when they break their favorite bowl?  Well, I texted a few people lamenting the loss.  One text was 
to a man I’d had a romantic relationship with for the previous nine months.  Despite being thousands of miles apart most 
of the time, we kept up consistent phone communication.  As per usual, I hopefully imagined what our future would be 
like.  We’d marry, have babies and live happily ever after.  
 
I texted him to tell him I broke my bowl: “Ughhhhhh, I broke my porcelain ramen bowl.” 
 
He teased me for having a “first-world problem” and asked how I broke it.  
 
I said it slipped from my hands.  My medication makes me clumsy.  
 
He asked me what medication I was on again. (We had discussed in passing once that I took medication to treat my 
anxiety.)  
 
Zyprexa, I told him.  And I explained the side effects.  
 
“Oh yea, that’s like an antidepressant, right?” 
 
I proceeded to hesitantly tell him that it was an atypical antipsychotic, that I had been on it for four and a half years, and 
this was the drug that provided the most benefit to me with the least bit of side effects.  For me, I was relieved in part that I 
finally had an opportunity to talk about this topic with him.  My mental health is an important challenge that I’ve had to 
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overcome, and it’s something I wanted to share with my partner. 
 
He texted back that he found it very alarming.  That this was a huge red flag.  He did not know if he could date someone 
who was on a drug like that.  He said that fresh air, exercise and a daily routine were all I needed.  He also said he would 
never take a drug like that.  
 
I flashed back to my last serious relationship with a man who criticized me for taking medication.  I actually stopped taking 
them to please him. Things got bad, and I ended up in the hospital.  This was now the second romantic relationship where 
I’ve had to confront the stigma of mental illness.  And honestly, it roused a sense of fear inside me that I might never find 
love.  
 
When I asked him why it was such a huge red flag to him, he said, “It’s called an antipsychotic. If that’s not a red flag, I 
don’t know what is.”  
 
I can’t say I blame him for it.  Antipsychotic does sound kind of scary.  
 
He said he had to shower and that we’d talk later.  I waited three hours for a call.  
 
When he didn’t call, I sent a message: “Did you want to talk tonight?”  
 
His response was radio silence.  
 
He didn’t even want or care to understand this aspect of my life.  It was especially frustrating because I felt like I was 
patient with him through the trials of a long-distance relationship and some of his own character flaws.  
 
The next day, I wanted to have a salad for lunch.  In place of my porcelain ramen bowl, I reached to the top shelf in my 
kitchen and pulled down the stack of mixing bowls.  As I reached, suddenly they all came toppling down; the biggest 
mixing bowl of the group broke into multiple pieces.  
 
I found myself on the kitchen floor, in tears, again.  I was picking up the shards of the plastic mixing bowl.  Two bowls in 
the span of 24 hours.  The first brought about a huge let down.  But the second helped me gain clarity on this relationship. 
This individual was not making the effort to understand my mental illness and the many ways it has impacted my life — 
from being hospitalized to crying over a broken bowl.  
 
I realized why having this conversation about my mental health in a relationship is important to me.  I can’t change who I 
am or the challenges I’ve had to face.  What I can do is choose who and what to accept into my life to make it an 
environment where I want to live and even thrive.  I want to find somebody who can support me through the challenges I’ll 
face ahead.  
 
I still have hope I’ll meet that person.  The broken bowls showed me that my heart is soft enough to break over a porcelain 
ramen bowl.  And when it comes to love, a soft heart is all you really need.  
  
Jennifer B. is a writer who enjoys taking complex topics and simplifying them.  She is earning a Master’s degree in science writing. She 
values self-care, positive affirmations and her overall wellbeing.   
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Wishing All of Your Families  
Health, Peace and Love 
This Holiday Season and 

Best Wishes for a better New Year! 
 

 

 
 

 



 
 

NAMI MEETINGS – 2021 
VIRTUAL UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE 

 
    January 6, 2021   July 7, 2021 
    February 3, 2021   August 4, 2021 
    March 3, 2021   September 1, 2021 
    April 7, 2021    October 6, 2021 
    May 5, 2021    November 3, 2021 
    June 2, 2021    December 1, 2021 
 



 


