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1840s-1880s

Nurse and activist, Dorothea Dix, witnessed first hand the terrible conditions in which the

mentally ill lived. For more than 40 years, she lobbied and worked with the US government

to fund and build 32 state psychiatric hospitals.

1887

Nelly Bly, a journalist from New York, posed as a mentally ill patient in the Women’s Lunatic

Asylum in New York. She later wrote “Ten Days in a Madhouse” and brought the inhumane

conditions of the asylum to light.

1882

Sigmund Freud developed the cathartic method or “talking cure” for treating nervous

disorders.

1893

William Sweetser originally coined the term “mental hygiene” in 1843, but in 1893, Isaac

Ray, a founder of the American Psychiatric Association, provided a definition for the term.

He defined mental hygiene as “the art of preserving the mind against all incidents and

influences calculated to deteriorate its qualities, impair its energies, or derange its

movements. The management of the bodily powers in regard to exercise, rest, food,

clothing and climate, the laws of breeding, the government of the passions, the sympathy with current

emotions and opinions, the discipline of the intellect – all these come within the province of mental

hygiene.”

1909

Clifford Beers, along with philosopher William James and psychiatrist Adolf Meyer, created

the National Committee for Mental Hygiene, which we now know today as Mental Health

America. Beers himself suffered from “manic depressive illness” and attempted to take his

own life after the death of his brother. After three years of being in and out of public and

private hospitals, he published his autobiography and set out to reform the institutions that

he was placed in.
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In honor of St. Luke's 150th anniversary, which kicks off this month, here are facts representing 150 years of 
mental health innovation and treatment.
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1941

The first recorded treatment of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). ECT was seen as a hopeful treatment

because it appeared to improve symptoms of patients with severe depression quickly.

1946

President Harry Truman signed the National Mental Health Act.

1949

The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) was created on April 15. Mental Health Week (which would

later become Mental Health Month) was also launched this year. Post World War II, the belief that

environmental stress could contribute to mental illness began once soldiers returned home from war and

suffered from what we now call Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

1952

The first edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, then called the ICD-6, was

published. It contained a glossary of descriptions of the diagnostic categories and was the first official

manual of mental disorders to focus on clinical use.

1954

The FDA approved the first antipsychotic drug in the U.S. Thorazine provided a calming effect to patients,

instead of sedating them.

1955

Dr. Norman Loux sees his first psychiatric patient at his office in Souderton. This was the beginning

of Penn Foundation, Inc.

1963

Penn Foundation is used by President John F. Kennedy as a "model for the country." President Kennedy

signed the Community Mental Health Act of 1963. This legislation provided federal funding to build

community-based mental health facilities. However, this project was never realized.
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1975

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled on O’Connor v. Donaldson, which is considered to be one of the most

important cases related to mental health. The court ruled that a state could not hold a person against their

will in a hospital setting, as long as they were not in danger and could safely either live alone or with the

support of family or friends.

1979

The National Alliance for the Mentally Ill (now the National Alliance for

Mental Illness) was founded to provide “support, education, advocacy, 

and research services for people with serious psychiatric illnesses”.

1990

President George H.W. Bush signed the Americans with Disabilities Act.

This act protects both mentally and physically disabled Americans from

discrimination.

2017

The National Certified Peer Specialist (NCPS) certification is created. This credential seeks to

create a uniform, high standard across the U.S. and expand peer support into working with

commercial health insurance, private health systems, and practitioners.
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