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Former Chief of Staff Shares 5 Reasons Why They Fall Short
Psychiatric hospitals have served as effective settings for some of the greatest films in history;
it’s where Norman Bates went at the end of “Psycho,” and it’s where Jack Nicholson’s
character rallied the patients in “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.”

But how much of that fiction is based on fact?

“That depends on what kind of facility we’re talking about,” says Mike Bartos, a psychiatrist with
experience at a state institution for mentally ill patients convicted of violent crimes, and author
of the new novel “BASH” (Bay Area State Hospital), www.mikebartos.com .

“Some places are private institutions that more closely resemble a country club when
compared to state-run facilities. The differences can be startling; however, these are places
that are typically rich with characters, drama, and a fair share of staff burnout.”

The intended use of state facilities is to control and contain, if not cure, mental illness. Bartos
reviews the reasons why mental institutions often fall short of that goal:

• Bureaucracy: The state hospitals, being government institutions, are rife with bureaucratic
confusion, Bartos says. These hospitals are inextricably linked to the legal system, which
invites all sorts of problems if the goal is to meaningfully treat patients. “The reality is, when
offenders straddle the line between criminal intent and questionable sanity, they can end up in
a state hospital, which is part prison and part hospital. This is a difficult place to find healing.

• Drugs: Many of his patients at the state hospital had committed crimes while in a
drug-induced haze. “Really, we often have patients there who don’t have schizophrenia or
bipolar disorder – they are criminals who may or may not have a problem with drug addiction.”
In other words, many hospital patients are not so different from prison inmates; the biggest
difference is they can be tempered with psychotropic drugs and therapy.
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• Violence: While not as bad as prison, state mental hospitals are often violent because of
the criminal element. The majority of patients at state forensic hospitals committed crimes
before their admission. This large percentage of convicts drastically increases violence in
hospitals and results in staff requests for heightened security, which can be slow in
implementation, and frequently considered inadequate by the people who work there.

• Staff burnout: With limited state budgets and a high demand for professional support, state
workers at hospitals work long, difficult and often dangerous hours. The result is less effective
treatment.

• A challenging population: A community of people with serious mental disorders or drug
habits, and misplaced criminals – or combinations thereof – is quite a melting pot.
Unfortunately, bad ideas and habits are shared, and instead of improving the mental
conditions of patients, they tend to get worse.

“Through my years of experience as a professional and as a human being, I know the very best
medicine for mental health is love – whether it’s TLC from loved ones or truly compassionate
care from doctors and staff,” Bartos says. “Unfortunately, that is too small a part of the state
hospital equation.

About Mike Bartos

Mike Bartos is currently in private psychiatric practice in the San Francisco Bay Area, where he
lives with his wife, Jody. He has several decades of experience in the mental health field,
including a stint as chief of staff at a state hospital for mentally ill patients convicted of violent
crimes, where he focused on forensic psychiatry. Bartos is a former radio show host and
newspaper columnist. While practicing in Charleston, S.C., he served as a city councilman for
the nearby community of Isle of Palms.
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