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Abstract
Many soldiers with mental illness (SWMIs) struggle with the decision whether to disclose
their condition in or outside the military. This study therefore explored views on (self-
)labeling as ‘mentally ill’, experiences of discrimination and coping, risks and benefits of
(non-)disclosure, service use, disclosure decisions and consequences of disclosing. Active-
duty SWMiIs as well as soldiers without mental iliness (commanding officers; enlisted ranks)
and military social workers participated in focus groups. Transcripts were analyzed using
qualitative content analysis. SWMIs perceived negative stereotypes about their group
(weakness, incompetence, blame, malingering) and saw stigma as a barrier to help-seeking.
Being labeled ‘mentally ill” was seen as harmful for one’s career. Self-labeling led to poor
self-esteem, greater need for help and feelings of weakness. Many SWMIs had experienced
discrimination, such as gossip or inappropriate comments. Social isolation was a disadvantage
of secrecy. Most SWMIs preferred selective disclosure and many did not disclose to their
family. Military staff without mental iliness expressed partly different views and described
organizational challenges posed by SWMls. Our findings suggest that disclosure decisions are
personal and difficult and that stigma remains a barrier to re-integration and recovery of

SWMIs in the military. Implications for interventions to support SWMls are discussed.
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