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LETTERS

Letters from readers are wel-
come. They will be published at
the editor’s discretion as space
permits and will be subject to ed-
iting. They should not exceed
500 words with no more than
three authors and five references
and should include the writer’s e-
mail address. Letters comment-
ing on material published in Psy-
chiatric Services, which will be
sent to the authors for possible
reply, should be sent to Howard
H. Goldman, M.D., Ph.D., Edi-
tor, at psjournal@psych.org. Let-
ters reporting the results of re-
search should be submitted on-
line for peer review (mc.manu
scriptcentral.com/appi-ps).

RReeccoovveerryy--OOrriieenntteedd  
CCaarree  aanndd  CChhooiiccee
To the Editor: Recent publications in
this journal (1) and elsewhere (2) sug-
gest that the capabilities approach of-
fers a new conceptual framework for
understanding the nature of recovery
in serious mental illness and for trans-
lating the implications of this notion of
recovery into innovative practices. In
our work, we have found that the ca-
pabilities approach—derived primari-
ly from the work of Amartya Sen (3)—
offers especially useful responses to
the increasingly pressing questions of
what makes a practice recovery orient-
ed and how such an orientation differs
from current care.

Now that recovery has moved to the
forefront of policy, the focus has shift-
ed to how we are to transform our
practice. An answer was offered sever-
al years ago by two leaders in the re-
covery movement. As early as 1992
Deegan (4) suggested that “the con-
cept of recovery is rooted in the simple
yet profound realization that people
who have been diagnosed with a men-
tal illness are human beings.” Anthony
(5) more recently argued that recovery
draws our attention to the fundamen-
tal “personhood” of people with men-
tal illnesses. Thus one answer is to sug-
gest that a practice can be considered
recovery oriented to the degree to

which it engages the personhood of
the person with the illness.

But what is entailed in engaging
someone’s “personhood”? How can
we tell when a practitioner is, or is
not, treating a person with a mental
illness first and foremost as a human
being? It is here that the work of Sen
is especially needed and, we suggest,
especially helpful. In a capabilities
approach, personhood is defined by
two interrelated concepts—freedom
and agency. Liberty is essential to
what makes us human, as having lib-
erty allows us to exercise our person-
al agency. Being free requires both
being free from political, economic,
social, and material deprivation and
being free to make our own decisions.
It is for this reason that Sen (3) sug-
gests that “ ‘choosing’ itself can be
seen as a valuable functioning.” In
fact, a capabilities approach suggests
that it is precisely in freely exercising
our personal agency, in making deci-
sions and pursuing those activities
that we choose to value, that people
are most fully human.

Putting the pieces together, a capa-
bilities approach suggests that a prac-
tice can be judged to be recovery ori-
ented to the degree to which it en-
gages and is based on an appreciation
of the fundamental role of choosing,
of making our own decisions, in mak-
ing us who we are. Such a position
may have been implicit in Drake and
Deegan’s (6) recent commentary on
the ethical imperative to honor pa-
tient choice. We suggest that accord-
ing this position an explicit and central
role will provide an essential criterion
for judging whether practices are ori-
ented to promoting recovery. Meeting
this criterion is a key way in which
such practices differ from repackaged
versions of traditional practices (that
is, old wines in new bottles).

Maria J. O’Connell, Ph.D.
Larry Davidson, Ph.D.

The authors are affiliated with the De-
partment of Psychiatry, Yale School of
Medicine, New Haven, Connecticut.
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CChhaannggeess  iinn  PPrreessccrriippttiioonn  
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aann  EEaarrtthhqquuaakkee  iinn  IIttaallyy

To the Editor: On April 6, 2009, at
3:32 a.m., an earthquake struck
L’Aquila, Italy, a town with a popula-
tion of 72,000 residents and a health
district of 105,000 residents. The
L’Aquila earthquake (magnitude 6.3)
caused the deaths of 309 people.
More than 1,000 individuals were in-
jured, and 66,000 were displaced.
This disaster provided a unique op-
portunity to explore the effects of se-
vere stress and its treatment (1,2). In
this study we sought to determine
whether the survivors experienced
symptoms that led to an increase in
psychotropic drug prescription in the
six months after the earthquake.

We obtained data from the Phar-
macy Unit of the Health Care Public
System, which monitors reimbursed
drug prescriptions for people living
in a certain area, even those who
have been displaced, through their
Social Security Number. Information
on prescriptions of antidepressants
and antipsychotics was obtained for
one year before and six months after
April 6, 2009. Data for benzodi-
azepines were not obtained because
these prescriptions are not reim-
bursed. To control for possible sea-
sonal variation in drug prescription,
we analyzed two comparable half-



years—April 1 to September 30 in
2008 and 2009. Data were collected
with ATC/DDD methodology (Anat-
omical Therapeutic Chemical Classi-
fication System with defined daily
doses) (www.whocc.no). Chi square
analysis was used to determine the
significance of differences between
the two periods.

In the population of 105,000 resi-
dents, the number for whom antide-
pressants (ATC N06 A) were pre-
scribed increased from 6,350 to 6,836
(χ2=17.91, df=1, p<.001). For an-
tipsychotics (ATC N05 A) the num-
ber increased from 1,646 to 2,551
(χ2=195.14, df=1, p<.001). The high-
er percentage increase in antipsy-

chotic prescription (55% versus 8%)
could be attributable to off-label indi-
cations. Prescription of these agents
should be monitored, and guidelines
for primary care providers should rec-
ommend caution.

These data confirm the pervasive
effects of disasters on the mental
health of a population (2) and demon-
strate the need to include mental
health as a key component of public
health response to mass traumas.

Alessandro Rossi, M.D.
Paolo Stratta, M.D.

Fabio Allegrini, Pharm.D.

Dr. Rossi is affiliated with the Department
of Experimental Medicine, University of

L’Aquila, Coppito, L’Aquila, Italy. Dr.
Stratta is with the Department of Mental
Health and Dr. Allegrini is with the Phar-
macy Unit, both at the National Health
Service, L’Aquila.
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Reviews of additional books are available as an online supplement to this month’s
book review section on the journal’s Web site at ps.psychiatryonline.org:

� Leslie Hartley Gise, M.D., reviews The Woman Who Can’t Forget: The 
Extraordinary Story of Living With the Most Remarkable Memory Known 
to Science

� Denise D. Gribbin, M.D., reviews Puppy Chow Is Better Than Prozac: 
The True Story of a Man and the Dog Who Saved His Life

� Jessica R. Gurley, Ph.D., reviews Rachel in the World: A Memoir

� Ann Hackman, M.D., reviews Next to Nothing: A Firsthand Account of One
Teenager’s Experience With an Eating Disorder

� Andrew J. McLean, M.D., reviews The Two Kinds of Decay: A Memoir

� Roger Peele, M.D., and Nesibe Soysal, M.D., review Redeemed: Stumbling
Toward God, Sanity, and the Peace That Passes All Understanding

� Alan D. Schmetzer, M.D., reviews Her Last Death: A Memoir

� John Chapman Urbaitis, M.D., reviews Somewhere Towards the End: A
Memoir

� Julie VanDette, Psy.D., reviews The Wink of the Zenith: The Shaping of a
Writer’s Life

� Sarah Yasmin, M.D., reviews Comfort—A Journey Through Grief
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