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BIPOLAR DISORDER

Bipolar disorder can be a devastating illness for a young person to struggle with while in college. Bipolar 
disorder involves periods of manic moods that lead to poorly planned activities, a lack of impulse control 
and increased risk taking behaviors. These manic moods may include overspending on credit cards, 
starting various business ventures, collecting multiple speeding tickets and a lack of overall stability.

These manic episodes are often alternated with severe depression that can include a lack of energy, 
hopelessness for a better future, isolation from friends and family, and suicidal thoughts. These manic 
and depressive periods can occur over relatively short periods of time (days) or can extend over long 
periods of time (months or years).

Bipolar disorder symptoms increase with stress; often the stress of academic programs combined with 
the freedom of exploring and learning at a new college or university may be the “tipping point” for a 
student to have their first crisis. Other times, students with bipolar disorder have been successfully 
treated for years in high school and hope that a fresh start at college will help them break free from 
their past behaviors.

Medication often helps those who struggle with bipolar disorder. Medications include mood stabilizers to 
reduce the rapid cycling between the manic and depressive states as well as anti-depressants to prevent 
the student from becoming so depressed they commit suicide. Bipolar disorder typically manifests in 
late teenage years through the early twenties. Stress often exacerbates the disorder and the stress of 
adjusting to college life could make the disorder worse.

Many who experience bipolar symptoms are misdiagnosed as only having major depression since the 
main concern with their behavior centers on their depression and potential suicide. In contrast, some 
students use the energy during their manic phase to work ahead on their assignments and may seem 
to be very productive in their academics. Accurate diagnosis and treatment of bipolar disorder depends 
on clear and objective information from the student.

Family and friends who offer support to those students with 
bipolar disorder are a crucial element in their treatment. While 
professional therapists, psychologists and psychiatrists are 
important in diagnosis and providing treatment, it is the friends, 
peers and family that help ensure the bipolar student remains well 
and in treatment. One central role for staff is to serve to connect 
the student to these supports and to help the student avoid 
isolation from those who care about them.

Adapted from Van Brunt, B. & Murphy, A. (2017). A Staff Guide to 
Addressing Disruptive and Dangerous Behavior on Campus. Routledge 
Press. (p. 35)
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