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The Warning Signs Before a Mental Health Crisis, From a
Psychologist Who's Spent Nearly Two Decades Responding
to Them
Anxiety, depression, and suicide risk rarely appear without warning: psychologist Michele
Lima Fontes Pinheiro explains what families, schools, and workplaces tend to miss

Kissimmee, Florida Sep 24, 2026 (Issuewire.com)  -  Most people who go through a severe
psychological crisis show signs before it happens: changed sleep, withdrawal from routines and
relationships, a shift in tone that's easy to write off as a bad week. Recognizing those signs early is at
the center of how psychologist Michele Lima Fontes Pinheiro approaches mental health care, built over
nearly two decades responding to crises at the front line of Brazil's public health system.

From 2005 to 2020, Pinheiro worked at the Centro de Atenção Psicossocial (CAPS III) in Castanhal, a
reference unit within Brazil's public health system for patients in severe or recurring psychological
distress, including suicide risk. She holds a degree in Psychology from the Universidade da Amazônia
(UNAMA) and has been registered with Brazil's Regional Council of Psychology since 2005
(CRP-10/02105).

“At CAPS III, the first conversation someone has, what we call acolhimento, or intake, often matters as
much as anything that follows. It's usually the first time someone puts into words what they've been
carrying alone. If you rush that moment, you miss the signs,” Pinheiro says.

That same intake fed into what's known in Brazil's public health system as a Projeto Terapêutico
Singular, an individualized care plan built around each patient's specific history, rather than a fixed
protocol. Much of the point, Pinheiro says, was catching warning signs early enough to avoid
hospitalization altogether.

At home, Pinheiro says, the clearest sign is usually a change in routine that's easy to explain away:
someone who stops joining meals, drops out of conversations, or quietly gives up an activity they used
to care about. “Families often notice something is different long before they can say what it is. The
instinct to wait and see is understandable, but it costs time that matters,” she says.

Between 2013 and 2016, alongside her work at CAPS III, Pinheiro also served Castanhal's municipal
social assistance department, mediating family conflicts as part of the local social-protection network.
Much of that work, she says, involved helping a family put into words a problem they had already been
living with for months without naming it to anyone outside the household, which is often the real distance
between a warning sign and a crisis.

In schools and workplaces, she says the pattern is different: a drop in performance or engagement that
gets filed under laziness, a bad mood, or personal problems, rather than looked into further. During
nearly two decades of talks and volunteer psychological support for corporate teams on stress
management, burnout prevention, and emotional intelligence, Pinheiro says this is the misread she
encounters most often.

In primary care and community health settings, where Pinheiro also worked, with the municipal health
department of Inhangapi from 2021 to 2024, she says the missed opportunity is often smaller than
people expect: a patient mentions feeling overwhelmed or hopeless during an unrelated visit, and the
comment doesn't get followed up with a direct question. Part of her work in Inhangapi involved training
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frontline staff to ask that question and, when needed, refer patients on to specialized care such as
CAPS.

Pinheiro traces this way of listening to a psychoanalytic orientation she developed during her
specialization in Clinical Psychology, close to what's known as free-floating attention: staying open to
what surrounds a complaint, not fixating on the complaint itself. “Someone tells you they're just tired.
Fine, but why does the same word keep coming up three different times in the conversation,
describing three different things? A complaint about being tired is rarely just about being tired. It's often
standing in for something the person hasn't fully articulated yet, and the job is to notice that gap
between what's said and what's actually happening,” she explains. Recognizing that gap, she adds, is
what separates catching a warning sign early from missing it entirely.

Since 2018, Pinheiro has also served as a credentialed forensic psychologist for the Federal Police of
the State of Pará, evaluating psychological fitness for firearm licensing, and in 2017 she completed a
specialization in Traffic Psychology with the highest possible grade, both roles built on the same
underlying skill of reading beyond a first, surface-level answer.

That instinct carries into her corporate work, too. Over nearly two decades, Pinheiro has given talks for
companies on subjects including burnout prevention, humanized leadership, and communication to
reduce workplace conflict, and has volunteered psychological support directly to corporate teams. The
warning signs she looks for in a clinic, she says, tend to show up the same way in a break room; they're
just labeled differently.

Since 2016, Pinheiro has also run a private practice, Espaço Psi, treating trauma, grief, and
psychosomatic complaints in children, adolescents, and adults. Ongoing therapy, she says, makes
warning signs easier to catch than a single encounter does, because a shift away from someone's
baseline is more visible to a clinician who already knows what that baseline looks like, which is part of
why she tells families and workplaces not to wait for a dramatic change before asking a direct question.

Her advice to non-specialists is to treat the first sign as the real one, not the third. “By the time everyone
around a person can see that something is wrong, it usually isn't the first sign; it's just the one that finally
couldn't be explained away,” she says.
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