
     
 
 

Mental health stigma is the widespread, systemic devaluing in our society against people who experience mental distress or 
are diagnosed with a mental illness such as depression, anxiety, panic attacks, bipolar disorder or schizophrenia. Stigma has 
various definitions, but they all refer to negative attitudes, beliefs, descriptions, language or behaviour. In other words, 
stigma can translate into disrespectful, unfair, or discriminatory patterns in how we think, feel, talk and behave towards 
individuals experiencing a mental illness. 

 
The stigma attached to mental illness prevents people from seeking support. This will negatively impact upon wellbeing and 
quality of life; tragically, it may even cost lives.  
 
We ALL have a role to play in stopping the stigma of mental illness.  
 
Educate Yourself. Often stigma is caused by the lack of understanding of mental illness and the associated stereotypes & 
popular misconceptions, which are fueled by the media. There are extensive online resources, courses and TED Talks that 
one can access that will expand your knowledge of mental illness. It is also incredibly valuable to listen to the lived 
experiences of people who have a mental illness, and the impact that the social stigma has upon their lives, including their 
sense of self-worth.  
 
Be aware of your own attitudes and behaviour. Examine your own judgmental thinking, reinforced by upbringing and 
society. Through education, challenge any negative beliefs you may have toward people living with a mental illness.  
 
Talk openly about mental health. We all have it, just like physical health. We need to encourage more open and informed 
conversations about mental health. We need to encourage people to take care of their mental health in the same way they 
take care of their physical health. We need to encourage people to engage with activities that build resiliency, strengthen 
protective factors, and enhance mental wellbeing. This should be done within our own circles of family, friends and 
colleagues, but it is also important that schools, workplaces and sporting clubs develop initiatives on a larger scale that 
encompass education, action and a supportive environment for those experiencing mental distress.  
 
Educate others. You may have the opportunity to do this in your workplace, education institution, club or via social media. 
There are awareness weeks and months throughout the year that you can use as a platform for education, engagement, 
conversation and even fundraising. For example, every October is Mental Health Month in NSW, in which WayAhead create 
resources and community organisations, including Kogarah Community Services, deliver a diverse range of inspiring, fun 
and informative activities to promote and celebrate the month. Other notable awareness events include: World Mental 
Health Day, 10th October every year; Schizophrenia Awareness Week in May; Men’s Health Week in June; Women’s Health 
Week in September; World Suicide Prevention Day, 10th September; R U OK? Day, 2nd Thursday in September; Odd Socks 
Day in October, fighting mental illness stigma; Perinatal Anxiety and Depression Awareness Week in November.  



Intervene when you witness prejudice against a person with a mental illness or stereotypes perpetuated. This may be in 
conversation at work or with family & friends. It’s important to find respectful ways to challenge what has been said, 
providing the opportunity for learning and greater understanding. Remember, 1 in 5 people experience mental distress at 
some point in their lives, so it’s possible that they too have heard the comment. You can send a positive & compassionate 
message, not just to the person who has misspoken but also those who haven’t disclosed their own personal experiences.  
 
Be conscious of the language you use and don’t label a person by their diagnosis. For example, don’t say, “He’s bipolar” or 
“She’s schizo” or “They are crazy.” Instead, say, “He has a bipolar disorder” or “She is living with schizophrenia.” Also say 
“they have a mental illness or are living with a mental illness” instead of “they are mentally ill” or any other derogatory 
names. This is known as “person first” language, and it’s far more respectful, for it recognises that the illness doesn’t define 
or characterize the person.  
 

Let the media know when they are being stigmatizing. If you notice inappropriate, inaccurate and stigmatizing 
representation of mental ill health or suicide, then write a letter to express your concerns. SANE Australia has a section on 
their website titled “Stigma Watch” that enables you to report a media item. Go to: www.sane.org/services/stigmawatch  
We all have a role to play in keeping the media / film / TV accountable and responsible in their portrayal of mental ill 
health.  
 
Destigmatize seeking help and taking medication. There is no shame in seeking mental health support. There is no shame 
in obtaining support from a psychologist or psychiatrist. There is no shame in taking medication. None of these mean that 
you are weak. We need to create a society in which people do not feel the need to hide their mental distress and the help 
they are receiving for recovery. If someone is going to a heart specialist and taking medication, or visiting a physiotherapist, 
there isn’t the shame & secrecy attached to the treatment. Former US President Bill Clinton said: “Mental illness is nothing 
to be ashamed of, but stigma and bias shame us all.” 
 
Encourage Equality between Physical and Mental Illness. Following on from the above point, we must encourage people 
to understand that there is no difference between physical health and mental health; they are both equally important for 
our overall health, wellbeing, quality of life and capacity to function every day. People should be given the same 
compassion, empathy, sick leave and medical care regardless of their illness. Both are real illnesses that can have significant 
impacts on a person’s life, along with their loved ones; there shouldn’t be a hierarchy of what is considered “genuine” 
“real” and “deserving” of support. 
 
Advocate for Equality in the workplace. People should not be penalised, fired from a job or devalued because they have 
had to take time off due to mental ill health or disclosed that they have a mental illness. Sadly, employees still have to 
consider whether it is in their best interests to be honest which reflects the progress that we still need to make in terms of 
ending stigma.  
 
Ask your loved ones, work colleagues, team mates etc if they are okay? Ask R U OK? if you notice changes in a person’s 
behaviour; if you have concerns about their wellbeing; and just because it’s important to check-in to see how a person is 
travelling, more so now than ever. R U OK? Day is held every September, but it is something we should do all year round. 
Remember to create a comfortable, private and supportive space to ask R U OK? so that the person feels safe, affirmed and 
able to freely talk without judgement. For more information on how to ask R U OK?; how to have difficult conversations; 
and how to support someone who has suicidal thoughts, go to: www.conversationsmatter.com.au 
www.ruok.org.au 
 
Uplift and amplify the voices of those who have lived experience. Don’t speak for or about people who have a mental 
illness. They are the ones best qualified to express their needs and the impact stigma has had on their lives.  
 
Publicly advocate for free, accessible, well-funded and resourced mental health services, including for carers. A lot more 
needs to be done to ensure the welfare, dignity and care of people experiencing mental distress.  
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