
It might be tempting to use these terms when 
someone’s behaviour is awful or incomprehensible. 
However, there is a difference between behaviour 
and mental illness. Most people who have received 
diagnoses of schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and 
others will never engage in those behaviours which 
are labelled with these terms, and many people 
without a diagnosis (and who don’t meet the criteria 
for diagnosis) will behave in ways that are awful and 
incomprehensible. 

Separating behaviours from diagnoses is important 
to challenging mental health stigma and prejudice. To 
challenge this form of stigma, try to be aware of words 
you use that are based in a diagnosis or symptom and 
find other words that describe the behaviour, rather 
than a diagnosis. 

Illness-specific terms are also sometimes used jokingly 
to describe behaviours, like when someone who 
has a preference for tidiness says “oh, I’m so OCD”. 
This can make the impact of OCD seem unimportant 
when it can be extremely difficult for individuals who 
experience it. It’s best to avoid using illness-specific 
terms in this way. 

Be aware of the language you use, especially around mental health, and try and 
challenge yourself not to use stigmatising language and ask others not to use it if you 
notice it being used. 

Avoid using terms like “crazy” or “mad”. If you’re talking about a situation, think of 
other descriptive words, like “hectic” or “chaotic”, and if you’re talking about a person 
you could try words like “distressed” or “angry”. 

If you notice others using these words casually, try to ask them to use different words. 
You could say something like “hey, I’d prefer it if you didn’t use the word ‘crazy’ – it can 
have a bad impact on people who have experienced mental ill-health – could you use 
the word ‘hectic’ instead?” 

Some terms based 
on specific mental 
illnesses can also lead to 
stigma, prejudice, and 
discrimination.  

Terms such as “psychotic”, 
“schizo”, “manic” have 
been used to discriminate 
against people.  

Content note: This fact sheet includes words which 
stigmatise mental health and mental illness in the 
context of challenging negative language. There are lots of myths, misunderstandings, 

and assumptions around mental health. 
These can all lead to stigma – a feeling that 
mental ill-health is something to be ashamed 
of, or something that should be hidden. 

Stigma also connects to prejudice – the 
judgements we make about others based 
on their mental health. This can become 
discrimination when those judgements 
impact what people can do and access. 

As an ally, you can challenge stigma when 
you notice it, and help create a world free 
from mental health stigma. Below are some 
of the more common ways you might notice 
stigma, and some ideas for challenging it. 

WHAT IS STIGMA?  AND HOW CAN I CHALLENGE IT?

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS

YOUR ACTIONS CAN  
MAKE A DIFFERENCE 
Challenging stigma also means looking at how we 
interact with the world and making sure what we do 
is as accessible as possible. 

Think about some of the common stereotypes about 
mental illness and find different ways of looking at 
things. For example, one stereotype about people 
experiencing mental ill-health is that they are lazy. 
Instead of this negative stereotype, think about the 
different things someone might be experiencing 
that could lead to them feeling overwhelmed or 
exhausted. Often dealing with the symptoms of 
mental ill-health takes a lot of internal energy, 
making it difficult to do everyday tasks. Whilst this 
may be perceived as laziness from the outside, what 
we don’t see is that an individual is doing a lot of 
hard work that is invisible to the outside.  

Learning about trauma is also key to challenging 
stigma. For example, you might think that someone’s 
response to a negative event is over-the-top, but they 
might also have trauma in their past that the event 
reminds them of. 

Learning more about mental health, especially 
from people with their own experiences, is key to 
challenging stigma and prejudice. Sharing what 
you learn with those around you, either through 
conversation or directly sharing content, can help 
challenge stigma more widely, and help make the 
world a bit safer for people experiencing mental 
health difficulties. 

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS CONT.
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Everyone tells you to reach out if you’re feeling mental distress, but sometimes 
reaching out is really hard. Stigma, shame, and prejudice all contribute to people 

feeling unable to reach out when they’re going through tough times. 

BUT YOU CAN HELP CHANGE THIS!    YOU’RE AN ALLY! 
As a Mental Health Ally you can shift the world to be safer and more supportive for 

people experiencing difficulties with their mental health. 

We asked people with lived experiences of mental ill-health what it means to be 
an ally, and what people can do to make the world a bit safer. 

How can I be a mental health ally?     Mental Health Ally Pack



Get educated 
There’s lots to learn about mental health, and the best 
place to start is by learning from people with their own 
experiences. There are lots of creators on platforms  
like YouTube and Tik Tok who share their experiences,  
as well as podcasts, seminars,  
and personal essays. There’s also some basic 
information and resources included with this kit in 
the “what is stigma and how do I challenge it?” and 
“mental health mythbusting” factsheet. 

Validate 
You can show your support through validating what 
another person is experiencing. This might be verbal, 
like if they are describing things they have gone 
through or that they are feeling. It might also be non-
verbal, for example if a person is feeling overwhelmed, 
they might become withdrawn or have difficulty 
communicating in the way that you’re used to. Allies 
can validate alternative ways of communicating by 
leaving lots of time for replies and allowing people 
to write/text if they prefer. Allies can also validate 
experiences by listening without judgement. You can 
also validate through understanding and respecting 
boundaries, ideas, and individuality. 

Listen 
It sounds simple, but really listening to someone can 
take practice. If someone is experiencing distress, 
communication might be difficult, taking the time 
to listen and understand makes space for a range 
of experiences, and doesn’t add pressure to the 
conversation.  

Practice active listening, including being attentive 
to non-verbal communication. Practice listening to 
understand, not react, and ask questions to clarify if 
you need to. It can help to repeat things back to people 
to make sure you understand what they’re saying, 
especially if communicating is difficult for them. Take 
time to validate a person’s concerns and respect their 
boundaries and be attentive to non-verbal boundaries. 

Ask 
Check in with folk – ask things like “is this conversation 
still ok for you?”. Check in about people’s boundaries 
and if they’re feeling triggered, activated, or dissociated. 
It might feel awkward to wask these sorts of things, but 
it’s an excellent way to support people. You can also 
ask people if there’s anything you can do to make the 
situation/conversation more accessible or comfortable. 
You can ask about specific things like “would this 
conversation be more comfortable if we were side-by-
side, rather than face-to-face?” 

WAYS TO BE SUPPORTIVE
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We also asked our experts-by-experience what 
communities and groups can do to show that they are 
safe for people with lived experience. 

Environment 
Making a safe, welcoming space is important to 
ensuring people with lived experiences of mental ill-
health can engage and feel comfortable. 

Consider things like room layout – is there a space 
where people can be alone whilst still part of a group? - 
as well as room temperature, lighting, and background 
noise.  

Visibly display signage that includes cultural 
considerations, marginalized groups and people with 
lived experience. 

Engagement 
Groups can do things to help ensure that their 
activities and spaces are safe for people to engage 
with. Before an event or activity, check in with people 
to let them know what’s going to happen and give 
them the opportunity to ask any questions they might 
have. Offering details about what to expect upon 
arrival can help alleviate anxiety. You can also ask if 
there are any specific ways you can make the activity 
more accessible for individuals. This can include 
anything from offering transport to making quiet 
spaces available. Offering these things shows that 
you’ve considered a range of experiences. 

WAYS TO BE AN ALLY IN COMMUNITIES, GROUPS, 
WORKPLACES OR OTHER ORGANISATIONS 

During workshops, presentations, or other activities, 
include Acknowledgement of Country, appropriate 
trigger/content warnings, and normalise introductions 
that include personal pronouns. 

Make sure there are a range of options for engagement, 
such as a combination of group and individual work. 
Make sure people are encouraged to take time out if 
and when they need it. 

Inclusive 
Groups and communities can show that they support 
mental health by actively including and prioritising 
marginalised voices. People from marginalised 
communities and experiences are often left out of 
conversations and decisions which affect them, which 
can contribute to these groups being at higher risk 
of distress and mental ill-health. Genuine inclusion 
means engaging people from these groups at all stages 
of a project or activity and valuing the expertise they 
bring through their experiences. You can learn more 
about meaningful inclusion through strategies such 
as co-production and co-design, resources for this are 
listed in the “what is stigma and how do I challenge it?” 
factsheet. 
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OTHER SIMPLE IDEAS 
 
Share information about mental health on your 
social media. 

Encourage people to take part in Mental Health 
Month activities.

Proudly wear your Mental Health Month Ally 
sticker, and display one at your workplace or 
community space. 

We asked about how people can demonstrate that they 
are an ally. Here’s what you can do to demonstrate that 
you’re a mental health ally. 

Speak up 
Boost a person’s voice if they are speaking from 
experience or speak up when there are no people 
with that experience or if the person isn’t able to self-
advocate (especially if they’re experiencing distress). 
Speaking up can be exhausting and unsafe for folks 
with lived experience, but when an ally actively 
supports them, it reduces that. There’s also a burden 
of education placed on people with lived experience, 
by speaking up as an ally you’re relieving some of that 
burden. 

Safe 
You can show that you’re an ally by avoiding using 
stigmatising language. This includes not using words 
like “crazy” to describe people or situations, as well as 

WAYS YOU CAN DEMONSTRATE YOUR SUPPORT

not using mental illness terminology to vilify a person. We 
often see people in distress referred to using stigmatising 
medicalised terms such as “psychotic”, avoiding this, 
and speaking up when you notice it, is a great way of 
demonstrating your support for mental health.  

Allies can also demonstrate safety by being gentle 
and humane in the way they interact with people, and 
normalise talking about feelings. Even when you’re not 
experiencing distress you can make it safe for people to 
talk about feelings by talking about your own. You can do 
simple things like letting people know that you’ve been 
feeling down or tired or stressed. The more that everyone 
communicates about their feelings, the safer it is to 
disclose when those feelings become overwhelming. 

Safe allies also make an effort to be non-judgemental – 
even if someone is experiencing distress or talks about 
experiences which differ from their own. 
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It might be tempting to use these terms when 
someone’s behaviour is awful or incomprehensible. 
However, there is a difference between behaviour 
and mental illness. Most people who have received 
diagnoses of schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and 
others will never engage in those behaviours which 
are labelled with these terms, and many people 
without a diagnosis (and who don’t meet the criteria 
for diagnosis) will behave in ways that are awful and 
incomprehensible. 

Separating behaviours from diagnoses is important 
to challenging mental health stigma and prejudice. To 
challenge this form of stigma, try to be aware of words 
you use that are based in a diagnosis or symptom and 
find other words that describe the behaviour, rather 
than a diagnosis. 

Illness-specific terms are also sometimes used jokingly 
to describe behaviours, like when someone who 
has a preference for tidiness says “oh, I’m so OCD”. 
This can make the impact of OCD seem unimportant 
when it can be extremely difficult for individuals who 
experience it. It’s best to avoid using illness-specific 
terms in this way. 

Be aware of the language you use, especially around mental health, and try and 
challenge yourself not to use stigmatising language and ask others not to use it if you 
notice it being used. 

Avoid using terms like “crazy” or “mad”. If you’re talking about a situation, think of 
other descriptive words, like “hectic” or “chaotic”, and if you’re talking about a person 
you could try words like “distressed” or “angry”. 

If you notice others using these words casually, try to ask them to use different words. 
You could say something like “hey, I’d prefer it if you didn’t use the word ‘crazy’ – it can 
have a bad impact on people who have experienced mental ill-health – could you use 
the word ‘hectic’ instead?” 

Some terms based 
on specific mental 
illnesses can also lead to 
stigma, prejudice, and 
discrimination.  

Terms such as “psychotic”, 
“schizo”, “manic” have 
been used to discriminate 
against people.  

Content note: This fact sheet includes words which 
stigmatise mental health and mental illness in the 
context of challenging negative language. There are lots of myths, misunderstandings, 

and assumptions around mental health. 
These can all lead to stigma – a feeling that 
mental ill-health is something to be ashamed 
of, or something that should be hidden. 

Stigma also connects to prejudice – the 
judgements we make about others based 
on their mental health. This can become 
discrimination when those judgements 
impact what people can do and access. 

As an ally, you can challenge stigma when 
you notice it, and help create a world free 
from mental health stigma. Below are some 
of the more common ways you might notice 
stigma, and some ideas for challenging it. 

WHAT IS STIGMA?  AND HOW CAN I CHALLENGE IT?

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS

YOUR ACTIONS CAN  
MAKE A DIFFERENCE 
Challenging stigma also means looking at how we 
interact with the world and making sure what we do 
is as accessible as possible. 

Think about some of the common stereotypes about 
mental illness and find different ways of looking at 
things. For example, one stereotype about people 
experiencing mental ill-health is that they are lazy. 
Instead of this negative stereotype, think about the 
different things someone might be experiencing 
that could lead to them feeling overwhelmed or 
exhausted. Often dealing with the symptoms of 
mental ill-health takes a lot of internal energy, 
making it difficult to do everyday tasks. Whilst this 
may be perceived as laziness from the outside, what 
we don’t see is that an individual is doing a lot of 
hard work that is invisible to the outside.  

Learning about trauma is also key to challenging 
stigma. For example, you might think that someone’s 
response to a negative event is over-the-top, but they 
might also have trauma in their past that the event 
reminds them of. 

Learning more about mental health, especially 
from people with their own experiences, is key to 
challenging stigma and prejudice. Sharing what 
you learn with those around you, either through 
conversation or directly sharing content, can help 
challenge stigma more widely, and help make the 
world a bit safer for people experiencing mental 
health difficulties. 

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS CONT.
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It might be tempting to use these terms when 
someone’s behaviour is awful or incomprehensible. 
However, there is a difference between behaviour 
and mental illness. Most people who have received 
diagnoses of schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and 
others will never engage in those behaviours which 
are labelled with these terms, and many people 
without a diagnosis (and who don’t meet the criteria 
for diagnosis) will behave in ways that are awful and 
incomprehensible. 

Separating behaviours from diagnoses is important 
to challenging mental health stigma and prejudice. To 
challenge this form of stigma, try to be aware of words 
you use that are based in a diagnosis or symptom and 
find other words that describe the behaviour, rather 
than a diagnosis. 

Illness-specific terms are also sometimes used jokingly 
to describe behaviours, like when someone who 
has a preference for tidiness says “oh, I’m so OCD”. 
This can make the impact of OCD seem unimportant 
when it can be extremely difficult for individuals who 
experience it. It’s best to avoid using illness-specific 
terms in this way. 

Be aware of the language you use, especially around mental health, and try and 
challenge yourself not to use stigmatising language and ask others not to use it if you 
notice it being used. 

Avoid using terms like “crazy” or “mad”. If you’re talking about a situation, think of 
other descriptive words, like “hectic” or “chaotic”, and if you’re talking about a person 
you could try words like “distressed” or “angry”. 

If you notice others using these words casually, try to ask them to use different words. 
You could say something like “hey, I’d prefer it if you didn’t use the word ‘crazy’ – it can 
have a bad impact on people who have experienced mental ill-health – could you use 
the word ‘hectic’ instead?” 

Some terms based 
on specific mental 
illnesses can also lead to 
stigma, prejudice, and 
discrimination.  

Terms such as “psychotic”, 
“schizo”, “manic” have 
been used to discriminate 
against people.  

Content note: This fact sheet includes words which 
stigmatise mental health and mental illness in the 
context of challenging negative language. There are lots of myths, misunderstandings, 

and assumptions around mental health. 
These can all lead to stigma – a feeling that 
mental ill-health is something to be ashamed 
of, or something that should be hidden. 

Stigma also connects to prejudice – the 
judgements we make about others based 
on their mental health. This can become 
discrimination when those judgements 
impact what people can do and access. 

As an ally, you can challenge stigma when 
you notice it, and help create a world free 
from mental health stigma. Below are some 
of the more common ways you might notice 
stigma, and some ideas for challenging it. 

WHAT IS STIGMA?  AND HOW CAN I CHALLENGE IT?

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS

YOUR ACTIONS CAN  
MAKE A DIFFERENCE 
Challenging stigma also means looking at how we 
interact with the world and making sure what we do 
is as accessible as possible. 

Think about some of the common stereotypes about 
mental illness and find different ways of looking at 
things. For example, one stereotype about people 
experiencing mental ill-health is that they are lazy. 
Instead of this negative stereotype, think about the 
different things someone might be experiencing 
that could lead to them feeling overwhelmed or 
exhausted. Often dealing with the symptoms of 
mental ill-health takes a lot of internal energy, 
making it difficult to do everyday tasks. Whilst this 
may be perceived as laziness from the outside, what 
we don’t see is that an individual is doing a lot of 
hard work that is invisible to the outside.  

Learning about trauma is also key to challenging 
stigma. For example, you might think that someone’s 
response to a negative event is over-the-top, but they 
might also have trauma in their past that the event 
reminds them of. 

Learning more about mental health, especially 
from people with their own experiences, is key to 
challenging stigma and prejudice. Sharing what 
you learn with those around you, either through 
conversation or directly sharing content, can help 
challenge stigma more widely, and help make the 
world a bit safer for people experiencing mental 
health difficulties. 

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS CONT.
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Myth Busting     Mental Health Ally Pack

There are plenty of myths out there about mental health and people who experience distress. 
Busting these myths can help break down mental health stigma

You’re either “normal” or “mentally ill”

                   Mental health is a spectrum, and we all go 
through periods in our life where we feel distressed, 
worried, or disconnected. We can all benefit from 
good, accessible support for our mental health.

People with a mental illness are dangerous

              People with a mental illness are far more  
likely to be victims of violent crimes than perpetrators  
of them. Additionally, people in need of urgent help may 
be victims of police violence or coercive treatment.

      If you have a mental      
     illness, you’ll never get better

                     Many mental health issues are 
temporary, and with access to the right 
support people can create and live  
fulfilling, meaningful lives.

A person is their diagnosis

              A diagnosis is like a framework 
for an individual to understand their 
symptoms, and to help guide treatment, 
rather than an entire identity. A diagnosis 
can be helpful, but it’s not a person.



  Everyone with a mental illness needs 
medication and psychology

                    There are lots of different ways people can 
find recovery, and many people use a combination of 
techniques and therapies to help them through. 

  People experiencing mental  
illness are unemployable

                    People diagnosed with a mental 
illness are in all professions, at every level. 
Stigma and shame at work can stop people 
from asking for help when they need it. 

  Mental Health is the 
individual’s responsibility

                    Many things contribute to mental 
health and wellbeing, including things 
beyond an individual’s control, such as 
discrimination and access to things like 
housing and support.

 Medication is a cop-out

                    Medication can help make symptoms  
more manageable which can give people more 
capacity to engage in therapy or get daily tasks done, 
but medication can’t make all symptoms vanish. 

  People with mental illness 
shouldn’t be parents

                    There are countless parents who 
have a mental health diagnosis who are 
excellent parents. Parents with mental 
illness develop a range of emotional skills 
which they can then teach their children. FIND OUT MORE

To learn more facts about 
mental health check out our 
website using the QR code:

Mental Health Month is an initiative of  
WayAhead, supported by the NSW Government.



It might be tempting to use these terms when 
someone’s behaviour is awful or incomprehensible. 
However, there is a difference between behaviour 
and mental illness. Most people who have received 
diagnoses of schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and 
others will never engage in those behaviours which 
are labelled with these terms, and many people 
without a diagnosis (and who don’t meet the criteria 
for diagnosis) will behave in ways that are awful and 
incomprehensible. 

Separating behaviours from diagnoses is important 
to challenging mental health stigma and prejudice. To 
challenge this form of stigma, try to be aware of words 
you use that are based in a diagnosis or symptom and 
find other words that describe the behaviour, rather 
than a diagnosis. 

Illness-specific terms are also sometimes used jokingly 
to describe behaviours, like when someone who 
has a preference for tidiness says “oh, I’m so OCD”. 
This can make the impact of OCD seem unimportant 
when it can be extremely difficult for individuals who 
experience it. It’s best to avoid using illness-specific 
terms in this way. 

Be aware of the language you use, especially around mental health, and try and 
challenge yourself not to use stigmatising language and ask others not to use it if you 
notice it being used. 

Avoid using terms like “crazy” or “mad”. If you’re talking about a situation, think of 
other descriptive words, like “hectic” or “chaotic”, and if you’re talking about a person 
you could try words like “distressed” or “angry”. 

If you notice others using these words casually, try to ask them to use different words. 
You could say something like “hey, I’d prefer it if you didn’t use the word ‘crazy’ – it can 
have a bad impact on people who have experienced mental ill-health – could you use 
the word ‘hectic’ instead?” 

Some terms based 
on specific mental 
illnesses can also lead to 
stigma, prejudice, and 
discrimination.  

Terms such as “psychotic”, 
“schizo”, “manic” have 
been used to discriminate 
against people.  

Content note: This fact sheet includes words which 
stigmatise mental health and mental illness in the 
context of challenging negative language. There are lots of myths, misunderstandings, 

and assumptions around mental health. 
These can all lead to stigma – a feeling that 
mental ill-health is something to be ashamed 
of, or something that should be hidden. 

Stigma also connects to prejudice – the 
judgements we make about others based 
on their mental health. This can become 
discrimination when those judgements 
impact what people can do and access. 

As an ally, you can challenge stigma when 
you notice it, and help create a world free 
from mental health stigma. Below are some 
of the more common ways you might notice 
stigma, and some ideas for challenging it. 

WHAT IS STIGMA?  AND HOW CAN I CHALLENGE IT?

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS

YOUR ACTIONS CAN  
MAKE A DIFFERENCE 
Challenging stigma also means looking at how we 
interact with the world and making sure what we do 
is as accessible as possible. 

Think about some of the common stereotypes about 
mental illness and find different ways of looking at 
things. For example, one stereotype about people 
experiencing mental ill-health is that they are lazy. 
Instead of this negative stereotype, think about the 
different things someone might be experiencing 
that could lead to them feeling overwhelmed or 
exhausted. Often dealing with the symptoms of 
mental ill-health takes a lot of internal energy, 
making it difficult to do everyday tasks. Whilst this 
may be perceived as laziness from the outside, what 
we don’t see is that an individual is doing a lot of 
hard work that is invisible to the outside.  

Learning about trauma is also key to challenging 
stigma. For example, you might think that someone’s 
response to a negative event is over-the-top, but they 
might also have trauma in their past that the event 
reminds them of. 

Learning more about mental health, especially 
from people with their own experiences, is key to 
challenging stigma and prejudice. Sharing what 
you learn with those around you, either through 
conversation or directly sharing content, can help 
challenge stigma more widely, and help make the 
world a bit safer for people experiencing mental 
health difficulties. 

THE LANGUAGE YOU USE MATTERS CONT.
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