
While conversations about physical health are 
commonplace, discussions about mental health 
often remain in the shadows, hindered by stigma and 
misunderstanding. As we observe World Mental Health 
Day, it’s crucial to confront these barriers to ultimately 
create a more understanding, supportive society.

Stigma not only perpetuates harmful misconceptions but also Stigma not only perpetuates harmful misconceptions but also 
prevents people from seeking the help they need. To change prevents people from seeking the help they need. To change 
this, we must first understand the root of these stigmas this, we must first understand the root of these stigmas 
and take practical steps towards fostering empathy and and take practical steps towards fostering empathy and 
awareness.awareness.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT MENTAL COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT MENTAL 
ILLNESSESILLNESSES

One of the most pervasive myths about mental illness One of the most pervasive myths about mental illness 
is the belief that it stems from personal weakness or a is the belief that it stems from personal weakness or a 
lack of willpower. Conditions like anxiety, depression and lack of willpower. Conditions like anxiety, depression and 
bipolar disorder can be misunderstood as fleeting moods bipolar disorder can be misunderstood as fleeting moods 
or personality traits that can be overcome with a positive or personality traits that can be overcome with a positive 
attitude. In reality, mental health disorders are complex attitude. In reality, mental health disorders are complex 
conditions influenced by genetic, biological, environmental conditions influenced by genetic, biological, environmental 
and psychological factors. Understanding this is key to and psychological factors. Understanding this is key to 
breaking the stigma.breaking the stigma.

Another misconception is the idea that mental illness is rare. Another misconception is the idea that mental illness is rare. 
The truth is that The truth is that many South Africans experience a great deal of many South Africans experience a great deal of 
stress and mental health challengesstress and mental health challenges. Dispelling these myths is a . Dispelling these myths is a 
critical step toward creating a more supportive environment critical step toward creating a more supportive environment 
for those affected.for those affected.

THE IMPACT OF STIGMATHE IMPACT OF STIGMA

For individuals living with mental health conditions, For individuals living with mental health conditions, stigma stigma 
can feel like an additional burdencan feel like an additional burden on top of their illness.  on top of their illness. 
Stigmatisation leads to shame, isolation, and reluctance Stigmatisation leads to shame, isolation, and reluctance 
to seek help. The fear of judgment often results in people to seek help. The fear of judgment often results in people 
delaying or avoiding treatment altogether, which can worsen delaying or avoiding treatment altogether, which can worsen 
their mental health.their mental health.

HOW STIGMA PREVENTS PEOPLE FROM HOW STIGMA PREVENTS PEOPLE FROM 
SEEKING HELPSEEKING HELP

The consequences of stigma extend beyond personal The consequences of stigma extend beyond personal 
feelings of shame. Stigma also creates systemic barriers feelings of shame. Stigma also creates systemic barriers 
to care, with people avoiding treatment out of fear of being to care, with people avoiding treatment out of fear of being 
labelled ‘unstable’ or ‘crazy’. This is particularly evident labelled ‘unstable’ or ‘crazy’. This is particularly evident 
in workplaces, where concerns about job security, career in workplaces, where concerns about job security, career 
advancement and social standing often prevent employees advancement and social standing often prevent employees 
from discussing their mental health. from discussing their mental health. 
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When mental illness is treated as a weakness or failure, When mental illness is treated as a weakness or failure, 
people feel they have no safe space to talk about it.people feel they have no safe space to talk about it.

CHANGING HOW WE TALK ABOUT MENTAL CHANGING HOW WE TALK ABOUT MENTAL 
HEALTHHEALTH

One of the most effective ways to combat stigma One of the most effective ways to combat stigma 
is to is to change how we talk about mental healthchange how we talk about mental health. Words . Words 
like ‘crazy’, ‘insane’ or ‘unstable’ reinforce negative like ‘crazy’, ‘insane’ or ‘unstable’ reinforce negative 
stereotypes and dehumanise those with mental health stereotypes and dehumanise those with mental health 
conditions. Instead, we should use person-first language, conditions. Instead, we should use person-first language, 
such as saying ‘a person with depression’ rather than ‘a such as saying ‘a person with depression’ rather than ‘a 
depressed person’, to emphasise that a diagnosis does depressed person’, to emphasise that a diagnosis does 
not define someone’s identity.not define someone’s identity.

Language has the power to shape our perceptions, and Language has the power to shape our perceptions, and 
small changes in how we talk about mental health can small changes in how we talk about mental health can 
make a big difference in reducing stigma. Whether in make a big difference in reducing stigma. Whether in 
casual conversations or public discourse, the words we casual conversations or public discourse, the words we 
choose can foster empathy rather than judgement.choose can foster empathy rather than judgement.

PRACTICAL STEPSPRACTICAL STEPS

Breaking the stigma around mental healthBreaking the stigma around mental health starts with  starts with 
awareness. Individuals can challenge their assumptions awareness. Individuals can challenge their assumptions 
by learning more about mental health conditions by learning more about mental health conditions 
and their prevalence. Education plays a vital role in and their prevalence. Education plays a vital role in 
dismantling stigma, especially when we share accurate dismantling stigma, especially when we share accurate 
information that challenges stereotypes.information that challenges stereotypes.

Communities can foster a culture of support by creating Communities can foster a culture of support by creating 
spaces where mental health is openly discussed. spaces where mental health is openly discussed. 
This can happen in schools, workplaces, or homes. This can happen in schools, workplaces, or homes. 
Starting conversations about mental health – whether Starting conversations about mental health – whether 
at the dinner table or in company boardrooms – helps at the dinner table or in company boardrooms – helps 
normalise the topic and creates safe spaces for people normalise the topic and creates safe spaces for people 
to share their experiences.to share their experiences.

Additionally, workplaces have a significant role to play. Additionally, workplaces have a significant role to play. 
By offering mental health benefits, promoting work-life By offering mental health benefits, promoting work-life 
balance and training managers to recognise the signs of balance and training managers to recognise the signs of 
mental distress, employers can create environments that mental distress, employers can create environments that 
support mental well-being. Policies that prioritise mental support mental well-being. Policies that prioritise mental 
health not only help individuals but may also lead to a health not only help individuals but may also lead to a 
more productive, engaged workforce.more productive, engaged workforce.

HOW INDIVIDUALS CAN CONTRIBUTEHOW INDIVIDUALS CAN CONTRIBUTE

Each of us has a role to play in creating a more Each of us has a role to play in creating a more 
understanding and supportive society. By listening with understanding and supportive society. By listening with 
empathy when someone shares their mental health empathy when someone shares their mental health 
struggles, we can make a meaningful impact on those struggles, we can make a meaningful impact on those 
who feel vulnerable or isolated.who feel vulnerable or isolated.

Another practical way to challenge stigma is by speaking Another practical way to challenge stigma is by speaking 
up when you hear stigmatising language or jokes. up when you hear stigmatising language or jokes. 

By gently correcting misconceptions and encouraging By gently correcting misconceptions and encouraging 
respectful conversations, you can help shift attitudes respectful conversations, you can help shift attitudes 
within your own community.within your own community.

If you have experienced mental health issues yourself, If you have experienced mental health issues yourself, 
consider sharing your story. Personal accounts of consider sharing your story. Personal accounts of 
living with mental illness can be incredibly powerful in living with mental illness can be incredibly powerful in 
humanising these conditions and showing others that humanising these conditions and showing others that 
they are not alone. Advocating for equitable access to they are not alone. Advocating for equitable access to 
mental health care, whether through local organisations mental health care, whether through local organisations 
or broader initiatives, also helps create a more inclusive or broader initiatives, also helps create a more inclusive 
society.society.

While progress has been made, the journey toward While progress has been made, the journey toward 
a world free of mental health stigma is ongoing. a world free of mental health stigma is ongoing. 
By continuing to challenge misconceptions, open By continuing to challenge misconceptions, open 
conversations, and offer support, we can create a conversations, and offer support, we can create a 
society where mental health is treated with the same society where mental health is treated with the same 
importance and compassion as physical health.importance and compassion as physical health.
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