
Critical Support

How to Talk About 
Mental Health

Stigma surrounding mental health can all too often make talking about mental 
wellness difficult conversations to have. You might feel uncomfortable asking 
for help or checking in on how a friend or colleague is doing, unsure of what 
language to use or how to broach the topic.
At the end of the day what really matters is that you show that you’re there to 
listen and support the other person. Similarly, if you’re asking for help there’s 
no “correct” way to do it — it’s about reaching out and telling someone you 
trust that you need support.
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Below are some healthy ways to talk about your mental well-being and 
suggestions for how to check in with others regarding their mental health.

Where to turn for support
If you feel like you need support for your mental health it can often be difficult 
to reach out, but you’ll likely find that most people want to help and are 
honored you turned to them.

When deciding who to speak with, consider the people in your life who you 
trust to confide in and who have empathy and emotional intelligence. Is there 
a family member, a close friend, a teacher, a mentor, or someone else who 
you respect and feel comfortable opening up to?

If you’d prefer to set the stage before the conversation, mention to them that 
there’s something you’d like to discuss and schedule in time to talk. Try to 
find a private space where you feel comfortable and can speak without being 
interrupted.

If a face-to-face conversation feels too intimidating, try reaching out to 
someone via text. The mode of communication shouldn’t be a barrier to 
asking for help and connecting with someone you trust.

Suggestions for asking for help
Writing down notes ahead of time about what you want to say may help focus 
your thoughts. Don’t feel like you need to express everything you’re feeling 
over the course of one conversation. Talking about what you’re going through 
is often a process that takes place over many discussions, and will be a little 
different with each person you speak with.
There’s no need to be concerned if you don’t know how to express yourself 
or what to say — keep it simple and tell the other person that you’re feeling 
bad and don’t know where to turn to and would like help. Say things as they 
are, don’t make light of the situation or brush it off like it’s not a big deal. Your 
mental health matters and someone who has your best interests in mind won’t 
think you’re a burden.
Consider what kind of support you want — do you need help finding a 
professional to speak with, would you like someone to accompany you to an 
appointment, or are you just looking for a listening ear? Let others know what 
they can do to help.
In some situations you may not get the response you were looking for. Mental 
health can be a difficult topic for some people to talk about — this may have 
to do with a lack of information, cultural aspects, someone’s background, or 
something else altogether. The important thing is that you don’t let this stop 
you from seeking help elsewhere.
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You’re in charge
You make the decisions on who you share details about your mental health 
with and what aspects you want to speak about. If you’ve found resources you 
like, consider sharing them with others to teach them about your condition.

Speaking with trusted friends and family about your mental health is a good 
place to start. Eventually, you will likely want to speak with a professional  
as they’re trained to help you navigate challenges. It’s important to build a 
strong support network that includes a mix of family and/or friends as well  
as professionals.

If you find yourself needing immediate help don’t hesitate to reach out to 
someone you trust, visit an emergency room, or contact a crisis hotline.

Ways to reach out
If you’re concerned about someone else’s well-being and want to check  
in on them, it can be challenging to know how to begin the conversation. 
Even though it’s tough to talk about, don’t postpone the discussion hoping 
that the other person brings it up — mental health is important and the 
sooner that someone is able to get the help they need, the sooner they  
can begin their recovery.

Choose an appropriate time and place for the conversation, and maybe begin 
by asking them how they’ve been feeling lately. Try to keep your language 
“I” focused instead of “you” focused, for example, “I’ve noticed that your 
behavior has changed recently and it concerns me. Are you doing alright?” 
Don’t get too caught up or worried about how you’re phrasing things, 
communicating that you’re there for them is the crucial part.

Try to maintain neutral, non-judgmental language and follow their lead in 
regards to the direction and pace of the conversation. You don’t want them  
to feel like they’re being interrogated — your job isn’t to solve their problems, 
it’s to listen and offer support where you’re able to.
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Show that you’re there
You want to make the other person feel validated and understood. During 
the conversation, repeat back what they’ve said if you need to clarify 
anything. Don’t try to dominate the situation or instruct them on what to do. 
Take cues from them about what the next steps are and ask what kind of 
support they need.

If you can relate to what they’re saying feel free to empathize with them by 
bringing up your own experiences, but don’t make the conversation about 
yourself. Keep the focus on them and their well-being. Don’t dismiss their 
feelings with comments like “It’s probably just a phase” or “It’s not that big  
of a deal.”

Use your judgement to determine the best plan of action going forward. 
Sometimes an individual can be a danger to themselves and needs 
professional help. If the person seems like they’re in immediate danger,  
seek professional assistance or contact emergency services right away.

Tips for following up
Let the person you reached out to know that you’re there to talk in the future 
as well, and that it wasn’t just an isolated discussion. However, don’t feel like 
every conversation you have with them needs to revolve around their mental 
health. Strive to be a positive influence in their life — invite them to join you 
for activities or social get-togethers.

Pay attention to your language and take care not to define a person by their 
diagnosis, for example instead of calling someone “bipolar” say that they are 
“a person with bipolar disorder.” Never use derogatory terms and labels like 
“mental” or “insane.”

Learning about the mental health challenges that someone is facing can be a 
supportive way to show that you’re there for them. If you come across helpful 
resources, don’t be afraid to pass them along to the person who’s dealing with 
the condition.
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Critical support when you need it
Visit optumeap.com/criticalsupportcenter for additional critical support 
resources and information. 
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