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How to Help a Friend With a Mental Illiness
By Katie Medlock, 3/18/16

Whether you know it or not, there are people in your life
who are struggling with (or have struggled with) mental illness.
According to the National Alliance on Mental lllness (NAMI), one
in four adults experience it within a given year. The term itself is
so often associated with startling imagery and uninformed ste-
reotypes that many of us do not have an accurate understanding
of what people actually go through, let alone how to help.

Being able to be a supportive presence in the life of some-
one dealing with their illness does not require any special skills,
but rather tapping into some of the fundamental abilities we all
have, but just may not use very well or often. Here is a good start
to helping a friend with mental illness.

1. Listen to what they are saying - Seems basic, right? Lis-
tening skills are some of our best tools in creating strong and
healthy relationships with all of the people in our lives. We all
have a need to be heard, yet sometimes it can be difficult to offer
this opportunity for others. If a friend comes to you to talk about
what they are going through, make sure you eliminate all dis-
tractions and really try to focus on understanding what they are
expressing. Forget about planning what to say next and ignore
the fear of saying something “wrong”-these all getin the way of
truly hearing what is being said to us.

2. Validate what they are feeling - So, how do you respond
when someone is sharing their difficult experiences? It is likely
that what they are sharing with you is difficult because society
has stigmatized their experiences as bizarre or even not real. If a
friend tells you they have been isolating themselves, they find it
hard to leave their home or they have suspicions about people
that sound odd search for the emotion they are describing and
validate it. They might be feeling sad, frightened, confused,
worried or even numb. The fact that someone can understand
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had others tell them what needs to be done to “get better”--
everything from family suggestions to involuntary hospitaliza-
tion can feel like the person'’s ability to identify what they need

is being taken away. Even if your friend says they do not know
what they need, the question still must be asked so they are very
much a part of their recovery.

4. Educate yourself about their experiences - The most im-
portant way to do this is to interact directly with your friend (see
step number one) to understand their individual experiences.
Yet, if someone is struggling with depression, for example, 6ath
er more information about the diagnosis itself to getagrasp on
the facts and to challenge any lingering misinformation or ste-
reotypes picked up from others. NAMI, the National Institute of
Mental Health and the American Psychiatric Association offer a
database of information about various disorders and how friends
and family can help. Choices in Recovery and Mental Health
Channel offer additional resources, newsletters, fact sheets and
even video series highlighting people living with mental iliness.

5. Keep being a friend - Something important to remember is
that your friend is still the same person you know and love, even
if you learn they are struggling with an illness. Many people find
themselves worried about how to act or what to do differently,
yet this hyper-awareness can sometimes be detrimental to the
core of your connection with the person. Just as if you were to
learn a friend is dealing with a physical illness, the kind of friend
you are does not change. Follow-up with your friend. Respect
their space if they need it. Spend more time together if that is
what they prefer. Keep doing the things that keep your friend-
ship strong.

With anyone in recovery for mental illness, some risks face them
which may not face others. If you suspect your friend is feeling
suicidal or is having difficulty caring for themselves due to their
symptoms, seek guidance from trusted professionals.
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