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INTRODUCTION

This is the final guide on this important topic of mental health. 

The first guide was focussed on unpacking what we mean by mental health and wellbeing, 
specifically looking at how to understand our emotions, and what this means for how we 
feel about ourselves and our lives. The guide highlighted that being mentally well does 
not necessarily mean that we are happy all the time. It means that we are able to feel and 
express a range of different emotions; both the positive and negative feelings, without 
judging ourselves or needing to push our feelings aside. 

The second guide focused on the changes that we go through during adolescence, as 
well as the link between gender and mental health. We unpacked how unhealthy gender 
norms and stereotypes lead to gender inequality, gender-based violence and discrimination. 
All of these things have an impact on our mental health.

In the third guide we looked at some of the circumstances that impact young people’s 
mental health, including violence, trauma and grief. We also unpacked how structural 
violence and intergenerational trauma impact us, as well as our family and community’s 
wellbeing. 

This final guide brings together everything that we have learnt about mental health, 
to better understand mental illness. Mental illness requires specific attention, as it is 
something that is often misunderstood, and therefore people living with a mental illness 
often face stigma and discrimination because of their condition. This can lead to people 
not wanting to be open about anything that has to do with mental health. We know that 
mental health and wellbeing exists on a spectrum. What we have learnt from all these 
guides is the importance of destigmatising mental health, regardless of the reasons we 
are struggling with our mental health. No one should feel ashamed or treated differently 
because of the difficulties they are facing.

This is why it is important that we as young people have the correct information when 
it comes to mental health and mental illness. This knowledge and understanding is 
empowering. It helps us to take better care of our own mental health, and also helps us 
feel more comfortable to speak openly with others about the things we are struggling with. 
Opening up conversations about mental health can also help us to support our loved ones 
and friends who are living with mental health challenges, including mental illness, and 
equip us to play our part in fighting stigma.
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“If you’re not educated about something, then you can start assuming a lot of stuff. In our local 
communities, there are not a lot of programmes that educate us about mental illnesses, mental 

health and mental wellbeing. People with mental illnesses are stigmatised because our society is 
uneducated.” - Feedback from youth focus group session

DEFINITIONS

Mental health stigma: is when someone sees you in a negative way because of your mental 
illness (Better Health).

Mental health discrimination: is when someone treats you in a negative way because of 
your mental illness. Social stigma and discrimination can make mental health problems 
worse and stop a person from getting the help they need (Better Health).

Depression (Major Depressive Disorder): is a mental illness that is characterised by an 
overwhelming and persistent low mood that is accompanied by low self-esteem and by 
a loss of interest or pleasure in normally enjoyable activities. It is also accompanied by 
a number of physical and mental changes that have a negative effect on an individual’s 
functionality. The disorder can manifest differently depending on age and gender. The 
feelings most commonly associated with depression are sadness and hopelessness. 
However, in children and adolescents the predominant mood may be irritability rather than 
sadness. In some adults, especially males, the predominant feelings expressed may also be 
of increased anger, irritability and frustration. Some individuals talk about feeling empty or 
emotionless rather than sad and tearful. Regardless of the emotional symptoms expressed, 
the overriding experience is that the symptoms get in the way of the individual’s ability to 
function at work, school or at home (South African Federation for Mental Health).

Dysthymia (Persistent depressive disorder): is a chronic form of major depressive disorder. 
In dysthymia the symptoms may be less severe, but they are longer lasting. Dysthymia 
is classified as having a depressed mood, for example constantly feeling sad, empty or 
hopeless, for at least 2 years. In children or adolescents this can show up as an irritable 

What can we, as young people, do to campaign for improved mental health services? What 
can we, as young people, do to support ourselves, our friends and our loved ones when 
we are struggling with our mental health? What can we do to break down gender-based 
stigma and stigma against people living with mental health issues, so that people are more 
able to access care and support when they need it? We have an important role to play, so 
let’s get started!
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https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/servicesandsupport/stigma-discrimination-and-mental-illness
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/servicesandsupport/stigma-discrimination-and-mental-illness
https://www.safmh.org/
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mood rather than a sad one, and is present for at least 1 year (South African Federation for 
Mental Health).

Generalised Anxiety Disorder: is characterized by excessive anxiety and worry about a 
number of different events or activities. The worry usually revolves around everyday life 
events or tasks. The level of anxiety and worry experienced is always out of proportion to 
the actual threat or negative impact that the event or situation may have. Individuals with 
generalised anxiety disorder may find that their focus shifts from one topic of concern and 
anxiety to another, and that they are unable to prevent themselves from worrying about 
these matters. Generalised anxiety disorder is different from the anxiety and worry that 
most people experience at some point during their lives, because the disorder interferes 
significantly with a person’s functioning. The disorder also presents with physical symptoms 
such as fatigue, muscle tension and disturbed sleep (South African Federation for Mental 
Health).

STIGMA AND MENTAL HEALTH

The misconceptions that people have about mental health and mental illness can prevent 
people from getting the right support. Some mental illnesses don’t have physical symptoms 
and so some people claim they’re not real, that “it’s all in your head”, or “it’s a figment 
of your imagination”. Some people say that depression only affects white people. What 
makes it worse, is that there is not a word for depression in many African languages, which 
makes those suffering from depression feel like they do not have a way to speak about it 
in their own language. Some people might say that a person with a mental illness is crazy, 
cursed or possessed. Because of these misconceptions and the different ways of seeing the 
symptoms of mental illness, many people who are struggling are afraid to speak out and 
seek help, for fear of being rejected, judged and discriminated against.

We need to find a uniquely South African approach to dealing with our country’s mental 
health issues, one that incorporates both western medicine and traditional healing. We need 
an approach that helps us to draw on the wisdom that is carried in our indigenous practices, 
alongside opening up the conversation about our mental health and the different ways of 
responding to these challenges. Different cultures have different ways of understanding 
and nurturing mental health and wellbeing. There are many different practices that people 
use to restore wellbeing and support people to feel better. 
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https://www.safmh.org/
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DID YOU KNOW?

Children are more 
likely to become 
depressed if they 
come from difficult 
home environments, 
have suffered abuse or 
neglect, or have lost a 
parent early in life

Depression is twice 
as common in women 
(42%) as in men (29%)

Depression affects people 
of all sexes, races, cultures 
and social classes 

(SADAG)

50–80% of all adult 
mental health 
disorders emerge 
before the age of 18 

(SA FEDERATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH)

9.5% of all teenage deaths 
in South Africa are due to 
suicide

(SADAG)

(RESEARCH PAPER BY PB. JOHN) (SA FEDERATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH)
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The risk for suicide 
is higher in teenage 
girls than in teenage 
boys

(SA FEDERATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH)

https://www.sadag.org/
https://www.safmh.org/mental-health-and-young-people/
https://www.sadag.org/
https://www.safmh.org/mental-health-and-young-people/
https://www.safmh.org/mental-health-and-young-people/
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DID YOU KNOW?

Men are less likely to 
access psychological 
support than women

(SA FEDERATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH)
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Men are nearly 3 
times more likely 
than women to 
become substance 
dependent

(SA FEDERATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH)

https://www.safmh.org/mental-health-and-young-people/
https://www.safmh.org/mental-health-and-young-people/
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MYTH BUSTERS

MYTH FACT

People with mental health 
conditions cannot work.

The majority of people living with mental health 
conditions can be productive and do meaningful work. 

Only certain types of people 
develop a mental illness.

As many as one in three South Africans suffer from a 
mental illness. Mental illness affects people regardless 
of age, education, income or culture.

Asking a friend or family 
member if they are thinking 
about suicide, may cause 
them to hurt themselves. 

The exact opposite is true. If you are concerned about 
a loved one, you should express your concern. Some 
people have the misconception that asking a person 
about suicide will increase the risk, but, in reality, asking 
does not increase the risk of suicide, and can actually 
save a life.

GUIDE 4: MENTAL ILLNESS AND STIGMA FACT SHEET
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INADEQUATE MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

One-third of the South African population suffers from a mental illness. Even though 
mental health issues are the leading cause of health disability amongst adolescents, the 
South African Government has only reserved 4% of the total health budget for mental 
health services, and only 1% of this is allocated towards children and adolescents. This 
means that the public health care system is unable to meet the growing need for care and 
treatment. Many mental health challenges start when people are young, but most cases 
are unfortunately undetected and therefore left untreated. Adolescents with untreated 
mental health disorders are more likely to struggle as adults (WHO).

The reality is that the health system is completely under-resourced to meet the mental 
health needs that exist. Among all the people who face mental illness, only 25% receive 
treatment. On average, there are only 18 beds available in mental health facilities for every 
100,000 people. Another challenge is the lack of health professionals. There are far more 
mental health professionals working in the private health system than in the public health 
system. 86% of the country’s psychologists are in private practice and twice as many 
psychiatrists are in the private health system than in the public sector.
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SELF-CARE AND GETTING THE SUPPORT YOU NEED

As young people, we move through many changes that can be stressful. Despite the need 
for more professional services in our communities, we need to support ourselves and each 
other to take care of our mental health. Here are some practical things we can do when we 
feel stressed or upset:

• Take time to write or draw as a way of expressing what you are feeling.
• Talk to someone about what is stressing you out.
• Spend time with friends.
• Do something you enjoy.
• Find a way to unwind or relax.
• Celebrate yourself!
• Learn how to manage your stress in positive ways, such as through exercise, 

relaxation, breathing and positive self-talk. Choose a specific time or day in the week 
to do activities that make you feel good.

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health
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• Learn and use breathing techniques or meditation to consciously relax your mind and 
body. 

• Schedule ‘time out’ for yourself.
• Take care of your personal relationships. A sense of belonging and connection is 

important for wellbeing.
• Find a mentor who can guide and support you.
• For those of you with strong spiritual beliefs, make time for regular spiritual practice.
• If you are part of a religious or spiritual community, seek support from the elders or 

leaders in that community who are able to offer advice and guidance.
• Ask someone you trust if there is a counselling service in your area (Adapted from 

BeYou_Beyond Blue).

You may think that feeling stressed or feeling depressed or moody is just a normal part 
of the emotional highs and lows that we face as young people, but know that asking for 
help is a sign of courage and wisdom. If you have tried your best to do what you can to feel 
better, but no matter what you do, you feel overwhelmed and these feelings are starting 
to interfere with being able to do your normal daily activities, you may need to get extra 
help. If you are struggling to focus at school, struggling to sleep, losing interest in eating, 
in spending time with friends, and you aren’t enjoying any of the things that used to make 
you happy, you may need additional support.

If after seeking support from friends, family and other community members, you are still 
worried that you may have a mental health condition, it is important to seek medical advice 
from a doctor at the clinic. We all know that our health system is not strong and does not 
always offer the kind of support that we need, especially when it comes to our mental 
health. If you can, take someone who understands the system with you on the day of your 
appointment, so that they can support you to get the care you deserve.

HOW TO COMBAT STIGMA 

We all have a role to play in fighting stigma and discrimination and making sure that 
everyone in our community feels included and respected. Mental illness is not something 
shameful that needs to be hidden. People with mental health conditions often feel alone 
and are rejected because of their condition. This is often a result of lack of knowledge and 
misinformation, which leads to stigma and discrimination. When it comes to mental health, 
here are some of the ways you can combat stigma:

https://beyou.edu.au/fact-sheets/wellbeing/stress-management
https://beyou.edu.au/fact-sheets/wellbeing/stress-management
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• You can learn more about mental illness and share this information with family and 
friends. 

• You can get to know people with personal experiences of mental illness so that you 
see them for the people that they are, not just as their illness.

• You can share your own experience of mental illness (if you have experienced it). This 
will help dispel myths and encourage others to do the same. 

• You can do your best not to judge, label or discriminate when you meet people with a 
mental illness. Treat all people with respect and dignity.

• You can avoid using language that puts the illness first and the person second. Say ‘a 
person with bipolar disorder’ rather than ‘that person is bipolar’.

• You can speak out when you hear people around you making stereotypical or 
inaccurate comments about mental illness.
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PREVENTING TEEN SUICIDE

Living with a mental illness can be both paralyzing and overwhelming; so much so that 
it can lead to someone wanting to end their own life. According to the World Health 
Organisation, nearly 700,000 people die by suicide annually around the globe. Suicide has 
become the fourth leading cause of death in 15-29 year-olds, with 77% of global suicides 
occurring in low and middle income countries (WHO). In South Africa there are 23 suicides 
recorded per day and 230 serious attempts (SADAG).

The COVID pandemic has resulted in people feeling even more overwhelmed, alone and 
under enormous pressure. It is more important than ever to feel connected and part of 
a larger community. If you or your loved ones are feeling so overwhelmed that you are 
thinking of harming yourself or taking your life, it is important to get help. If you notice that 
someone in your life is showing signs of feeling stressed, prolonged feelings of sadness 
and make comments about not wanting to be alive anymore, take the time to be with them, 
to listen to what they are feeling, and see if there are any ways that you can support them.

How to help a friend or loved one who is struggling
Many people at some time in their lives think about suicide. Many don’t go through with 
it, because they come to realise that the crisis is temporary and they are able to overcome 
it. Unfortunately, sometimes people feel that the crisis they are in is inescapable and that 
they have lost control of their lives. These are some of the feelings and thoughts they may 
experience:

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/suicide
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• They can’t think clearly
• They can’t make decisions
• They can’t see any way out
• They can’t sleep, eat or work
• They can’t stop feeling depressed
• They can’t make the sadness go away
• They can’t see a future without pain
• They can’t see themselves as worthwhile
• They can’t get someone’s attention
• They can’t seem to get things under control
• They feel hopeless and helpless

If you experience these feelings, it is important to get help. You don’t need to suffer 
alone. Being with others can help you to get perspective and get the support you need 
to change your situation. 

If you have a friend or loved one who seems to be going through this:

• Don’t act shocked. This will put distance between you.
• Be direct. Talk openly about what you have noticed.
• Be willing to listen. Allow expressions of feelings. Accept the feelings.
• Be non-judgmental. Don’t debate whether suicide is right or wrong, or whether 

feelings are good or bad. Don’t lecture on the value of life.
• Get involved. Become available. Show interest and support.
• Don’t dare him or her to do it.
• Don’t be sworn to secrecy. Seek support.
• Offer hope that alternatives are available, but do not offer glib reassurance.
• Ask if you may contact a family member.
• Take action. Remove means, such as guns or stockpiled pills.
• Don’t leave them alone, get help from persons specializing in crisis intervention and 

suicide prevention.

You can call SADAG on behalf of a loved one, colleague, or friend.
Trained counsellors are there to help and refer you to local counsellors, facilities and
Support Groups.  
0800 21 22 23 (8am to 8pm)
0800 12 13 14 (8pm to 8am)
Or SMS 31393.
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POWERFUL CAMPAIGNS TO TACKLE GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

It is important to emphasise again the connection between gender and mental health. 
We have learnt a lot from these guides, specifically the disproportionate risks that young 
women are exposed to and the impact that this has on their mental health. Gender-based 
violence, income inequality and gender stereotypes result in women and girls being treated 
badly because of their gender. Women are also often the ones who are responsible for 
taking care of multiple family members on very little income, which can also place extreme 
pressure on their mental health. It is important to challenge both the gender stereotypes 
and high levels of inequality that place women and girls in positions where they are at risk. 
Mental health disorders affect both men and women. Because of the factors mentioned 
above, women are at a higher risk of developing mental health conditions. Men are less 
likely to talk about their feelings and seek professional help. 

We need to end the gender-based stigma that leaves women at risk of violence and abuse. 
We also need to fight the stigma that prevents men from seeking mental health treatment. 
As young people, it is important that we speak out about the issues that affect us, and use 
our voices to fight against stigma and discrimination.

An example of a powerful campaign to end gender-based violence was the Izwi Lami (‘My 
Voice’) campaign. The intention of the campaign was to create a conversation on social 
media around how pervasive rape is in our country and to show survivors that they are 
not alone. The campaign collects the testimonies of survivors, puts them in touch with 
counselling services, and campaigns for a standard package of healthcare to be made 
available to all survivors at all 24-hour health facilities.

This was done through a free SMS-driven survey and questionnaire platform. By texting the 
keyword ‘endrape’ to 38006, rape survivors could take part in a survey about their personal 
experience. The survey allowed survivors to record personal stories anonymously, giving 
as much or as little information they were comfortable with sharing. For many women this 
may have been the first time they were able to share their experiences. After completing 
the survey, they got information about counselling services in their area and could add their 
support for the demand for the package of care. 

Gender-based violence continues to be one of the most difficult issues impacting young 
women’s lives. It is important that we use the platforms and digital communities that we 
have access to to raise awareness around these issues that affect our lives and mental 
health as young people.
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES

PLACES TO GO FOR SUPPORT

• SADAG Mental Health Support Line: 0800 4567 789 
• SADAG WhatsApp Mental Health Support Line: 076 88 22 775
• For a suicidal Emergency: 0800 567 567
• SADAG Substance Abuse line: 0800 12 13 14 is available 24hrs
• For a referral to a psychologist, psychiatrist or support group: 011 234 4837 or 

0800 20 50 26 
• Lifeline Western Cape: Counsellors provide support to people with emotional 

needs. 
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https://lifelinewc.org.za/
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ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH
GUIDE 4: MENTAL ILLNESS AND STIGMA  

RADIO PRODUCTION GUIDE

• Do you think that people with mental health conditions face 
stigma and discrimination?

• How do you think this affects them?
• How does misinformation about mental illness lead to 

stigma and discrimination?
• How does stigma impact people living with mental health 

conditions?
• What can we as young people do to break down this 

stigma?
• What can you do to support someone living with a mental 

illness?
• In what ways do stigma and discrimination against people 

with mental illness threaten the health and wellbeing of our 
families and communities?

Different ways to talk about: “How can we as 
young people break down the stigma around mental 
illness?”

Different ways to talk about “stigma and mental illness”.ANGLES

CHOOSE AN 
ANGLE

How can we as 
young people break 

down the stigma 
around mental 

illness?
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Vox pop aim
To get many opinions on one topic.

Who do you talk to?
Anyone in the community. 

Suggested questions for recording vox pops with people in your 
community: 
• What are some of the things that people believe when it comes to 

mental illness?
• How do these beliefs support or harm people who live with a mental 

illness?
• Where can we learn more about mental health and wellbeing?
• Why is it important to educate ourselves on this topic?

Vox Pops

FORMATS

Audio commentary aim
To get people’s opinion about a topic that they care deeply about, in this case, to ask 
young people to share perspectives on ways to challenge gender stereotypes.

 Who do you talk to?
A young person.

Audio commentary

GUIDE 4: MENTAL ILLNESS AND STIGMA RADIO PRODUCTION GUIDE



16

Audio profile aim
To get a first person account of someone’s experience, passion or journey. Audio profiles 
often aim to inspire.

Who do you talk to?
A young person.

Audio profile

Questions you can ask for the audio profile:
• Do you find it easy to talk about mental health and mental illness?
• What do you think people who live with a mental illness may struggle with?
• What do you think is the biggest myth that people believe about mental 

illness?
• What do you wish people would understand better about mental illness?
• Is there a story you can tell us about how you have been able to support 

yourself or a friend or a loved one with getting the support they needed for 
their mental health?

GUIDE 4: MENTAL ILLNESS AND STIGMA RADIO PRODUCTION GUIDE
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[INTRO:]
Host 1: Hello to all our listeners! I am 
[NAME OF HOST] and you are listening to 
[NAME OF SHOW] on [RADIO STATION]. 
Today’s show is all about understanding 
mental illness. We know that it is not 
always easy to talk about mental health 
and mental illness, but we can also see 
how silence around these issues only 
makes things worse.

If people who are struggling feel isolated, 
judged and discriminated against, this 
will only make them feel more alone in 
their struggles.The danger of this is that 
people might want to hide their illness 
and not access the treatment and help 
when they need it. Let’s use our show to 
open up the conversation, to learn more 
about mental illness and how we can 
support ourselves and our loved ones to 
get the care that we are needing. Let’s 
take a listen to what everyone had to say 
about this week’s topic.

[PRESENT WHO IS BEING 
INTERVIEWED]

[PLAY THE INTERVIEW]

[OUTRO:]
Host 1: Today, we’ve learnt so much about 
mental illness and the impact that stigma 
and discrimination can have on people 

who are living with mental health conditions.

Host 2: Yes, I have learnt so much from 
the show today. I hope that those who are 
listening have gotten some new ideas to 
support themselves and those around them. 

Host 1: Next week on [DAY] at [TIME] we’ll 
be talking more about mental health and 
young people. Until then, it’s bye from us! 

Use your produced radio features, your research and the 
suggested script and questions to write your own script. 

HOW TO PRESENT 
YOUR SHOW

GUIDE 4: MENTAL ILLNESS AND STIGMA RADIO PRODUCTION GUIDE
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Jingle
General introduction

to topic
Intro vox pops

Vox pops
Outro vox pops

Intro audio commentary
Audio commentary

Outro audio commentary

Music 
transition

Intro interview
Interview’ 

Outro interview

General outro to 
topic

Music end

SHOW OUTLINE

ETHICS AND CONSENT

This may be a sensitive topic for 
some, so make sure you inform your 
audience to respect those who share 

personal stories in the space.

Music transition 
and jingle
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