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Conversation Starters on Mental Health 
by, Susan Locke, MD 
Healthnetwork Medical Director 

 

While we generally are open about discussing our 

physical health, we tend to avoid talking about mental 

health issues.  For the person struggling, there is fear of 

embarrassment, being judged or stigmatized, and it may 

be difficult to find words to describe how one is feeling.   

When a friend or loved one is struggling, asking the right 

questions and being supportive is a way to open a 

dialogue.  This may even be a good way to start their 

recovery process. Here are a few tips to help you begin a 

productive discussion with someone who may need 

help.  

Start off by finding out if your forum members have 

had experience with friends or loved ones who have 

had depression, anxiety, addiction or other mental 

issues.   

 “Do you know anyone who has struggled with 

significant depression, anxiety or other mental 

illnesses?” 

 “What was that experience like for you?”   

 “How did you address the situation?”  

 “What did you find was helpful or not helpful?”  

 

After introducing the general topic, now shift to talking 

about the forum member. Open the line of 

communication with statements resembling: 

 “I am worried about you.” 

 “It seems like something is bothering you.”  

 “You don’t seem like yourself lately. What’s going 

on?” 

 “Do you think you could talk about it in forum as a 

whole or with individual forum members?  If not, 

why not?”  

 

 

If a forum member opens up, then you should ask 

yourself what you would do if another member shared 

with you that he/she was having significant mental 

health issues.  

If a forum member revealed to you that they were 

significantly depressed, would you be able to ask the 

question “Do you feel like hurting yourself or others?” 

Finally, ask them to let you help them reach out for 
assistance: 

 “Can we talk about how we can make this better?” 

 “Would you like me to help you make an 
appointment so you can talk with someone?” 

 
Above all, listen to the answers you are getting.  
 
Emphasize that the forum is a safe environment to talk 

about any issues respectfully and without judgement.   

As a forum group, come up with a plan of action – what 

steps need to be taken to help another member?  Here 

are sample action plans for a member/family member. 

Member has depression. 

 Determine if member has suicidal thoughts and if 

they have a plan to hurt themselves.  If so, take 

member to the nearest Emergency Room.   

 If member expresses homicidal ideation, take them 

immediately to Emergency Room.  Legally, the 

person being threatened must be warned about the 

threat. 
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 If the member is suicidal or homicidal and refuses to 

go to the Emergency Room, call 911. 

 If the member is depressed, but not suicidal, get 

member to see physician ASAP.  Member can see 

primary care physician first if unable to see a 

psychiatrist right away. 

 Make sure that member is not alone.  If member 

lives alone, have someone stay with him/her. 

 Confirm with member that if he/she should start to 

feel suicidal, that they will tell someone. Identify 

who that person will be (could be family, forum 

member, etc.). 

 Reassure member that forum is a safe place to 

discuss emotional issues.   

 
Member is manic. 
Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of mania - 
Unusually high energy and mood accompanied by at 
least three of the following symptoms: 

 Needing less sleep in order to feel rested 

 Talking very rapidly or excessively 

 Distractibility 

 Fast thoughts 

 Tendency to show poor judgment, such as 

impulsively deciding to quit a job 

 Inflated self-esteem or grandiosity -- unrealistic 

beliefs in one's ability, intelligence, and powers; may 

be delusional 

 Reckless behaviors (such as lavish spending sprees, 

impulsive sexual indiscretions, abuse of alcohol or 

drugs, or ill-advised business decisions) 

If you determine that the member is manic, seek 
medical help ASAP.  Member may need hospitalization. 

Assess whether the member has any suicidal or 
homicidal ideation.  If yes, take member to the 
emergency room or call 911 if member refuses to go. 

Member has a substance abuse problem. 
Determine if the member is willing to seek help. 

If the answer is “yes” then have a professional 
determine what level of care is appropriate.  Member’s 
primary care physician or a psychiatrist can help 
determine the next steps for the member.  

If the member is unwilling to seek help, consider staging 
an “intervention” where close friends and family 
confront the member.  This should be done under the 
guidance of a professional.  Healthnetwork can help 
facilitate an intervention. 
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