
WHAT CAN OTHERS DO?

EMPLOYERS can ensure that they have
policies in place that support people with mental illness 
through disability benefits, return to work programs and 
accommodation. Anti-discrimination polices must also 
include mental illness. Employers are responsible for creating 
and maintaining a work environment where everyone’s
contribution is valued and where mental as well as physical
wellness is supported.

EMPLOYEES can ensure that they treat their colleagues with
mental illness with as much care and support as they would
give to those with physical illnesses. 

FRIENDS AND FAMILY can offer understanding, support
and encouragement. They can stand up for their loved ones
when they don’t feel strong. 

COMMUNITY LEADERS can ensure that their cities, towns
and municipalities are places where everyone belongs. 

LEGISLATORS can make sure their public investment
strategies include mental health as well as physical health and
that their laws protect the rights of ALL citizens – including
those with mental illness.   
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IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO HELP US 
WITH OUR “ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM” 
CAMPAIGN PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE 
AT WWW.MDSC.CA AND CLICK ON THE 
ELEPHANT !
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WHAT CAN YOU DO ABOUT THE
ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM?

The small blue elephant is a powerful symbol. People place 
it on their desk at work or carry it in their car. They put 
it anywhere they want to signal that, here, is a stigma free 
zone.  Here, you can talk about mental illness.  To obtain your 
own elephant in the room (EITR), go to www.mdsc.ca and  
select ‘Help us Help Others - Donate Now’ box, then select 
‘donate now’ and ‘down arrow’ dropbox and select EITR. Be
sure to fill in your name and address so you can receive your
own blue elephant and begin your fight against stigma.

One little word - but a VERY BIG IDEA -
makes the elephant in the room disappear ..… 

RESPECT



STIGMA can seem invisible but its effects are not.

People with mental illness say that stigma can be worse 
than the illness itself. 

STIGMA. What is it?

Negative, disrespectful and untrue judgments about you 
based on what people think they know about you – and 
your situation. 

DISCRIMINATION. What is it?

Negative and disrespectful actions against you. Examples 
are calling you names, ignoring your opinions, making 
cruel jokes about you, refusing to rent you an apartment 
or denying you a promotion at work – because of your 
illness. Discrimination is also not doing something such 
as not inviting you to a party or family gathering or not 
interviewing you for a job when you are qualified.

SELF-STIGMA. What is it?

Self-stigma is when you begin to believe these negative 
opinions about you and start to think that you deserve  
to be called names and denied opportunities. 

Stigma and discrimination hurt. Stigma makes you feel 
rejected, blamed and misunderstood. It can take away your 
hope and leave you feeling alone – at a time when you need 
help and support. Discrimination denies you opportunities 
that others have. It has a real impact on your ability to get 
and keep work. It can even affect where you live. Self-
stigma makes you feel ashamed of yourself.

STIGMA IS DANGEROUS. It can lead you to deny the
symptoms of mental illness and hide the fact that you are 
suffering. It may delay you – sometimes for years – from 
getting the help you need. Stigma may mean you are left 
all alone when you need friends and family around you. It 
can make you angry and afraid. It can lead to problems in 
relationships, at school or at work – making your mental 
illness worse and further delaying your recovery. 

WHAT TO DO ABOUT 
THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM?

Taking action against stigma begins with you 
and your own recovery. 

People with mental illness have found that dealing with their 
own self-stigma is an important step in their recovery.

For example, the WELLNESS RECOVERY ACTION PLAN

suggests five actions that you can take : 
(you can also visit the WRAP website

      at www.mentalhealthrecovery.com) 

1. BELIEVE IN YOURSELF AND YOUR RECOVERY

People with mental illness can and do get well and live
full, productive lives.

2. TAKE PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY

It may not seem fair but the reality is that you have to
take control of your illness by participating fully in your
own treatment and doing whatever needs to be done to
regain your health.

3. EDUCATE YOURSELF

What are the symptoms of your illness, what are the
treatments (traditional and alternative), what works for
you and what doesn’t. Know the early warning signs of
relapse. Develop your own set of coping strategies.

4. STAND UP FOR YOURSELF

You know yourself best and you know what you need.
Let your professional caregivers know that you are a full
partner in your own recovery.

5. LEARN HOW TO BOTH RECEIVE AND GIVE SUPPORT

You can’t do this alone. Let friends and family know
how to help. Value what you have to give, as well. Offer
support to others. Peer support and self-help work.

WHAT ELSE 
CAN YOU DO?

EDUCATE OTHERS ABOUT MENTAL ILLNESS

Many self-help and advocacy groups have speakers’ bureaus 

dedicated to educating students, health professionals-in-

training and community groups. Research has shown that 

the most effective stigma fighting technique is the personal 

touch - people with mental illness talking face-to-face with 

others about their experience.

VOLUNTEER FOR A COMMITTEE OR  
BOARD OF DIRECTORS

It is now commonplace to have people with mental illness 

and their families involved in developing, implementing and 

evaluating mental health services. People with mental illness 

often say that the services they used were, themselves, 

stigmatizing and that some health professionals behave in 

discriminatory ways. Being part of the leadership of these 

organizations means that you can make changes.

JOIN A MEDIA WATCH 
The media is a powerful source of negative stereotypes for 

people with mental illness. But they can be persuaded to 

change. You can search out examples of unfair reporting and 

cruel characterizations – and let those who are responsible 

know that you and your group object to their work. These 

objections are most effective when made public – as in 

letters to the editor, or boycotts of products or films.

BE LOUD AND PROUD

While not for everyone, many consumers and families are 

participating in mad pride parades or public protests. Some 

join theatre groups that tell their stories in ways that help the 

audience understand. A few (very) brave people learn how 

to be stand up comics and win people over with laughter.

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

Copyright 2019 Mood Disorders Society of Canada
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