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WHAT IS MENTAL HEALTH? 
 

WHAT DOES "MENTAL HEALTH" MEAN? 
Health is the way your body feels and works. Being healthy means more than just not 
being sick. When your body is healthy, you feel good. You are able to go to school, 
hang out with friends, and do the things you need to do every day. 

A healthy mind lets you learn, play, and understand others. Mental health means 
having good ways to deal with your feelings and how to enjoy life, even when things 
are hard. Having a healthy mind and body are both very important. 

Everyone has good days and bad days. A bad day doesn’t mean you have a mental 
illness, but you can still improve your mental health. 

 

WHAT IS A MENTAL ILLNESS? 
Everybody gets sick sometimes. When you have a sore throat, you might take medicine 
and sleep a lot. If you have a broken arm, you get a cast. Even teachers and parents get 
sick, and have to take medicine and rest to get better. 

Just like physical illness, people can experience a mental illness anytime. You may hear 
people describe mental illness as a mental disorder, neurological disorder or a mental 
health challenge. Having a mental illness can change how you think, feel or act. It can 
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sometimes make it harder to do the things you want to do. Just like when your body is sick 
and you go to a doctor, someone with a mental illness can go to a mental health 
professional. 

Some people act in ways that are hard to understand, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 
they have a mental illness. Actions like being violent, getting mad, smoking or doing drugs 
are not mental illnesses. These are choices people make. People don’t choose to have a 
mental illness, but they can choose to admit if they’re having a hard time. That way, they 
can get help and start feeling better. 

WHAT KINDS OF PEOPLE GET MENTAL ILLNESSES? 
All kinds of people can experience a mental illness, including kids. It doesn’t matter 
where you live or what kind of family you have. 

No one knows for sure what causes a mental illness. Researchers think it’s a mix of 
what’s going on in your body and what’s happening around you. Mental health 
challenges are not caused by doing something wrong. You can’t catch a mental illness 
from someone else. Anyone can have a mental illness, and anyone can get better, too. 

It is also common to know people who have mental illnesses. It doesn’t mean they are 
crazy, it just means life is different in their shoes. 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE DIAGNOSED? 
If you feel like you are having a mental health challenge, you can meet with a mental 
health professional. The mental health professional will listen to you and try to 
understand what you’re going through. A mental health professional will be able to tell if 
you have a mental illness based on your feelings, how often you have them, and how they 
affect your life. If your mental health professional thinks you have a mental illness, he or 
she will give what you are experiencing a name, such as depression or anxiety, and this 
is called a diagnosis. 

Some people with a mental illness take medicine to feel better. Some find a hospital 
stay gives them a needed time out from the stresses of daily life. Some people find talking 
with a mental health professional is helpful. The right combination of what helps is 
different for each person. Once they find something that helps them, most people with a 
mental illness live healthy, full lives. 
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WHAT IS STIGMA? 
Have you ever heard unkind words used to describe someone you care about? Have 
you been called names because the way you look or something else about you? 

Labels can hurt. They can make you feel separate from everyone else. Even if you 
know they are untrue, labels can make you feel bad. Sometimes people who are 
labeled also get bullied or treated unfairly. When people don’t understand how life is in 
someone else’s shoes, they can make unfair and untrue assumptions. 

Labels and unfair treatment are results of what we call stigma. Stigma comes from 
negative and incorrect beliefs, or stereotypes, about groups of people. Fear of being 
left out or picked on because of who you are is a part of stigma. The effects of stigma 
can make you feel sad, ashamed or alone. 

People with mental health challenges sometimes experience stigma. They get called 
“crazy” or “mental” or “emo.” These labels are based on stereotypes, not on fact. You 
can help break down stigma by learning and sharing the truth about mental health. 

LIVING WITH MENTAL ILLNESS 
You might not realize it, but you probably know someone who has a mental illness. It could 
be a friend, family member, classmate, neighbor, or teacher. Lots of famous people have 
had struggles with mental health, like President Abraham Lincoln and actress Demi Lovato. 

People are made up of many different things. Everyone has different likes and dislikes, 
talents, thoughts, and bodies. A mental illness is not the only thing to know about a 
person. 

Remember that with help from friends and family, people with mental health challenges 
can be okay and live a full life. 

HOW TO ACT 

What would you do if your friend got sick with the flu or broke his arm? You would 
probably want to help him get better. What would you do if you found out your friend 
was having mental health challenges? Or that your friend had a family member with a 
mental health challenge? You would probably still want to help him feel better. People 
with mental health challenges need help from their friends and family just as much as 
if they had a broken bone or sore throat. 



 
 

 

Get Help Now 
If you are feeling suicidal (or if you are concerned about someone), there is help available right 
now. A trained counselor is ready to talk to you and provide help. 

Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1‐800‐273‐8255 

This a free 24‐hour hotline. (Press 1 for a dedicated line for Veterans and their families. Para 
espanol, oprima 2.) 

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline has TTY capability via one    of our national call centers, 
which can be accessed by calling 1‐800‐ 799‐4TTY  (4889). 

The Crisis Text Line offers free, 24/7 support. Text “EMM” to 741741 to text confidentially with a 
trained crisis counselor. 

If emergency medical care is needed, call 911 or go to the emergency room of the nearest 
hospital. 
 

If you’re worried about someone else: 

The situation is an emergency and immediate action is needed if any of these signs are present: 

 in the act of hurting or killing him or herself, has a weapon or other lethal means 

 threatening to hurt or kill him or herself 

 looking for ways to hurt or kill him or herself, talking about a plan to do so 

 talking about death or suicide and is acting anxious or agitated 

 talking about death or suicide and is intoxicated or “high” on drugs

If you answer YES to ANY of the above: 

1. Call 911 or the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1‐800‐273‐8255 

2. Don’t leave the person alone. 

3. Remove all lethal means (weapons, medications, etc.) from the vicinity. 

4. Take the person to a nearby Emergency Room or walk‐in psychiatric crisis clinic. 

5. Do not put yourself in danger; if you are concerned about your own safety, call 911. 
 

If you answer NO to ALL of the above: 

Don’t be afraid to reach out to the person you care about and create a safe space for them to talk 
about what they’re going through. Need help figuring out what to say? Visit the Suicide is 
Preventable website:  https://www.suicideispreventable.org/ 
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