
What to say and what not to say to someone with a 
mental health condition
If a friend or loved one is experiencing mental health challenges, you may be unsure of what to say when 
they confide in you. See the guidelines below for what to avoid and suggested responses for someone 
dealing with a mental illness, such as anxiety or depression.

Don’t say…
“I know what you mean. I had a panic attack when I saw my 
electrical bill!”
There’s a difference between rational anxiety about living 
expenses and having a real panic attack. Rather than 
compare your anxiety to theirs, try to keep the conversation 
focused on them.  

“Have you tried yoga or meditation?”
While these and other wellness activities are helpful 
for some, remember that they may not help everyone. 
Mental health conditions can be all-consuming, and these 
strategies are not always enough to help someone feel 
better.

“Why aren’t you seeing a therapist? Why aren’t you on 
medication?”
While it’s fine to show concern for a friend, remarks like this 
can come across as accusatory. Your suggestion that they 
try medication or see a therapist may not actually help them 
come to that decision, which is ultimately theirs to make. 

“Are you OK?!”
This question can make your loved one feel pressured to 
get better immediately, which is rarely the case for mental 
health. They may also feel like they have to tell you they’re 
fine, even if that is not true.

“There are lots of people who have it much worse than you.” 
Remarks like this encourage the person to compare 
themselves to others. You should encourage them to stop 
comparing themselves to others and instead focus on 
what’s best for them.

“You wouldn’t feel this way if…”
Mental health issues and their causes are complex, and 
many people wear themselves out emotionally by searching 
for the causes of their suffering. Placing blame leads to 
unnecessary distress and takes time from increasing 
understanding of what is going on. 

Instead try…
“Do you want to talk about it? I’m always here for you.”
Even if you don’t completely understand what your friend 
is going through, you can still be there for them in a healthy, 
supportive way. Listen to them without judgment and make 
sure they know they’re not alone. 

“What can I do to help?”
If your loved one has had depression or anxiety for a while, 
they probably know what does and doesn’t help them. Even 
if they just need help with something simple, offering help 
lets them know you care.

“That sounds really difficult. How are you coping?”
Acknowledging how they feel is both validating and 
comforting. It reminds your friend that you are listening to 
them, that you believe that what they’re going through is 
real, and that you want to help them cope. 

“Let’s go somewhere quieter or take a walk.”
In times of extreme anxiety, it can help to try a grounding 
activity, like going for a walk or finding a peaceful place to 
talk. Other grounding activities include listening to music or 
enjoying a favorite scent.

“I’m really sorry you’re going through this. I’m here for you 
if you need me.”
Instead of offering an unhelpful comparison, remind them 
that their feelings are valid and that you want to support 
them.

“Are you looking for my perspective or would you rather 
I listen?”
Clarify which type of support they would like. Listening 
requires full attention. Let them know that you will not 
judge them. If they want your insights, it’s helpful to begin 
with something like “I don’t know if this applies, but I’m 
wondering about…”
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