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Asking for mental health is a sign of strength. Here’s
how to do it.

A Kaiser Permanente psychiatrist outlines what to say when you’re ready to
reach out—and how to spot signs of mental health concerns in yourself and
others.

BY KAISER PERMANENTE

Not to understate things, but it’s been a tough year-and-a-half. We don’t need to list all of
the reasons why; suffice it to say that the pandemic has wreaked havoc in nearly all
aspects of our lives. As a result, more people than ever are struggling
[https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-
mental-health-and-substance-use/] with anxiety and depression.

Knowing you’re not alone can help—nearly one-fifth of adults in the U.S.
[https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/facts-statistics] and 25 percent of 13- to 18-year-
olds are dealing with anxiety disorders—but that doesn’t necessarily make it easier to
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reach out and share that you’re struggling. “It is a societal group effort to try to normalize
mental health concerns,” says Sara Vogel, MD, an adult psychiatrist with Kaiser
Permanente Colorado [https://specialtycarecolorado.kaiserpermanente.org/mental-
health-and-wellness/?
utm_source=5280&utm_medium=native_november&utm_campaign=sign_of_strength] .
She sees the recent global conversations led by superstar athletes like Simone Biles
[https://www.today.com/video/simone-biles-i-m-trying-to-navigate-my-own-unique-
mental-health-journey-124255813897] and Naomi Osaka
[https://time.com/6077128/naomi-osaka-essay-tokyo-olympics/] as a major step toward
eradicating stigma. Still, whether you’re seeking treatment for yourself or are concerned
for someone you care about, taking that first step can be scary.

Dr. Sara Vogel

We’re here to make things a little easier by sharing some common indicators of mental
health issues and the actual words you can use to find out how someone’s doing or to ask
for help yourself.

Signs that someone needs support and what you can
say
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Everyone’s experience with mental health issues is different, but there are some general
red flags you can look out for in yourself and others, Dr. Vogel says. They include
[https://findyourwords.org/depression-help/signs-symptoms/?
utm_source=5280&utm_medium=native_november&utm_campaign=sign_of_strength] :

A change in performance at work or academically (repeatedly showing up late or
slipping grades, for example)
Changes in interactions with loved ones
Loss of interest in activities you usually enjoy
Sleeping too much or too little
Fatigue or low energy
Problems focusing or remembering
Social isolation
Changes to your appetite and/or weight
Thoughts of death or suicide, hopelessness
Alcohol or drug use or dependence

Among kids and teens, also keep an eye out for trouble at school, irritability, signs of self-
harm, and recurring physical symptoms like stomachaches.

If you are concerned, one way to parse out what’s going on is to broach the topic in a
casual, open-ended manner. Try a simple, “How have you been doing lately?” Or, “I
noticed you haven’t attended virtual book club in a while. Is everything OK?” “Then just
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see where the person takes it,” Dr. Vogel advises. “You’re not looking to interrogate
someone…You’re trying to help them give permission to take the conversation a little
further, opening the door, letting them know it’s a safe space.”

Listen with an open mind, reassure them they’re not alone, and ask how you can support
them. Depending on your comfort level, you can also inquire if they’ve thought about
reaching out to a professional.

If you’re worried about your own well-being, Kaiser Permanente offers an online self-
assessment [https://findyourwords.org/self-care/depression-assessment-tool/?
utm_source=5280&utm_medium=native_november&utm_campaign=sign_of_strength]
through its Find Your Words [https://findyourwords.org/?
utm_source=5280&utm_medium=native_november&utm_campaign=sign_of_strength]
initiative, which empowers people to ask for help and to speak out about mental health.
Mental Health America has also published online assessments for anxiety
[https://screening.mhanational.org/screening-tools/anxiety/?
ref=https%3A//www.google.com/&ipiden=9b196e82475b3fe0a98c2cffd6db4eb3&show=1]
, addiction [https://screening.mhanational.org/screening-tools/addiction/?ref] , and other
mental health concerns [https://screening.mhanational.org/screening-tools/] , including
some specifically aimed at children.

How to ask for help
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You’ve concluded that something is wrong. Now what? If you or the person you’re
speaking with is considering harming themselves, there are crisis lines available (try the
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline [https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/] or Colorado
Crisis Services [https://coloradocrisisservices.org/] ).

But you don’t have to go straight to a counselor or therapist if that sounds overwhelming.
Instead, you can start the conversation with someone familiar, like your primary care
doctor, Dr. Vogel says.

You may not feel like you have the words to describe what you’re dealing with, but your
job is not to diagnose yourself, she says. It’s to share what you’re going through, whether
that’s not sleeping well or that your friends have expressed concern because you’re
spending a lot of time alone. “A lot of patients don’t realize that what they’re describing
could be depression. Or, we sometimes see someone’s severe anxiety manifest as
gastrointestinal complaints,” she explains.

Kaiser Permanente has embedded behavioral health specialists in most of its Colorado
medical offices, so you can immediately connect with a specialty provider, if necessary, no
referrals needed. “At Kaiser Permanente, we try to help make it as user-friendly as
possible,” Dr. Vogel says. “When you’re in crisis, everything can be so overwhelming and
trying to sit there and Google and figure out what phone number to call, that may be too
much and might make a person say, ‘Forget about it. I’ll just deal with it myself.’”

That happens all too often, which is why Kaiser Permanente offers myriad ways for
individuals to connect with doctors, both in person and virtually. The array of telehealth
options includes Online Chat, on-demand video visits, phone calls, and even email—
meaning there’s always a way for you to connect with someone for help.
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Your first step can also be reaching out to a trusted friend or colleague or spiritual
advisor. Begin the conversation by simply explaining that you’re not feeling like yourself,
or use one of these icebreakers:

“I think something’s wrong because I feel _____. I’m worried that I may be
depressed. Can we talk?”
“I want to talk to you about something that’s hard for me to put into words. I feel
_____, and it’s been going on for a while now.”
“I think I should see a therapist, but I’m scared. Can you help me find one and make
sure I keep the appointment?”

Things will flow from there. The most important part is opening the door and extending a
hand so you can access the help you or your loved ones need. Remember: You are not
alone.
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If you or someone you know is struggling, contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
[https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/] at 1-800-273-8255, or text “WORDS” to 741741.
Colorado Crisis Services [https://coloradocrisisservices.org/] can be reached at 1-844-493-
8255 or by texting “TALK” to 38255.
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