The Big Read: With youths more open about
mental health, it’s time others learn to listen
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SINGAPORE: Three weeks into depression, 27-year-old Clement (not his real name) was told to
“get over it”.
When Rachel (not her real name), 26, suffered from psychosis, she was told to "think about children
dying in Africa".
After a suicide attempt, Ms Nawira Baig was told that she did not know how to appreciate life. The
27-year-old has been living with bipolar disorder for the past 10 years, which causes her to
experience bouts of depression.
The words uttered might seem innocuous enough to those around them and may be well-intended,
but for people with mental health conditions like Clement, Rachel and Ms Baig, hearing them from
their family and close friends made them feel worse.

“For people who want to end their life, it’s because it’s very painful. We don’t know how to deal with
this and we cannot bear this any longer. It doesn’t help when people don’t understand and there is
no support,” said Ms Baig, 27, who is working in the mental health sector.
While hurt, Clement, Rachel and Ms Baig did not blame the people who made those remarks,
attributing them to a lack of awareness and understanding.
But as the global community observed World Mental Health Day on Thursday (Oct 10), those
interviewed by TODAY — including mental health professionals and advocates, bereaved parents
and youths who have mental illness — believed that there is much scope for Singaporean youths to
be taught emotional and mental literacy, in order to bring about greater mental wellness in society.
Nominated Member of Parliament (NMP) Anthea Ong, for example, has been advocating for mental
health education to be made mandatory in schools. A more preventive approach to the issue is
needed, she said.
A study released by the Institute of Mental Health (IMH) in December last year found that young
adults are most at risk of suffering from mental disorders in Singapore. Those aged between 18 and
34 are more likely to have experienced bipolar disorder, major depressive disorder, alcohol abuse,
and obsessive compulsive disorder.
For years, mental health awareness campaigns have focused on the social stigma surrounding
mental illness, and efforts to change people’s perceptions have borne fruit. According to the experts
and observers interviewed, Singaporeans’ attitudes towards mental illness and their knowledge of
it have vastly improved compared with a decade ago.
However, mental health professionals say that preventive work needs to be done alongside
destigmatisation efforts, and that includes learning the appropriate language to use when speaking
to a family or a friend who has a mental health condition, and what actions to take when they are in
severe distress.
According to a Forbes article published earlier this week, more and more schools in the United
States are adding social-emotional learning to their curriculum. The United Kingdom has also
unveiled plans to make wellbeing education universal in schools by 2020.
Several young Singaporeans told TODAY that they simply do not know what to do when they find
themselves or their friend emotionally distressed.
When a friend confided in 20-year-old Dai Zhuxuan that he had depression, the university student
said she was not sure what she could say to make him feel better.
“I was scared I might say something wrong… I tried to tell him that it was not as bad as he thought,
like everything would be okay. But I don’t think it really helped,” she said.
Part of that preventive approach also includes building up emotional resilience among the young,
which teaches them how to manage their emotions, what are the signs and symptoms when they
are emotionally distressed, and how to seek help.
“Whenever there is a report on suicide statistics, then everyone starts talking about it… ‘We need a
focus group on this or that, start funding for this or that’. But these things have been happening all

the time,” said Ms Porsche Poh, executive director of Silver Ribbon, a non-profit organisation
focusing on mental health issues.
“Why don’t we focus on the wellness and not the illness? Learn to take care of yourself and manage
stress well. Rather than wait until you’re being diagnosed, and then we go ‘okay we have such a
programme for you’,” she added.
WHAT THE NUMBERS SHOW
According to IMH, those aged between 19 and 35 make up about 45 per cent of new patients
diagnosed with a mental illness each year. The figure, however, does not include those younger
than 19 years old, as they would be seen at the child guidance clinic.
The number of 19 to 35-year-olds diagnosed with a mental illness has averaged at about 2,500
annually over the past three years.
IMH’s statistics are not representative of the whole country, as patients may seek help at other
hospitals, with psychiatrists at private clinics or with community agencies.
Still, previous news reports have shown that more young people are seeking help for mental
health issues. The number of young Singaporeans between the ages of 16 and 30 who sought
help from IMH’s Community Health Assessment Team (Chat) from 2015 to 2017 had jumped by
190 per cent.
Meanwhile, over the past five years, the number of 10- to 29-year-olds who died every year due to
suicide was between 73 and 106 — making up around 22 per cent of the total number of deaths
by suicide in the same period, based on data from the report on registration of births and deaths
by the Immigration and Checkpoints Authority (ICA).
Suicide still remains the leading cause of death for youths aged between 10 and 29, said Ms
Wong Lai Chun, the senior assistant director of Samaritans of Singapore (SOS), the only suicide
prevention agency here that offers a 24-hour hotline.
The prevalence of suicide mortality among youths and males is a “significant societal concern”,
she said.
Of particular concern is the fact that male teenage suicide in 2018 was at its highest since 1991, a
170 per cent increase from seven deaths in 2017, according to the latest SOS report released in
July.
While mental health conditions are risk factors for suicide, not everyone with suicidal ideations
have mental health conditions, said Ms Lee Yiping, a youth support worker at Chat, a programme
which allows 16 to 30-year-olds to get a free and confidential mental health check.
A person suffering from a mental illness may feel suicidal after a prolonged period of feeling
worthless and helpless. But there are some who choose to end their lives after experiencing
unforeseen circumstances, such as losing one’s job suddenly, said Ms Lee.
OLD AND NEW STRESSORS
The stressors among youth mainly revolve around family or intimate partner relationships,
friendships, concerns about academic or work performance, financial worries and stress resulting
from life transitions, said mental health professionals, and these have remained pretty much the
same over the years.

When Luke (not his real name) was 17, the pressure of wanting to meet his parents’ expectations
led him to switch to a junior college, even though he was very much well-adjusted and enjoying his
time at his polytechnic.
Now 32, Luke told TODAY that he was under such stress during the transition period between
schools that he started developing hallucinations and almost jumped from his apartment building.
For Clement, not being able to get into his dream school after his O-level examinations was the
trigger for his depression, which he was officially diagnosed with when he was 17.
“I believed deeply that I would only be worthy as a person if I had an accomplishment of note and
therefore, this 'failure' not only shattered all the confidence I had in my abilities, it left me in a place
wondering ‘If I cannot achieve, then what worth do I have?’” he said.
According to Ms Wong, youths may not have yet developed adequate positive coping mechanisms,
and may not be aware of the available resources that can help them.
“The combination of different stressors may lead youths to feel overwhelmed and not able to cope
positively. Maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as self-harm and suicide ideation, then become
a possible alternative for youths as a means of coping with overwhelming psychological and
emotional pain,” she added.
Biologically, the part of the brain that deals with emotions is not as developed among the young,
and hence they tend to experience more mood swings compared to adults, said Ms Lee.
Due to a lack of life experience, young people may not be able to pick themselves up after facing a
failure, believing that it is a reflection that they are not good enough.
Apart from the common stressors faced by youths, Ms Lee also pointed out that previously taboo
topics — such as struggles over one’s sexual orientation — are beginning to surface.
“When we do assessment and young people say they have depression, when we try to find out why,
young people in the past may not say it’s because of their sexual orientation. But now increasingly
they will say they are queer, or they are homosexual, but they don’t want to speak to their family,”
she said.
For 23-year-old Peter (not his real name), a gay individual raised in a Catholic environment, the
inability to reconcile his sexual orientation with his religious beliefs was a major factor that added to
the mental distress with which he has had to struggle since primary school.
While he experienced other traumatic incidents as well, such as growing up in an abusive family,
tensions surrounding his sexuality was his most difficult struggle.
“You cannot be yourself. (It’s) the pain that comes along with this identity,” said the undergraduate.
THE SOCIAL MEDIA FACTOR
Another form of stressor that has emerged recently, said several mental health professionals, is
cyberbullying — the result of increased use of technology and social media, especially among the
young.

“The way they express and call for help have changed as well. In the past, you can spot someone
with cutting marks on their arms. Now through social media, they may post such photos also,” said
Ms Lee.
Mental health professionals generally see social media as a double-edged sword.
With several mental health organisations and also government agencies posting their mental health
awareness campaigns and resources online, social media can be an avenue for youths to receive
positive messages, or find out how and where they can seek help.
However, the type of content that youths are exposed to on social media is also largely a result of
what is trending. The issue then is whether youths are able to navigate through the social media
maze and limit exposure to content that may add to their distress, said Ms Wong Ying Li, the head
of youth division at Fei Yue Family Service Centre.
Similarly, the debate over whether people should share their mental health struggles on social media
drew mixed reactions from the experts interviewed.
Such posts could be their own way of calling for help and mental health professionals agree that
even a simple checking in from friends on how they are doing would help. But there is a danger that
youths are also opening up themselves to online bullying.
“No matter what you post, you should be keeping an open mind to get both negative and positive
comments. You can’t expect everyone to agree with what you share,” said Ms Poh from Silver
Ribbon.
Most youths TODAY spoke to are wary about sharing something as personal as a mental health
struggle on social media, well aware of the vitriol that exists in the online space.
Those who post about their mental health struggles may end up being accused of trying to attract
attention or playing the victim card, said Ms Erica Tay, a 22-year-old university student.
However, some of them have seen a few of their friends posting cryptic messages that may imply
that they are going through some form of mental distress.
Simple messages like “I feel tired” or “I wanna quit school” are things that Ms Tay has seen on her
Instagram feed.
Though not clinically diagnosed, Joseph (not his real name), 26, who has been experiencing some
symptoms of mental health conditions such as restlessness and severe fatigue for more than five
years, uses Instagram as an “emotional outlet” and posts song lyrics that reflect his thoughts on
mental health and suicide
“Taxi driver, be my shrink for the hour, leave the meter running” — the first three verses of the song
Bad Religion by singer Frank Ocean — is one example.
Jaren Ong, 18, who is currently serving National Service and went through a bout of depression
during his junior college days, writes about his experience with depression and anxiety on Instagram.
But he does it through an account where he is friends with only 15 people, all of whom are his close
associates.

As a mother who lost her son to suicide due to depression, Ms Elaine Lek, 55, is exasperated about
the role of social media among youth.
Before her son, Zen Dylan Koh, passed away in October 2018 when he was almost 18 years old,
Ms Lek said he posted about his suicidal ideation and photos of the cuts on his hand on Instagram.
“People that follow him, what did they do? They like it. How can they like it? And there was a
comment: ‘Oh wait for me, let’s do it together,’” said Ms Lek, who is heading the global brand team
at tableware firm Luzerne.
PROVIDING THE RIGHT SUPPORT
Mental health professionals generally agree that the stigma attached to people with mental illness
has lessened, evidenced by the growing number of recovery stories shared by people with mental
illness, greater interest among students in the issues of mental health, and increasing number of
young people seeking help.
According to an online poll last year by the National Youth Council, mental health was among the
top 10 concerns among youth. It also found that they generally had positive attitudes towards people
with mental health issues.
The problem, however, is that youths do not feel equipped to support their friends who are living
with a mental health condition.
Through TODAY's interviews with several young people who are still living with or have had a mental
illness, there were numerous examples of how they felt dismissed and their pain trivialised due to
remarks made by people around them.
When Rachel first started hallucinating four years ago — a symptom of psychosis — the thenuniversity student was feeling very upset and confided in a close friend.
His reaction? “Can you don’t feel like this? You know how many people in Africa are dying?”
“That’s when I realise you can’t tell someone in depression to get up and go,” said Rachel, who is a
civil servant.
Another way people usually respond is by making comparisons, said SOS’ Ms Wong.
“Comparisons to the self, or others who may have had it worse may act to invalidate one’s struggles
to cope. These comparisons often do not serve as encouragements, but instead reinforces the
perception that “you just don’t understand me,’” she added.
For Peter, the hurt also comes when people are being too politically correct around him after learning
about his history of mental illness.
“It’s like ‘that guy has mental health issues, must be careful towards him’. It reduces me to the lowest
common denominator, it’s like my entire life is whether or not I will kill myself,” he added.
Ms Lee pointed out that people with mental illness should not be made to feel that their identity is
defined solely by their mental health.

“If I were to tell someone I have been diagnosed with depression, their immediate reaction is ‘how
are you feeling today?’ They immediately think that you must be feeling sad and that you are affected
by it,” she added.
So, what do people with mental health conditions like to see more from the people around them?
Just being there, some told TODAY.
For Peter, a simple message asking him to go for coffee is more than enough.
“The ones who are genuine will relate to you. Not those who make proclamations about how strong
I am, saying stuff like ‘wah you went through this, you strong man’, when they are just putting my
suffering on a pedestal, thereby eliminating any personal obligation to relate further," he said.
During the times when Ms Baig was hospitalised, she remembers her friends giving her chocolate
cake or painting her nails in the hospital, among other things.
“To them, I am still who I am. That never changes. I really value that they did not treat me differently,
they didn’t tread cautiously or treat me as fragile,” she said.
It is the little things that matter, said Cheryl (not her real name), 21, who has been experiencing
anxiety since she was 13.
“Trying to regulate my breathing with me while I’m having an anxiety attack, accompanying me to a
counselling appointment, or simply sitting with me while I cry to get all the overwhelming emotions
out. These things give me strength when I can’t carry on,” she added.
It is human nature to offer quick solutions, said the experts. But what is more important is to just
listen and validate the feelings of those with mental health conditions, they added. This is especially
so for those who are living with chronic mental health issues which could possibly last for a lifetime.
“For them it is not about 'I get cured', but 'I learn to cope with it',” said Fei Yue’s Ms Wong.
While these may seem common sense, the experts said these are skill sets that need to be taught.
“When you see an old lady crossing the road, you know what to do. These things we take for granted,
but we actually learned it… You will never have a 9-year-old boy who have a toothache and not
know what to do about it. But you would have a 9-year-old boy who is feeling distressed and despair,
and not know what to do and therefore think jumping is an option,” said Ms Ong, the NMP.
Such skill sets are missing even among adults. Sometimes, parents themselves can unwittingly hurt
their children with mental health conditions.
After seeing his son in a prolonged state of sadness for three months, Clement’s father told him to
“get better or get out of the house” in a fit of anger and despair.
While Clement recognises that it was tough for his father as well, that incident was “deeply traumatic”
for him, causing him to have trust issues till this day.

Majority of the youths TODAY spoke to shared that they would not choose to share with their parents
any struggles they may be going through, or talk about mental health with them.
For some, it is their own parents who were the source of their distress and for others, mental health
is an issue that Asian families do not seem to be comfortable talking about.
BUILDING EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE
Mental health advocates believe that there is also a need to teach young people, especially those
who are still in school, how to build emotional resilience.
Ms Lee said that one way to teach young people to be resilient is to let them encounter failures and
mistakes, but provide a nurturing environment for them to bounce back from the setbacks.
“The support structure, (from parents and friends) is important. Young people need a lot of guidance.
Not necessarily teaching them what to do, but to help them process their thoughts,” she added.
Besides learning from failures, young people can also build emotional resilience by learning how to
regulate their emotions, and by equipping themselves with the tools they can use to soothe
themselves when they sense an anxiety episode coming, said mental health professionals.
Finding healthier coping mechanisms to manage their stress levels is also one way to build resilience.
For some of the young people with mental health conditions interviewed by TODAY, acquiring
healthier coping mechanisms is very much a trial-and-error process.
Ms Baig, who was initially not aware of how to process the internal pain from her bipolar disorder,
resorted to cutting herself and trying to end her own life.
Through her recovery process, she realised that journaling and dancing helped her release some of
her internal tensions.
For Rachel, reading up on mental illness and developing a routine set of activities for the weekend
that were focused on herself, such as going to the gym or facial, helped her to overcome the difficult
side effects brought about by the cocktail of medication she had to ingest daily.
A perspective shift also has helped some of them overcome the inadequacies they feel about
themselves.
Instead of subscribing to society’s conventional definitions of success, Peter said he learned to
“lower his expectations” and find joy in the simplest things, such as being able to make someone
else smile.
Whenever Cheryl starts to struggle with feelings of guilt and worthlessness, she has learned how to
comfort herself by reassuring herself that “it’s okay, because I’m trying my best”.
“I continuously work on building my self-love, because to me, the greatest affirmation is the one that
comes from within,” she added.

With a larger emphasis on mental health and higher incidences of people going through mental
distress today, there are those who argue that it may be that young Singaporeans — viewed as part
of the “strawberry generation” — are weak.
Mental health professionals disagree, believing it to be an unfair assertion.
Ms Lee said: “It’s easy for the older generation to make statements like that. They are speaking from
their age now. If we spoke to them in their younger days, if we catch them when they were feeling
stressed at that point in time, I do think they will have suicidal thoughts in their mind.”
The challenges that youths face today are more complex and nuanced, said Ms Lee. While older
generations of Singaporeans did face stresses in the past as well, especially relating to survival
matters, young Singaporeans have their own set of challenges.
For one, competition is more intense now, with the job market being more globalised.
Ms Wong from Fei Yue also pointed out that younger Singaporeans are living in a more connected
world with social media. As a result, they are not comparing themselves with just their peers around
them, but also with people overseas.
She reiterated that negative comments about younger generation may end up reinforcing the stigma
associated with mental health conditions. In their bid to not be seen as weak, some youths may end
up isolating themselves more, she said.
MENTAL HEALTH LITERACY
For individuals to learn emotional resilience and how to provide better support to those with mental
illness, the experts and youths interviewed say there should be more structured mental health
education in schools.
“We may be given scientific literacy and numeracy in school. But we are never given emotional and
mental help literacy,” said Ms Ong, the NMP.
Having experienced the feeling of loss and doubt when his friend had depression, 17-year-old
Gabriel Ong said a “more holistic approach” to mental health education would be helpful. His
school’s current module on mental health provides just very basic knowledge about remembering
to take breaks while studying, for example.
“It is hard for us to discern what would be the right thing to do for our friend. How do we know what
is good for him? There are a lot of doubts in ourselves,” he said.
In response to TODAY’s queries, Madam Choy Wai Yin, director of guidance and student
development curriculum at the Ministry of Education (MOE), said that schools and Institutes of
Higher Learning (IHLs) adopt an individualised approach given that at-risk students often have to
deal with multiple factors and unique circumstances.
She added that MOE provides a “supportive environment in all schools and IHLs”, where students
are taught resilience-building and how to reframe perceptions.
All schools have at least one to two school counsellors, while all IHLs have at least two to three.
The counsellors provide individualised social and emotional support. “Where necessary, the
counsellors will refer students to medical professionals for further help,” said Mdm Wong.

Ms Poh revealed that in 2006 when she started Silver Ribbon, she began talking to the authorities
about a more structured mental health education in schools.
But she faced pushback from school principals and teachers. “They had concerns about educating
children (about mental health issues) at such a young age, (being) afraid they may have stereotypes
and all,” said Ms Poh. To overcome the concerns, a pilot programme can be implemented and
assessed later, she suggested.
The need to start a conversation on mental health and suicide in schools is something close to the
hearts of Ms Lek and Ms Doreen Kho, who also lost her son to suicide. They are part of a support
group of bereaved parents called Please Stay, which will officially launch next month.
Ms Kho, 44, lost her son Evan in November 2017, when he jumped from the 16th floor of a
condominium. He was 11 years old.
The entrepreneur believes that mental health education programmes in school need to teach
children how to identify others in pain and how to offer help.
“The curriculum could include social skills as well — how to communicate and how to be sensitive
to each other,” she added.
As for Ms Lek, she feels there should be more dialogue on mental health issues and suicide.
“There isn’t enough coverage because they are afraid of copycat suicides, afraid it will trigger
something in kids. But let’s be real. All of these are available online, on social media,” she said.
“Kids are already exposed, so why can’t we address it in school?”
While mental health has become less of a taboo topic, the experts and youths said it remains a topic
that some people dance around, which prevents more open and honest discussions about it.
To achieve that, mental health advocates said that Singaporeans need to be more comfortable
talking about their emotions and simply start asking people around them, “how are you feeling?”
If you or someone you know is seeking help for mental health-related issues, here are some
helplines:
Samaritans of Singapore (24-hour hotline): 1800-221-4444
Community Health Assessment Team: 6493 6500/01 or click on the webchat icon
at chat.mentalhealth.sg
Singapore Association for Mental Health helpline: 1800-283-7019
This article was written in partnership with the National Youth Council (NYC). If you have an idea on
how to improve mental well-being support for youths, turn it into reality by joining the Youth Action
Challenge Ideation session on Oct 19.
This challenge is organised by the Ministry of Culture, Community & Youth and the NYC. Through
a series of workshops and hackathons, you will get to hear from Government representatives,
industry heads and youth leaders.
Youths with the best ideas will have a chance to pitch their proposals at a finale in April 2020 and
receive up to S$50,000 in grants for implementation. Sign up for the challenge at bit.ly/yacBR
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