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This kit has been created by the Mental Health Community Coalition ACT to provide information to 
journalists and members of the media so that we can all easily spread the word about Mental Health 
Month ACT to our community.

If you feel any aspect of the program and campaign for Mental Health Month ACT is of interest to 
your readers, please get in touch to arrange interviews, quotes and further information.

For more information, please contact:

• Angel Hellyer, Mental Health Month ACT 
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• Email: communications@mhccact.org.au

• Phone: 02 5104 7713 | 0493 388 756

This media kit includes:

• overview of Mental Health Month

• theme and campaign overview

• program and events overview

• Community Ambassador profiles

• Mental Health Month Supporter profiles.
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What is Mental Health Month?
Mental Health Month (MHM) is an annual event celebrated in October in Australia and over 100 
countries. It is an opportunity to raise community awareness and understanding of mental health, 
reduce the stigma and discrimination associated with mental health conditions, and promote positive 
mental health and wellbeing.

It helps to remind us all that mental health is a positive term about wellbeing and happiness, not only 
about illness. It’s something for everyone to think about and a chance to educate and inform people 
in your local area and community.

Mental Health Month ACT is coordinated by the Mental Health Community Coalition ACT in partnership 
with ACT Health and a collaboration of community organisations.

Objectives of Mental Health Month
1. To raise community awareness and understanding of mental health

2. To reduce the stigma and discrimination associated with mental health conditions

3. To promote positive mental, physical, social and spiritual health and wellbeing in the community

4. To encourage people to seek help and practice self-care

5. To provide information about mental health and wellbeing and increase awareness of local 
services.

Awareness, Belonging, Connection
The 2022 theme for Mental Health Month in the ACT is Awareness, Belonging, Connection.

Awareness is about understanding how to maintain and boost our mental wellbeing, realising when we 
need to reach out for help, and knowing where to get it.

Belonging is about looking out for each other, feeling safe and supported, and knowing that we’re not 
alone: there are others going through the same thing.

Connection is about our relationships: not just with our friends, families and those we care about, but 
also the groups, clubs, and networks we rely on to help us stay happy and healthy.

Resources that cover these in more depth can be found on our website and through the Mental Health 
Month ACT app.

You can also download a range of images and the Mental Health Month ACT logos.

https://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/resources
https://app.appinstitute.com/y735a
https://app.appinstitute.com/y735a
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/14uBYQN9DFyT4hneh1ZQg5FtorHe_lvoD?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1MeZDtEDuKAxHJNytP6N-hFZ3gh_sz194?usp=sharing
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2022 Mental Health Month ACT Program of events
This October, the ACT will be home to a remarkable array of events for Mental Health Month ACT 2022. 
There will be something for every Canberran and many ways to get involved!

We are focusing our events schedule from 8 to 16 October, but there are also lots of other events 
throughout the month. Canberrans can find out more or register their own Mental Health Month event 
in the Mental Health Month ACT calendar. 

Mental Health Month ACT 2022 Launch event
When: 2 to 4pm on Saturday 8 October 2022 
Where: Haig Park (section between Mort and Lonsdale Sts)

The official launch of Mental Health Month ACT will include a speech by the Minister for Mental Health, 
Emma Davidson, music, arts, fun activities and more for the whole family.

Mental Health and Wellbeing Expo
When: 4 to 7pm on Sunday 9 October 2022 
Where: Online

The annual Mental Health and Wellbeing Expo promotes positive mental health and wellbeing, and is 
a place where the Canberra community can learn about practical ways to support their mental health, 
including where to go when they need support. 

Networking for change
When: 5.30 to 7pm on Tuesday 11 October 
Where: Online

A new addition to Mental Health Month ACT in 2022, this networking event is for workers in the 
community-managed mental health sector. This event is presented in partnership with the Canberra 
Innovation Network.

Mental Health Month ACT Awards ceremony
When: 4.30 to 6pm on Friday 14 October 
Where: UH@Commons, 3 Rimmer St, Acton

Media is invited to this invitation-only event to present the Mental Health Month ACT Awards. 

Wellbeing Priori -Tea
A range of workplaces have come on board to take a break in October 
and make mental health a priority by hosting a Wellbeing Priori-Tea!

http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/calendar
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/launchevent
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/expo
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/networkingnight
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/networkingnight
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/awards
http://www.mentalhealthmonthact.org/wellbeingprioritea
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2022 Mental Health Month ACT Community Ambassadors 

We are pleased to introduce our Mental Health Month Community Ambassadors. These amazing 
individuals have kindly stepped up to talk about their experiences throughout October to confront 
stigma and guide and support the mental health journey of others.

In addition to the below profiles, short videos of the Community Ambassadors will be released on 
social media over the course of the month. 

The Ambassadors are available to speak to media throughout October.

Yenn Purkis (they/them)
I am a passionate advocate for people with 
mental health conditions and/or disabilities, and 
those who are trans and gender divergent.

After having a psychotic episode in 1995 
related to illicit drug use, I was diagnosed with 
schizophrenia. At the time, I was homeless and a 
recent ex-prisoner. I also have generalised anxiety 
disorder and depression, as well as autism and 
ADHD. 

I spent ten years of my life in various institutions: 
hospitals, residential mental health services and 
prisons. It took me a long time to accept my 
diagnosis, but I have become (mostly) OK with it. 

I am now an author and public servant—and I still 
have schizophrenia. 

In 2016, I co-authored The Guide to Good Mental Health on the Autism Spectrum and am writing a new 
book about my experiences as an autistic person with schizophrenia. 

I was named the 2016 ACT Volunteer of the Year, received the 2016 Australian Government Volunteer 
Award and 2019 ACT Chief Ministers Inclusion Award, and have been a finalist for many other awards.

I am living proof that a person with schizophrenia (and all my other diagnostic labels) can overcome 
great challenges to lead a good life. 

Of course, my journey has been very challenging, but I have learned to have the motivation and 
determination to overcome prison, drug addiction and homelessness to have a good life. (And become 
a ridiculous overachiever!)

I feel like I am now in a place of acceptance and insight, which is lovely. However, I also know I will likely 
get unwell again in future, so I keep taking my medication, even on the occasions when I doubt that it 
actually does anything! 

My story demonstrates that you can’t make assumptions about a person’s life journey based on their 
mental health. 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2fMrdrsEoMw2JpKKXlhsgpykq91pcDA5
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There is a lot of stigma and misunderstandings around schizophrenia and psychosis. I had to work hard 
to overcome the stigma within myself and realise it’s not a shameful secret. You would be surprised at 
how many other people have mental health conditions and are going through the same thing.

I feel that, by being open and proud about it, I am hopefully making a difference for others.

When I am struggling, I keep myself busy and have lovely friends and family who support, value and 
respect me. I also access the NDIS and public mental health services. 

I have become quite good at asking for help from clinicians and mental health services. I have realised 
that there is no shame in asking for help when you need it. Going to hospital is not a ‘failure’; it is a 
positive because it means you are getting help. 

I’ve done a lot of research about my diagnosis and feel that knowledge is power in this space. It helps 
me understand how I’m feeling and stand up for myself. 

Many clinicians still do not understand autism and mental illness, and there are misconceptions about 
what people with schizophrenia are capable of. Life can be very challenging for autistic folks accessing 
support for mental health. We need greater education and understanding.

The same is true of people who are trans and gender divergent, who can really struggle in accessing 
mental health supports, especially in inpatient settings which may only be set up for ‘male’ or ‘female’ 
patients. There is also a lot of bigotry around gender diversity, making it hard for people to access 
support for fear of being discriminated against.

My positive attitude definitely makes my life easier, as does my level of insight.
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I’m a 32-year-old public servant working in human 
resources. Most people who look at me now 
wouldn’t guess that I had an abusive upbringing 
that caused me significant trauma. My world was 
filled with fear and instability, which can be very 
harmful for a child. 

As a teenager, I was often sad, fatigued, and 
fearful for what seemed like no reason at all at the 
time. I never felt like I fit in at school. I didn’t ‘get’ 
the social circles and was often awkward and shy. 
This continued to escalate as time went on until I 
felt unable to be in public places without someone 
I knew. 

I rarely wanted to get out of bed. I used to make 
excuses about not going to school and would 
often cry for what felt like no reason at all. 

What I later learned was that I was experiencing 
severe anxiety and depression. But there was 
very little mention, if any, about mental health at school. We weren’t educated on how to look after our 
mental health or what things we should be looking out for if we aren’t feeling our best.

I was finally diagnosed with depression and anxiety at age 14 and prescribed medication. 

After struggling significantly more over the years, I was also diagnosed with PTSD at age 19.

Sadly, a lot of people stigmatise PTSD as a diagnosis. When I was diagnosed, I thought it was 
something that only people in the military get, but I learned through therapy that lots of types of 
trauma can result in PTSD.

It also leads to suicidal ideation, something that again is very stigmatised and often not well 
understood. It can be completely pervasive and debilitating for the person experiencing it.

After my first suicide attempt, I was able to connect with a psychologist who validated what I had been 
through and helped me learn some coping mechanisms, so I didn’t have to live a life trapped by fear.

But still being young and not understanding my warning signs, I ended up in the intensive care unit of 
Canberra hospital due to another suicide attempt at age 24. 

That moment was pivotal on my mental health journey, as I was able to engage more extensively in 
therapy to help heal the wounds from my childhood. 

Although I still live with three diagnosed mental health conditions today, I have been able to live a life I 
never thought would be possible with the help of therapy, medication, my support network and self-
care.

I don’t take this for granted and actively look after my mental health. I see a psychologist regularly, 
use meditation apps on my phone and read books about psychology and trauma so I can better 
understand what I have been through. 
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Exercise and nutrition are also important: we need to look after our bodies just as much as we need to 
look after our minds. And if I am having a really tough day, I try to slow things down and treat myself as 
I would if I was physically unwell: lots of rest, a warm bath and good food. We wouldn’t treat ourselves 
with disdain if we had the flu; being mentally not at our best is no different. 

While I don’t have a ‘classic’ family unit to support me, I have surrounded myself with beautiful friends 
who have become my family network. I make sure that I spend time with people who uplift and support 
me. It can be easy to become reclusive when you are struggling with your mental health, but your 
support network is vital.

I also suffer from a chronic autoimmune disease called Crohn’s, which has greatly affected my mental 
health over the years. I receive treatment every eight weeks at the Canberra hospital to keep myself 
well. 

I used to consider my upbringing and subsequent trauma as a negative component of my life. While it 
has caused me to fight some very difficult battles, it has also given me a voice and a unique platform to 
help others. 

I now find myself to have a bubbly and approachable personality, and pride myself on being able to 
connect with people from all backgrounds and walks of life.

It is so important to me that other people battling with mental ill-health know that they are not alone. 
There is help out there, and life does get so much better. 

I volunteer with Beyond Blue and Mental Illness Education ACT (MIEACT) to raise awareness of mental 
health, reduce stigma and give people a real face to connect with. 

I love endurance horse riding and, in 2018, I rode a 400km marathon for the charity LIVIN, and raised 
over $7,000 for mental health awareness.

Of course, I still find things incredibly challenging at times, but I’ve learned how to reframe what I have 
been through in a more positive way. I also know my warning signs and have learned what strategies to 
put in place before things get too bad. 

For example, I keep a note in my phone of 10 things I can do for myself if I start to feel my mental 
health declining. They range from booking an additional session with my psychologist to walking my 
dog, calling a friend or buying myself a bunch of flowers. These are little things anyone can pop in their 
phone or write down in a notebook, so you can easily refer to them if you notice the warning signs.

One thing I’d say to anyone experiencing mental health issues is ‘Don’t be afraid to ask for help’. It can 
feel like the whole world is against you when your mental health is taking a turn for the worse. But 
there are incredible resources and organisations that exist specifically to help in these circumstances. 
You don’t have to battle this alone. 

https://the-riotact.com/courtney-takes-on-400km-ride-to-help-break-mental-health-stigma/258136
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I am a young Sri Lankan–Australian woman. I 
am extremely passionate about being the best 
I can be for myself and others, and uplifting 
people around me. This drew me into studying 
psychology and working in the mental health 
sector. 

At work, I help young people with moderate to 
severe mental health conditions to work towards 
their goals for positive wellbeing. In my personal 
time, I do a lot of volunteering and advocacy, 
including sharing my lived experience of mental 
health as a speaker and facilitator in ACT schools 
and community organisations. I also contribute 
to research initiatives such as public co-design 
for the delivery of mental health services, and 
to resources to encourage conversations around 
mental health.

Sadly, I’ve found that mainstream health initiatives 
sometimes aren’t always appropriate or accessible 
for young people or those of us from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (CALD). 

There are also real cultural and social barriers within the community to seeking help. Many young 
people from CALD communities like me do not often see people who look like us in community mental 
health campaigns.

That’s why it’s so important for me to share my story.

From a young age, I felt like I was a very reactive, sensitive person, but I had a hard time approaching 
my family when I felt overly anxious or stressed. We never really spoke about mental health in my 
household, especially not in a positive way. It was and still is considered shameful in my community to 
tell ‘others’ about mental health problems. 

When my sister or I tried to tell our parents things that were stressing us, like issues at school or with 
friends, they would often respond that they had struggled so much more in their day. I’m sure that’s 
true, as they grew up in a developing country afflicted by civil war and made many sacrifices to start a 
new life in Australia. 

As appreciative as I was of these struggles, and although their intention was likely not to be hurtful, it 
did cause me to internalise a lot of painful feelings and diminish my mental health concerns (burnout, 
anxiety and panic attacks). In some ways, I thought it was a positive thing that I was very introspective 
and self-reliant from a young age, but at other times it felt quite isolating. 

As I grew older and experienced some hardships, I realised just how much these unaddressed mental 
health concerns impacted me. I also realised I was finally in a place where I felt independent and 
motivated enough to take steps to improve my wellbeing. 

Since I still was not comfortable going to my family in the first instance, I did what felt right for me and 
scheduled a call with a free Canberra-based mental health service. They put me in touch with resources 
for my situation until I felt ready to see my doctor and get referred to a psychologist.
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I am thankful that I reached out for support when I did, but I know many people in my position don’t 
get help soon enough. Because of stigma, children of immigrants often don’t seek care until they are 
experiencing a full-blown mental health crisis, which can further complicate treatment. For example, 
feelings of anxiety and trauma tend to increase when bottled up for so long and can interfere with daily 
life a lot more in the future compared to if coping strategies were learned earlier.

I eventually told my parents about the steps I was taking to better my mental health. Although there 
are some things they still do not understand or agree with about how community mental health 
supports work, I think it was helpful for me to inform them, so they know how to best support me at 
home or with accessing these services.

One of the most important things I learned is that taking steps to build a support network for yourself 
is essential in taking control of your mental health concerns. The recovery phase only begins once you 
start telling people, whether that’s your family, trusted friends or other accessible community supports. 
Having these supports in place will help you if you go into a bad place again, which happens from time 
to time in everyone’s mental health journey.

I know it can be difficult to reach out at times, especially when there is lots of stigma in your 
community, but your mental health experiences are your own, and they are valid. Everyone deserves to 
have support through this. If that is your family and community, that is great, but if that doesn’t seem 
like an option for you, it is better to seek help from someone else instead of giving into the narrative 
that mental health is taboo and suffering in silence. 

In this day and age in Australia, that way of thinking does not hold up. There are great, credible services 
in the community that can offer confidentiality for you to just chat about what you are experiencing 
and find the most suitable supports. As more and more people from diverse communities come 
forward, we can all understand more what mental health and ill-health looks like for us, which helps 
ensure that resources can keep up and become more culturally relevant as well.

I greatly advise everyone to learn to identify signs that you aren’t doing well and discover what self-
care looks like for you, so that you have some first-line strategies in place for when you become 
distressed. It’s actually really empowering to realise that you can manage certain stresses yourself!

When I am in a particularly rough period, I keep a weekly schedule as best as I can. This helps me 
reduce worrying about the future and prioritise activities that will improve my wellbeing. Scheduling 
regular exercise is something that particularly helps me as it uses up some of the nervous energy and 
tension that can make it difficult for me to concentrate and leave me exhausted. 

I have found that a good rule for me is to plan at least one thing that makes me feel accomplished (such 
as exercise or reading a chapter of a book) and one thing that is fun and brings me joy (like calling a 
friend or having a relaxing bath) every day. Although I feel like I need to plan this now, one day I hope it 
becomes a habit that increases my long-term wellbeing.
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I feel like the luckiest human being on the planet 
to get to live the life I live. I am an avid gym 
junkie, who loves music and has a passion for 
self-development and empowering others to lead 
happier, healthier and fulfilling lives. This includes 
volunteering with and now working for Mental 
Illness Education ACT.

But a few years ago, I was in a very different 
situation.

Growing up in Tasmania, I always wanted to be 
a police officer, so I could help people and make 
a difference in the community. At 20, I moved to 
Alice Springs to start my policing career.

A few years later, I found myself in the remote 
Aboriginal community of Tennant Creek, about 
five hours north of Alice Springs. For a small town 
of 3000 people, the 50 police in Tennant Creek 
are still under-resourced to deal with extremely 
high rates of crime.

The community is remote and isolated, and there wasn’t anything to do except work, so I worked A 
LOT. Long hours, day after day, for months without leave. Because as horrible and stressful as my job 
could be, I loved it. I lived and breathed it. 

I was also good at it. After a year, I was appointed the officer in charge of an operation to address the 
high rates of alcohol-fuelled violence, mainly domestic violence and child abuse, on top of my large 
workload investigating serious crimes. 

Being who I am, I not only jumped at the chance to make a difference but took it to the next level. I 
worked harder and longer. I stopped exercising and eating properly. I regularly had broken sleep from 
callouts at night, but soon found I didn’t need sleep. I could work non-stop and to a high standard. 
Everyone thought I was superhuman.

But I had become so angry and irritable when I’m usually an easy-going, happy and fun-loving person. 
I got frustrated with people who couldn’t keep up with my ideas or standards, things not happening 
as quickly as I wanted, poor decision-making of management, etc. This was definitely a sign that 
something was very wrong, but those around me only saw the hard-working, motivated, passionate 
person who got things done. 

In 2018, former PM Malcolm Turnbull visited Tennant Creek after the serious issues in town hit the 
mainstream media. When I briefed him on my op, he said my passion and dedication were an 
inspiration. He wanted me to stay on for another three years and would give me the resources to make 
it work on a larger scale. 

Years later, I was watching an episode of Q+A, and suddenly the PM was talking about how my work 
inspired him to develop what is now known as the ‘Barkly Region Deal’—something he also wrote about 
in his book A Bigger Picture (2020).

At the time, I honestly believed I would ‘save’ everyone living in remote communities under these 
conditions, faced with so much disadvantage, and that it was my mission in life to do so. (I would later 
learn this was visions of grandiosity and an unrealistic sense of superiority.) 
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But a month later, the PM was ousted from office, and I was faced with three horrific incidents involving 
children in the community in as many weeks. As my operation focused on protecting children, I felt like 
it was MY fault, that I had failed to protect them. I felt incredibly guilty, worthless. It broke me.

I went to the doctor, thinking I just needed a few days off to get back on my A game. The doctor 
handed me a medical certificate with ‘three months’ written on it. I looked at her dumbfounded, and all 
she said was, “You’re done.” 

I remember thinking, “You don’t know what you are talking about, doctor.” So I took the medical 
certificate, marched down the road to the police station and handed it to my boss. I expected him to 
fight, to say, “We don’t want to/can’t lose you.” 

Instead, all I got was “No worries”. He didn’t even look at me, just took the certificate, looked at it, 
dumped it on his desk and continued with what he was doing.

My world came crashing down around me. In my head, I had failed every person living in a remote 
community, and my job, which was all I had, didn’t care that I wasn’t coping.

This was my lowest point. I actively planned to end my life.

Somehow, I got myself home to Tasmania. Thinking I had depression associated with stress and 
burnout, I went on holiday for a couple of weeks. By the time I got home, I was back ‘up’ again. I 
remember walking on the beach with my mother, excitedly and passionately explaining my plans: 

1. Return to Tennant Creek and ‘save the children’.
2. Buy a Nissan 370z (really practical in the dessert… Not).
3. Open and run a gym at the same time.

I felt invincible, but mum was worried. So I agreed to go to the doctor even though I couldn’t 
understand why. People don’t go to the doctor when they are happy!

I will never forget the experience in the doctor’s office. I was sitting there with the biggest, stupidest 
grin on my face and my poor mum was in tears. The doctor could not look at either of us, just stared at 
his computer. A short time later, I was in hospital and was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, triggered by 
PTSD.

To some people, that news may be heartbreaking (due to stigma). But I have never felt so relieved in 
my life. To have an explanation for how I had been feeling and the extreme ups and downs. To learn that 
I did not have to continue living that way. 

Then began the long journey of recovery and management. I was lucky with medication, but I also had 
A LOT to learn about balance and self care.

I finally started listening to my mother’s advice. She had been telling me about this damn ‘pie’ idea for 
years. Essentially, the pie is a circle made up of segments (or pieces) of all the little things you do every 
day to keep well and better manage when stressors come up. I know that as long as I keep doing all of 
these things and taking my medication, I can stay on top of my mental health and tackle anything life 
throws at me. But if these things start to drop off, it’s an early warning sign that things may be headed 
off track.

Analysing my pie has helped me balance the things I need to do to keep me well, and I can adapt and 
change the sizes of the pieces of pie to respond to whatever circumstances I am faced with (like COVID 
lockdowns).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Fr0ZdQaFUg
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The pie isn’t something you can just refer to when things go wrong. It’s something I do every day. I 
used to use an app to track my activities (pieces of pie), but it has now become a way of life: routine, 
structure and habits that help me prepare and respond to the uncertainty of life.

I was able to go back to policing for another 18 months. I moved into non-operational roles to limit 
exposure to triggers (excessive stress, trauma and irregular sleep schedules). But stigma is a serious 
issue for those living with bipolar, and I felt that my mental health was something I had to hide and be 
ashamed of. Sadly, this culture is still ingrained in front-line first responder and defence agencies.

Two years on, the pie and other strategies I use to manage my mental health have gotten me through 
leaving policing, COVID lockdown and two different periods in which I found myself homeless, jobless, 
directionless and without a support network outside of my parents.

Today, I can honestly say I am living my most authentic, happy, healthy and fulfilling life, more so than I 
could have ever hoped for before my diagnosis. 
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I’m not what most people think of when they 
picture someone with a mental health condition.

I’m an ordinary bloke, a husband and father. I’ve 
also been through some bad stuff and would like 
to help others learn from my mistakes.

I grew up in a healthy, happy home with devoted 
parents and loving siblings. My parents were 
determined, strong people who raised themselves 
out of humble beginnings, became soldiers, 
and then had successful careers as an engineer 
and Registered Nurse. Our home was a place of 
refuge for others, and my family was all about 
community service. 

It was a great upbringing.

But if there was a ‘sin’ in our household, it was 
being a ‘sook’. Showing weakness was considered 
pathetic. So when I first realised that my mental 
health was deteriorating, I was ashamed. I started 
hating myself and didn’t discuss it outside my immediate family.

I suffered alone and, by not getting the help I needed, ended up spending five years consumed with 
suicidal ideation.

My first career was as a behaviour modification expert working with people with disabilities and 
acquired brain injury. But an attack in the workplace left me with severe trauma and CPTSD. I spiralled 
and eventually tried to take my own life.

It was during this attempt that I realised that I didn’t want to die. I now use that narrative to combat 
suicidal thoughts.

I worked (unsuccessfully) in a variety of roles until I landed a job as the drive-time radio announcer at 
91.9 and 94.3 in Canberra.

One day, I accidentally ‘outed’ myself on air. I was filled with shame and thought that people would 
detest me as I detested myself for this ‘weakness’. 

Instead, I received calls from many people thanking me for my courage. 

I was stunned. People knew who I really was and accepted me. 

I began sharing my story, slowly and cautiously, with the listening audience. Eventually, I became known 
as a vocal advocate for people with mental health concerns.

This gave me the courage to believe that my mental health condition wasn’t the end. It made me realise 
that mental ill-health is not weakness.

I now talk freely and openly about mental wellbeing. I wrote a book on my experiences and now write 
and produce a podcast that had over 50,000 listens this year. I also volunteer with Mental Illness 
Education ACT (MIEACT) to raise awareness of mental health, reduce stigma and encourage people to 
seek help. 

https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B09BC229P1/
https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9mZWVkcy5zb3VuZGNsb3VkLmNvbS91c2Vycy9zb3VuZGNsb3VkOnVzZXJzOjMyMDM5MzA5Ny9zb3VuZHMucnNz
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I don’t want anyone to go through what I went through, and can think of no greater calling in life than 
to help normalise the conversation around suicide prevention and mental health.

I now know I wasn’t the only one in my family who suffered in silence. As the son and brother of 
veterans ashamed of what they considered weakness, I feel very strongly about changing the culture of 
self-stigma.

I wish I had spoken up sooner and found my support network and mental health team years earlier. 
Not only would I have been healthier, but it would have also spared my loved ones many painful 
experiences.

I can’t change that. But I now know that having a mental health condition is not the end. And I hope 
that I can help others see that too.
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2022 Mental Health Month ACT Supporters 

We are pleased to introduce the 2022 Mental Health Month Supporters. These well-known 
Canberrans are lending their voices to share the messaging of Awareness, Belonging, Connection this 
October.

In addition to the below profiles, short videos of the Mental Health Month Supporters will be released 
on social media over the course of the month. 

The Supporters are available to speak to media throughout October.

Aunty Violet Sheridan
Aunty Violet Sheridan is a proud Ngunnawal 
woman who generously shares her personal 
connection to Country and passes on her 
knowledge so the next generation can learn about 
and understand the oldest continuous living 
culture in the world.

A quiet achiever who gets on with the change she 
hopes to see, Aunty Violet’s position as a pillar of 
the community in Canberra and the region was 
recently recognised when she was named ACT 
NAIDOC Elder of the Year 2022.

Growing up on her mother’s Country in Yass, 
Aunty Violet remembers it as “a terribly 
racist town”. The hardship she and her family 
encountered in this rural town spurred her passion 
for sharing her culture and empowering her 
community.

However, the hardships also contributed to several of Aunty Violet’s loved ones developing mental 
health conditions. She knows all too well the struggle many people have in seeking support that is 
appropriate for their culture and needs. That is why she wants to lend her voice to destigmatise mental 
health concerns.

“There’s always someone to help,” Aunty Violet said, whether a family member, friend or mental health 
professional.

She particularly wants to get this message out to young people and Canberra’s senior citizens. Each 
group has their own unique mental health needs and deserves appropriate support.

To reduce stigma in our society, Aunty Violet believes we need to consider the language we use when 
we discuss mental health conditions and stop reinforcing negative stereotypes. 

“It makes people scared,” she said, “and then they don’t get support and things get worse.”

When she is feeling low, Aunty Violet has a support network she reaches out to, including having long 
chats with her sister. She is looking at taking up yoga soon to help improve her physical and mental 
wellbeing.

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2fMrdrsEoMyjxEs7Of63_skPdJFHc-YQ
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Dan Bourchier is a multi-award-winning 
multi-platform broadcaster with the ABC, an 
accomplished company director, and an in-
demand public speaker and event MC and 
facilitator.

As the anchor for ABC Canberra’s flagship 7pm 
news and a senior roving presenter and anchor 
across the network, Dan has been an agent of 
change in the media, beginning with his very 
presence as an LGBTQIA+ Aboriginal person on 
TV. 

He kicked off the first acknowledgement of First 
Nations people on the ABC and then helped to 
spread that to other cities in Australia.

Growing up in the remote Northern Territory 
town of Tennant Creek, Dan was mentored by 
Elders from around the region while coming to 
understand his own First Nations heritage from 
his mum’s side of the family in Victoria. 

He was driven to news and reporting from an early age. He has used this career to further his passion 
for storytelling and strong sense of social justice and leadership, which was instilled in Dan by his 
upbringing.

Mental health is a topic close to Dan’s heart. 

“I worry that there is still stigma surrounding mental health, that makes it tough to talk about and even 
harder to get assistance. I hope that, in my role in the media, I’ve helped to have more inclusive and 
respectful conversations about tough topics, such as mental health.”

Being an LGBTQIA+ Aboriginal man, Dan acknowledges the challenges of intersectional marginalisation 
on mental health.

“Everyone has a unique set of pressures and expectations attached to dealing and navigating with 
mental health. As a community, we can often think that mental health support is a one-size-fits-all, 
whereas it actually needs to be tailored and customisable, based upon the individual requirement and 
need.”

As you would expect, given his profession, Dan is a self-professed newshound. “I’m constantly reading, 
watching, and listening to news, which can sometimes be challenging.”

To help maintain his mental wellbeing, Dan ensures he occasionally takes a break and deliberately 
ignores the news for a while.

His hobbies also help keep him mentally healthy. “I love scuba diving for the wonder and experience of 
being underwater and having to depend on communicating without words. I love sitting down with a 
good book and being immersed in another world. And living in the Bush Capital, I love getting out for 
walks and runs in the outdoors.” 
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Former rugby star David Pocock made waves in 
2022 as the ACT’s first independent Senator. 

Having migrated from Zimbabwe with his family 
as a teenager, David had a stellar rugby career 
with the Wallabies and the Brumbies. 

He also has a Masters in Sustainable Agriculture, 
is involved in multiple small businesses and has 
co-founded numerous not-for-profit community 
initiatives in Australia and overseas, including with 
his wife Emma.

David has used his position to call out inequalities, 
raise awareness and propagate change on unfair 
and unjust social and cultural issues. One of the 
issues he is passionate about is mental health.

“Too often, people experience mental health 
struggles and feel they have no one to reach out 
to. This has been worsened during the pandemic, 
with feelings of disconnection and loneliness 
being amplified by the isolation and uncertainty we’ve all experienced.”

He is particularly concerned about men’s mental health, with data clearly showing that men reach out 
less when struggling and experience significant stigma in talking about mental health. 

“Someone I really respect and admire, author James Hollis says, ‘fear of our own depths is the enemy.’ 
In talking about our fears, we can begin to explore these depths. None of us have it all together, and 
that’s nothing to be ashamed of: it’s what makes us human. In making ourselves vulnerable and talking 
about it, I believe we show true strength.”

David wants to help change the way we perceive the mental health sector. 

“So often, we talk about mental health only in a clinical context. And while access to mental health 
services is vital, we must also work on prevention and community-based care. Addressing the root 
causes and ensuring we build communities of support will leave us a lot better off in the long run.”

To achieve this, David thinks we need to “start by looking at mental health more holistically, by looking 
at whether people in our community are safe, nourished, physically healthy and socially connected.” 
This includes examing the drivers of mental health concerns, such as housing stress, homelessness and 
financial strain.

“I hope we can start to look beyond the health system when talking about mental health and start to 
address the issues in our society that improve people’s lives more holistically.”

It’s probably not a surprise that exercise is an important element of David’s activities to maintain his 
own mental wellbeing. He also makes sure he gets enough sleep and gets out to his local park or 
bushland to spend time in nature. 

And he acknowledges that mental wellbeing is a group effort. “Over the years, I have had different 
mentors and therapeutic support—from a performance coach during my rugby days to a therapist 
in the years since I’ve retired. Having the right network of support can be key to maintaining mental 
health.”
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Kelli has lived a fascinating life. A former 
accountant, she once spent nine months living 
and working in Afghanistan and Kuwait with the 
Australian Defence Force. She has unicycled the 
length of Taiwan and South Korea and was the 
first non-citizen to ever unicycle in North Korea.

With a love of being out in the wild, Kelli joined 
Women’s Adventure ACT, which was then a small 
meetup group. Five years ago, she started leading 
the group to ‘give something back’ on her path to 
adventure. 

Since then, Kelli has significantly expanded 
Women’s Adventure ACT. She established a set 
of values to help promote and increase diversity, 
women’s leadership and skills in the outdoors, and 
has helped over 5,000 Canberra women to have 
their own adventures.

With the help of grants, Kelli established a 
modern, lightweight gear library to help women overcome the cost barrier to participating in the 
outdoors. She also started running Accessibility Hikes for people who can’t do longer-distance 
activities, including people living with disability.

“The activities we organise in Women’s Adventure ACT genuinely contribute to people’s wellbeing 
and positive mental health outcomes. We’re proud to do that at a community level, and all through 
volunteer effort.”

Kelli feels strongly about identifying our individual personal values and using them to guide “what we 
do in our community and society, how we see other people’s actions, and how we act towards others.” 
She wants to bring back a focus on kindness, respect and support in our social interactions, particularly 
online.

“I’ve personally been on the receiving end of some not-so-nice bullying over the last six months. This 
has impacted my mental health and what I’ve been able to deliver to the community.”

“As a society, we need to reach out and support and help each, especially the most vulnerable people in 
our communities.”

To maintain her mental wellbeing, Kelli takes breaks from being online and, of course, spends lots of 
time outdoors. “Just walking every day is a fantastic way to get context back in your life, to diffuse 
any challenging situations, and to have healthy habits. Experiencing the simple beauty in nature is 
something easy we can all do every day.”

And of course, it’s always better when you’ve got company! “It’s incredible how good you will feel after 
getting outdoors with others.”

Kelli is the 2022 ACT Woman of the Year and was the ACT finalist in the Local Hero category for 2022 
Australian of the Year.
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The University of Canberra Capitals are the ACT’s 
most successful sporting team, having won 
nine championships in the Women’s National 
Basketball League (WNBL) since the club was 
founded in 1984.

While physical wellness is essential in professional 
sport, so is mental wellbeing. The UC Capitals 
endeavour to create a safe and inclusive space 
where discussions around mental health are 
normalised through our partner Life Unlimited. 
They proactively offer wellbeing support and 
services to players, coaches and staff members.

Three UC Capitals players spoke to us about why 
being Mental Health Month Supporters and what 
they do to maintain their mental wellbeing.

Jade Melbourne 
Guard, going into her third season with the team

Mental health is such an important subject, and we need to spend more time talking about it in sport 
and other high-performance areas. Athletes, like most other people, often feel like they have to force 
a brave face. If I can help make a small difference by sharing what I do or having a conversation with 
someone who just needs to chat, that makes me excited.

I keep mentally healthy by ensuring I make time for the things I like to do away from the court. I’ve 
recently started getting into cooking, which I really enjoy, and also hanging out with my friends.

Bec Pizzey 
Power Forward, starting her first season with the team

I think that mental health is extremely important and needs to be advocated for. Almost everyone has 
experience with a mental health issue, whether firsthand or through a close friend or family. I’m excited 
to learn people’s stories and be an advocate for helping people to be the best version of themselves 
possible.

An important part of my mental wellbeing is making sure I prioritise my own needs. I enjoy walking, 
baking, bike riding, getting good amounts of sleep, and spending time with people who are good for 
me, like family and friends.

Emilee Whittle-Harmon 
Post Player, starting her first season with the team

I think it’s important to be vulnerable and have conversations about mental health and wellbeing so 
that other people know they aren’t alone in their mental health struggles.

To maintain my mental wellbeing, I check in with myself and try to be self-aware so I can identify the 
signs that I’m starting to feel run down, burnt out, or just low.

When I start to feel that way, I make time to do some of my favourite things. Sometimes that’s going to 
the beach, going for a hike, staying in bed to binge-watch shows, or taking myself out for brunch. I try 
to reserve at least one day a week as a ‘recharge’ day. 

I also am very lucky to have a partner who I can always communicate with on how I’m feeling. 
Sometimes it can immediately make you feel at least a little better to just talk!


