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Talking Toolkit
A guide on having conversations 
about mental health
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GibSams 
Talking Toolkit 
There are times in life when a few words can make a huge difference, but there 
are also moments when words escape us altogether. 

Approaching conversations about mental health with someone you care about 
requires patience, sensitivity, and empathy. It is important to allow others the 
time and space to open up and share their feelings free from judgement. 

Everyday conversations around mental health do not necessarily need to be  
about ‘fixing’ or solving another person’s  problems for them - often they can 
revolve around offering someone a listening ear and guiding them towards 
professional help if required. 

Remember, you don’t need to diagnose or have the answers. You are just having 
a conversation, but perhaps one that may change someone’s life for the better.

This ‘Toolkit’ aims to provide you with information and communication 
techniques to support positive conversations around mental health. Use it 
as a reference point but always remember to recommend others consider 
professional help if required.
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Active listening is a communication 
technique where the listener actively 
engages with the speaker to understand, 
interpret, and respond to the message being 
conveyed. It involves giving full attention to 
the speaker, not just hearing their words but 
also understanding the emotions, intentions, 
and underlying messages behind what they 
are saying.

ACTIVE LISTENING
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By fully immersing ourselves in the 
conversation, we’re signalling to the other 
person that their feelings and words have 
value. This simple act can provide much-
needed hope to someone in distress. Let 
them lead the conversation and ask open-
ended questions that allow them to explore 
their feelings more freely. 
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ACTIVE LISTENING TECHNIQUES INCLUDE:

BEING FULLY PRESENT
When engaging in a mental health conversation, focus your attention entirely 
on the person speaking. Eliminate all distractions, find somewhere quiet and 
safe to talk, turn off your phone and be fully present in the moment. Paying 
full attention helps you absorb the information the other person shares and 
allows you to respond more thoughtfully.

SHOWING EMPATHY
Acknowledge the emotions expressed by the individual and validate their 
experiences. You don’t need all the answers, but showing empathy lets them 
know they are being heard and their feelings are valid.

USING NON-VERBAL CUES
Non-verbal cues like nodding, maintaining eye contact (if culturally 
appropriate), and using facial expressions can convey that you are attentive 
and engaged in the conversation. These cues reassure the person that you 
are genuinely interested in what they say.

LISTENING REFLECTIVELY
Reflect on what the person has said by paraphrasing or summarising their 
words. This demonstrates that you are actively processing their thoughts 
and feelings and ensures that you understand their perspective accurately.

NOT INTERRUPTING OR JUDGING
Give the person ample space and time to express themselves without 
interrupting. Avoid making judgmental statements or providing immediate 
solutions. Let them share at their own pace, knowing they have your full 
attention.
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ASKING OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
Encourage further discussion by asking open-ended questions such as “How 
does that make you feel?” or “What has been on your mind lately?” Open-
ended questions prompt deeper reflections and lead to more meaningful 
conversations.

RESPECTING BOUNDARIES
Some individuals may find it hard to open up about their mental health 
struggles. Respect their boundaries and tell them you are there to listen 
whenever they feel comfortable sharing.

NOT GIVING UNSOLICITED ADVICE
While your intentions might be good, offering unwanted advice can 
sometimes be unhelpful. Instead, focus on actively listening and supporting 
the person in their process of expressing themselves.
What works for one person may not work for another.
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Opening up the conversation with someone whose mental health you are concerned about can 
feel daunting. It doesn’t need to be that way. The following are simple ideas to help ‘break the 
silence’ and keep the conversation going.

CONVERSATION OPENERS
These examples can be adapted to your particular situation.

MENTAL HEALTH 
CONVERSATIONS

02

How are things going for 
you at the moment?

I am finding the work 
pressure is high at the 
moment and have to 
monitor how I am coping 
with it. How are you 
finding it?

I’ve noticed some changes 
in your behaviour and 
I’m worried about you. 
Can we talk about it?

You mentioned feeling 
hopeless recently; I’m 
concerned. Can I help in 
any way? How are you 
feeling today?



Talk to GibSams confidentially and anonymously. 
Call: 116 123 · Chat: gibsams.gi

PAGE 08

CONVERSATION FOLLOW UP PROMPTS
You can do this by asking open questions that invite more information, 

using requests for more detail and paraphrasing.

How are you managing 
that?

How does that make you 
feel?

How is day-to-day life 
for you?

How is that impacting 
life at home?

What support are you 
getting with that?

Tell me a bit more about 
that.

So, what you are telling 
me is…?

Let me check I have 
understood what you 
were saying…

Have you felt like this 
before? What happened 
to change how you were 
feeling?
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EXPLORING SOLUTIONS
This can be a useful way to help provide hope and enable the individual to begin to see 
possibilities. Avoid direct advice, it is more important that they arrive at solutions through the 
answers they give you. Presuppositions are a useful way to shift the conversation away 
from problems and towards solutions:

What would help most?

What would you like to 
happen next?

What is making the most 
difference?

Shall we explore some 
other ideas together?

Who else would you like 
to talk to about this?

What do you think your 
options are?

What other support 
would be most useful to 
you?
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EMPATHETIC RESPONSES
When someone opens up about their struggles, especially something as sensitive as suicidal 
thoughts, it’s vital to acknowledge their pain and courage in sharing.

AVOIDING MINIMISING COMMENTS, IT’S ESSENTIAL NOT TO 
INVALIDATE OR DOWNPLAY SOMEONE’S FEELINGS.

AVOID: “You don’t really mean that” or “It’s just a phase.”

INSTEAD, TRY: “I’m sorry you’re feeling like this. Let’s find a way 
to help you together.”

WHEN DISCUSSING SUICIDAL THOUGHTS:

AVOID: “Things might not be that bad” 
or “Think about how your family 
will feel.”

INSTEAD, TRY: 
“I’m genuinely worried about you, 
and it’s important we talk to someone 
who can offer professional guidance.”

It must be really hard to feel this way, but I’m glad you told me.

I can’t fully understand the depth of what you’re feeling, but I 
genuinely want to support and help you.
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EXTRA TIPS

Never underestimate the power of silence. Simply being there and 
holding the space can make all the difference.

Use encouraging signalling such as “uh huh” and “mmm” to show 
you are listening but enable them to talk unhindered.

Let them know their privacy is important to you and ask them to 
share only what they’re comfortable with, this builds trust and 
reassures them they are in control of the conversation.

If someone hints at or talks about suicide, ask them directly if 
they’re thinking of ending their life. Research shows that this doesn’t 
increase the risk of suicide and can actually open a dialogue and 
channel for help.
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The language we use when discussing mental health can contribute to or combat the stigma 
surrounding it. Negative or derogatory language can perpetuate stereotypes and discourage 
individuals from seeking help due to fear of judgement. Using acceptable language is 
important as it helps reduce stigma, promotes a better understanding and respects individual 
experiences.  

•	 Begin by considering your body language and non-verbal signalling. 

•	 What are you saying without speaking a word? 

•	 Are you signalling that you are open, 

     approachable and non-judgmental? 

•	 When you do speak, what is your tone of voice saying? 

•	 Consider whether your words and the signals 

     you give are compatible.

•	 Aim to be empathetic, authentic, 

     transparent and clear.

LANGUAGE AND 
MENTAL HEALTH
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ACCEPTABLE LANGUAGE
Use non-judgemental, neutral, factual, or positive language. 

Ayesha has a diagnosis 
of bipolar.

Sam has experienced 
anorexia.

John’s partner took their 
own life.

Sonia has experienced 
psychotic episodes.

They are accessing 
support.

Fred currently lives with 
generalised anxiety 
disorder.
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LANGUAGE TO AVOID

LABELLING

“Sam is anorexic/bipolar.”

“Jay is an anxious person.”

“Sanjit is a depressive.”

DRAMATIC, SENSATIONALIST LANGUAGE

“They suffer from bipolar.”

“They are a victim of trauma.”

“They are afflicted with schizophrenia.”

JUDGMENTAL LANGUAGE

“They are disturbed.”

“They are on the happy pills.”

“They are mentally unstable.”

There has also been a move away from using expressions such as, 
“committed suicide”, as it dates back to when taking your own life 
was illegal, (and reflects that in some cultures it is still regarded as a 
sin). There is a tendency to talk about someone having “psychosis”, 
or having experienced a “psychotic episode”, in preference to using 
the term “schizophrenia” as there can be negative associations and 
stigma attached to this.
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Learn about the mental health issue your loved one is dealing with. Read up on their issue, 
whether it’s a mental health disorder, a physical ailment, or a life circumstance. It can also make 
you feel more comfortable and confident in your ability to help. Remember that everyone’s 
experience is unique and may include setbacks, supporting someone on that journey requires 
time and patience, but your role is crucial. 

EDUCATE YOURSELF 
AND BE PATIENT 

04

You can’t pour from an empty cup. Taking care of someone with a mental health problem can 
be stressful. Ensure you’re also taking time for self-care and seeking support if needed. This 
means you can be there for them without neglecting your own needs. Sometimes, people 
supporting others may start internalising or personalising the struggles faced by the person 
they are helping. Taking care of yourself can help you maintain perspective and not take on their 
issues as your own.

LOOK AFTER YOUR 
MENTAL HEALTH
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Remember, self-care is not 
selfish. 
It is a necessary practice that 
enables you to be a better 
support for others while also 
looking after your own mental 
health and well-being.

WAYS TO PRACTISE SELF-CARE:

Establish Boundaries - Set time and emotional energy limits to support others 
to prevent burnout.

Regular Exercise - Engage in physical activities that you enjoy to reduce stress 
and boost your mood. 

Rest and Sleep - Ensure you get enough rest and quality sleep to recharge 
your mind and body.

Mindfulness and Relaxation - Practice mindfulness techniques, meditation, or 
deep breathing exercises to reduce stress and improve mental clarity.

Connect with Supportive People - Seek support from friends, family, or support 
groups to share your feelings and experiences.

Professional Help - If you are overwhelmed, don’t hesitate to seek professional 
support or counselling.

Prioritise “Me” Time - Dedicate time each day for yourself, doing something 
that brings you joy and relaxation.



Talk to GibSams confidentially and anonymously. 
Call: 116 123 · Chat: gibsams.gi

PAGE 17

LOCAL SOURCES OF SUPPORT
Whatever it is you’re going through, GibSams is here for you.

You can also access other Gibraltar-based support
via the contact details below

Mental Health Crisis Team 111

Community Mental Health Team 200 42307

Mental Health Liaison Team 20078807

Mental Health Team email mhs@gha.gi

CAB 200 40006

Childline 8008

Clubhouse 200 68423

The Gibraltar Mental Welfare Society 54710000

Walking Together 54075927

GibSams - 116123
Chat www.gibsams.gi
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GET INVOLVED WITH GIBSAMS

Listening Volunteer
GibSams offers a confidential helpline/chat service that listens to anyone 
experiencing distress, despair or suicidal feelings. Our GibSams volunteers are 
trained to listen; you can talk to them any time you like, in your own way, and 
off the record – about whatever is getting to you.

Events Volunteer
GibSams runs a number of events throughout the year and we’re always looking 
for people to help us keep awareness high amongst the community. This type 
of activity is varied and can be lots of fun! 

For more information or to volunteer, please email volunteer@gibsams.gi.

Corporate Donations
As a registered not-for-profit charity, donations made to GibSams are used 
to either help raise awareness of GibSams’ services or fund the delivery and 
improvement of GibSams’ services. 

Donate online at gibsams.gi/donate 	
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