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Overview of Talk

• Definitions of mental health literacy

• Key things the public need to know

• Examples of interventions to improve 

mental health literacy

• Can a nation’s mental health literacy be 

improved?

• Some (very tentative) suggestions on APEC 

priorities
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Public Knowledge of Actions They 

Can Take on Physical Illnesses

Prevention

Examples: safe sex to prevent HIV, link between 
smoking and disease, what constitutes a healthy 
diet 

Early intervention

Examples: early warning signs of cancer, how to 
recognize a heart attack or stroke, how to give first 
aid

Treatment

Examples: sources of professional help, types of 
treatments available and their benefits
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Concept of Mental Health Literacy

“Knowledge and beliefs about mental 

disorders which aid their recognition, 

management or prevention”.

Note: mental health literacy is not simply 

knowledge, but knowledge linked to action to 

benefit one’s own mental health or that of 

others.
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Percent Saying Antidepressants Helpful for 
Person with Depression
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Percent Saying Admission to Ward Helpful 
for Person with Schizophrenia
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Is There a General Factor of ‘Mental Health 
Literacy’?

Medical Factor: all drug treatments (except Vitamins), 

Psychiatric ward and ECT

Psychological Factor: Counsellor, Social Worker, Phone 

counselling, Psychiatrist, Psychologist, Psychotherapy and 

Hypnosis

Lifestyle Factor: Close family, Close friends, Naturopath, 

Vitamins, Physical activity and Get out more.
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Should the Concept of Mental 

Health Literacy be Broadened?
Proposals for broadening

• Kutcher et al. (2015)– understanding of positive mental health, 
help-seeking efficacy, reduction in stigma

• Kusan (2013)– concepts from positive psychology, including 
resilience, salutogenesis, mindfulness

• Bjørnsen et al. (2017)– what contributes to positive mental 
health

Objections to broadening

Spiker & Hammer (2018)– “the inclusion of attitudes, stigma, 
positive mental health and help‐seeking efficacy in [mental health 
literacy's] content domain simply repackages these well‐established 
constructs into a broader construct with a new name…which can 
create confusion among researchers”
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Mental Health Literacy Program 

Logic

Mental Health 
Literacy

Mental Health 
Action

Improved 
Mental Health
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Mental Health Literacy Program 

Logic (Extended)

Intervention Mental Health 
Literacy

Mental Health 
Action

Improved 
Mental Health
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Jorm (2025) Definition

“Knowledge about mental health problems 

that underpins action that can benefit mental 

health”.
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Proposed Criteria for What 

Public Needs to Know

1. The knowledge is relevant (e.g. to stage of 

life, roles and culture)

2. The knowledge underpins action

3. The action benefits mental health
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Some Things That the Public Can 

Benefit from Knowing

1. Knowledge of professional help and 

treatments available

2. Knowledge of effective self-help strategies

3. Knowledge and skills to give first aid and 

support to others

4. Knowledge of how to prevent mental disorders
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1. Knowledge of Professional Help 

and Treatments Available

• People need to know about the role of mental health 

professionals, the range of evidence-based treatments, and 

how to access these.

• Many people prefer informal sources of help to 

professionals, e.g. adolescents may seek help from peers.

• Professions with specialized training are not necessarily 

preferred, e.g. psychologists versus counsellors.

• Some treatments have a negative image, especially 

medications. Results in less benefit when used.
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Percentage of Australian Adults Rating 

as Helpful for Depression 1995
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Percent Saying Antidepressants 

Helpful (2003)
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2. Knowledge of Effective Self-Help 

Strategies

• The public are very positive about self-help and 

commonly use these strategies for anxiety and 

depression.

• Some popular self-help strategies are likely to be 

helpful (e.g. exercise), but others not (e.g. 

alcohol).

• We need to encourage knowledge of which ones 

are likely to work, while at the same time not 

seeing them as a substitute for professional help.

19



Useful Self-Help Strategies for Mild 

Depression

Lifestyle strategies

•Engage in exercise or physical activity

•Practice good sleep hygiene 

•Maintain a regular sleep schedule

•Do something they enjoy

•Try to remain involved in purposeful activities for at least a small 
part of every day

•Make a list of strategies that have worked in the past for 
depression and use them

•Engage in an activity that gives a feeling of achievement

•Enlist a trusted friend or relative to help them get out and about or 
do activities

•Make sure they get out of the house for at least a short time each 
day
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Useful Self-Help Strategies (Continued) 

Psychological strategies

•Reward themselves for reaching a small goal

•Learn relaxation methods

Interpersonal strategies

•Talk over problems or feelings with someone who is 
supportive and caring

•Let family and friends know how they are feeling so that 
they are aware of what they are going through

Dietary strategies

•Eat a healthy, balanced diet
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3. Knowledge and Skills to Give 

First Aid and Support Others 

• Mental health first aid is the help offered to a 

person developing a mental health problem, 

experiencing the worsening of an existing mental 

health problem or in a mental health crisis

• Other people can encourage professional help-

seeking. This is particularly important in 

adolescence.

• Good social support promotes recovery and 

reduces the impact of traumatic events.
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Knowledge and Skills to Give First 

Aid and Support to Others 

(Continued)

• Surveys of the public show limitations in 

knowledge of how to give first aid. 

• There is a particular reluctance to discuss 

suicidal thoughts.

• Some people use harmful strategies (e.g. 

talk to the person firmly).
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4. Knowledge of How to Prevent 

Mental Disorders

• This is the most neglected area, perhaps because 

mental disorders lack strong risk factors that can 

be used to communicate simple messages.

• Cannabis as a risk factor for psychosis needs to be 

more widely known.

• Parents can take action to reduce substance use 

(e.g. parental monitoring) and prevent depression 

(e.g. reduce conflict in home).

• Schools and workplaces can also take preventive 

action (e.g. to reduce bullying). 24



Interventions to Improve Mental 

Health Literacy

There is reasonable evidence that the following can 

improve mental health literacy and (probably) 

mental health:

1. Community campaigns 

2. Training courses

3. Web-based information
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1. Community Campaigns
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“Beyond Blue: the national 

depression initiative”

• An Australian national non-profit organization to 
address depression and anxiety

• Uses many methods to get its message across 
(media advertising, sponsorship of events, 
community education forums, training of managers, 
prominent people as champions, web and print 
information)

• Has led to better recognition and beliefs about 
treatments
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• Began in Germany as Nuremberg Alliance 

Against Depression, but has spread to many 

other countries

• A complex campaign with many elements 

targeting the general public, GPs, community 

facilitators (e.g. police, teachers), consumers, 

relatives

• A comparison of Nuremberg with a control city 

found a number of benefits, including lower 

suicide rate
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TIPS Treatment and Intervention 

in Psychosis

• Aims to get earlier 

treatment of psychosis

• Involves an information 

campaign and an early 

detection team

• Successfully reduced 

duration of untreated 

psychosis in intervention 

area compared to control 

areas
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2. Training Courses
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Examples of Training Courses

• Gatekeeper training for suicide prevention. 

Changes knowledge, skills and attitudes, and may 

reduce suicide.

• Mental Health First Aid training has a broader 

aim to getting better support and earlier 

professional help for people developing mental 

health problems or in mental health crises.
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Mental Health First Aid has 

an Action Plan: ALGEE

A pproach the person, assess and 

assist with any crisis

L isten and communicate non-judgmentally

G ive support and information

E ncourage person to get appropriate  professional help

E ncourage other supports

Hello, my name is 

Algee. I am the MHFA 

mascot.
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The Mental Health First Course

• Training courses have been developed for 

adults to help adults (Standard MHFA), 

adults to assist youth (Youth MHFA) and 

adolescents to assist peers (teen MHFA). 

• Numerous studies have found that MHFA 

training increases mental health literacy, 

support to others, and reduces stigma.

• More than 8 million people trained 

worldwide.
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3. Web-Based Information
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Evolution of Web Information

• The Web is now a major source of 

information on mental health problems

• Early research found that the quality of the 

information is often poor. Wikipedia is 

good quality but requires high reading level 

• AI is growing in importance, but usefulness 

is unclear

• More research is needed on effects on 

action and mental health.
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Some Examples of Good Quality 

Web Information

1. Partners in Parenting to prevent child 

anxiety and depression

2. Mood Memos for early intervention for 

mild depressive symptoms

3. Blue Pages and “What Works” booklets 

for depression interventions
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Parenting Factors Associated 

with Depression or Anxiety 

Factors that decrease 

risk

• Warmth

• Autonomy granting

• Monitoring

• Encouraging 

sociability

Factors that increase 

risk

• Inter-parental conflict

• Over-involvement

• Aversiveness

• Withdrawal

• Inconsistent discipline
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Guides to Treatments that Work

47
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Can a Nation’s Mental Health 

Literacy Be Improved?

• Australia and Germany have the best data 

on changes over time.

• There have been improvements in both 

countries.
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Beliefs About the Helpfulness of 

Depression Interventions in Australia
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Some Suggestions for APEC 

Priorities

• Start with something small and achievable.

• Possible theme: “Good parenting is the 

clean water of mental health”: What can we 

do to improve it?

• Another possible theme: Talking about 

suicidal thoughts is okay.
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