
How to Talk to Providers About 
Mental Health Without Shame

Introduction: Breaking the Silence

Discussing mental health with healthcare providers can feel 
overwhelming. You might worry about being judged, dismissed, or 
misunderstood. Perhaps you've had negative experiences in the past, or 
you've internalized the stigma that our society often attaches to 
mental health challenges.

Yet your mental health deserves the same attention and care as your 
physical health. Speaking openly with providers is a crucial step 
toward wellness—and it's also an act of courage.

This guide offers practical strategies for communicating about mental 
health with healthcare providers in ways that preserve your dignity, 
ensure you're heard, and help you receive appropriate care. Whether 
you're speaking with a primary care doctor, psychiatrist, therapist, 
nurse, or other healthcare professional, these approaches can help 
transform potentially difficult conversations into pathways to 
healing.

Understanding Provider Perspectives

Before discussing communication strategies, it helps to understand 
what shapes provider perspectives on mental health:

The Provider Context

What Providers Are Trained To Do:

● Focus on diagnosis and treatment
● Make efficient use of limited time
● Document symptoms and history
● Assess risk and safety concerns
● Determine appropriate levels of care

What Many Providers Lack:

● Extensive mental health training (especially primary care)
● Personal experience with mental health challenges
● Understanding of trauma impacts
● Cultural competency for diverse populations
● Awareness of their own biases and assumptions



What Influences Provider Responses:

● Previous patient interactions
● Workplace demands and time constraints
● Insurance and documentation requirements
● Professional training and specialization
● Personal comfort with emotional content

Understanding these factors doesn't excuse poor treatment, but it can 
help you navigate the healthcare system more effectively and advocate 
for yourself with greater confidence.

Preparing for Your Appointment

Effective communication starts before you enter the provider's office:

Self-Reflection

Take time to reflect on what you want to communicate:

● What specific symptoms or experiences are you having? Write down 
concrete examples: "I've had trouble sleeping for three weeks" is 
more helpful than "I don't feel well."

● How are these affecting your daily life? Note impacts on work, 
relationships, self-care, and daily activities.

● When did you first notice these changes? Consider if there were 
specific triggers or if symptoms appeared gradually.

● What makes symptoms better or worse? Track patterns related to 
time of day, activities, environments, or situations.

● What has helped in the past? Include both professional 
interventions and personal coping strategies.

Documentation Tools

Consider using these tools to organize your thoughts:

Symptom Journal: Track mental health symptoms daily, noting:

● What you experienced
● Intensity (1-10 scale)
● Duration
● Surrounding circumstances
● Impact on functioning

Medication Log: For each medication (past or current):



● Name and dosage
● When you started/stopped
● Effects (positive and negative)
● Reasons for discontinuing

Treatment History: Create a timeline of:

● Previous therapy or treatment
● Hospitalizations
● What helped and what didn't
● Reasons for ending treatment

Questions List: Write down specific questions, such as:

● "Could these symptoms be related to my medication?"
● "What treatment options are available besides medication?"
● "How long might it take to see improvement?"

Practical Preparations

Appointment Logistics:

● Schedule when you'll likely have energy and clarity
● Consider bringing a trusted support person
● Plan extra time so you don't feel rushed
● Ask about appointment length when scheduling
● Bring insurance information and payment

Reduce Barriers:

● Request an interpreter if English isn't your first language
● Ask about accessibility accommodations if needed
● Consider telehealth if transportation is difficult
● Inquire about sliding scale fees if finances are a concern

During the Appointment: Communication 
Strategies

Starting the Conversation

Beginning the conversation can be the hardest part. Try these 
approaches:

Direct Statement: "I'm here because I've been experiencing symptoms 
that I think might be related to depression/anxiety/trauma, and I'd 
like to discuss treatment options."

Framing Statement: "I find this difficult to talk about, but I've been 
struggling with some mental health concerns that are affecting my 
daily life."



Written Introduction: If speaking is too difficult, consider handing 
the provider a written summary of your concerns to start the 
conversation.

Appointment-Setting Request: If time is limited during a physical 
health appointment: "I'm having some mental health concerns that I'd 
like to discuss. Would it be better to schedule a separate appointment 
focused on this?"

Speaking Your Truth

When describing your experience:

Use "I" Statements:

● "I've been feeling overwhelmed by worry"
● "I notice I'm avoiding situations that used to be comfortable"
● "I'm struggling to get out of bed most mornings"

Be Specific About Impact:

● "My anxiety is making it difficult to concentrate at work"
● "I've withdrawn from friends and family"
● "I'm not able to care for myself the way I normally would"

Describe, Don't Label: Instead of "I'm having panic attacks," try 
"Several times a week, my heart races, I can't catch my breath, and I 
feel like something terrible is about to happen."

Connect Symptoms to Function: "When I feel this way, I'm unable to 
[work/parent/complete daily tasks/sleep]."

Express Your Concerns: "What worries me most about these symptoms 
is..."

Navigating Difficult Responses

If you encounter dismissive or unhelpful responses:

Redirect Focus: "I understand you think [X], but what concerns me most 
is how these symptoms are affecting my ability to function."

Ask Clarifying Questions: "Could you help me understand why you don't 
think this is a concern?"

Request Documentation: "Would you please note in my chart that I 
raised these concerns today?"

Advocate for Referral: "Since this isn't your specialty, could you 
refer me to a mental health provider?"



Consider Changing Providers: If you consistently feel dismissed or 
judged, it's valid to seek a different provider.

Framework for Effective Communication: The 
ASPIRE Model

At Aspire Impact Network, we use the ASPIRE model for effective 
communication about difficult topics. This framework can help 
structure your conversation with healthcare providers:

A - Assess What You Need

Before and during your appointment, continually assess:

● What specific help are you seeking?
● What information does the provider need to assist you?
● What barriers might prevent effective communication?
● What are your non-negotiables in treatment?

Example Script: "I've thought carefully about what I need from this 
appointment. Primarily, I'm hoping to understand what might be causing 
these symptoms and what treatment options are available."

S - Share Strategically

Not every detail needs to be shared at once. Focus on:

● Information relevant to your current concerns
● Context that helps the provider understand your situation
● Specific examples that illustrate your experience
● Your goals and preferences for treatment

Example Script: "The three symptoms that impact me most are persistent 
worry, difficulty sleeping, and withdrawal from activities I used to 
enjoy. These began about three months ago after [relevant context]."

P - Participate in Planning

Treatment should be collaborative, not dictated:

● Ask about different treatment options
● Express preferences based on past experiences
● Discuss potential barriers to following recommendations
● Request explanations for suggested approaches

Example Script: "Before we decide on a plan, I'd like to understand 
all my options. I've tried medication in the past with [this result], 
and I'm particularly interested in exploring therapy options."



I - Insist on Understanding

Don't leave without clarity:

● Ask for explanations of unfamiliar terms
● Request written information when possible
● Confirm your understanding by summarizing
● Be persistent if something remains unclear

Example Script: "I want to make sure I understand correctly. You're 
recommending [treatment] because [reason], and we should expect 
[outcome] within [timeframe]. Is that accurate?"

R - Review Next Steps

Establish clear action items:

● What will you do before the next appointment?
● What will the provider do?
● When and how will you follow up?
● What should you do if symptoms worsen?

Example Script: "So my next steps are to [action items], and you'll 
[provider actions]. We'll meet again in [timeframe], and I should 
contact you sooner if [specific circumstances]."

E - Evaluate the Interaction

After the appointment, reflect on:

● Did you feel heard and respected?
● Were your questions answered?
● Do you understand the plan moving forward?
● What would you do differently next time?

Evaluation Tool: Rate your satisfaction with different aspects of the 
appointment on a scale of 1-5, noting specific examples and areas for 
improvement next time.

Addressing Specific Challenges

When Discussing Trauma

Trauma discussions require special care:

Preparation Strategies:

● Recognize that discussing trauma may trigger symptoms
● Plan self-care for before and after the appointment



● Consider what details are necessary to share vs. which can be 
summarized

● Bring grounding objects or use grounding techniques

Communication Approaches:

● Set boundaries about what you're ready to discuss
● Use statements like "I experienced childhood trauma" without 

initially sharing details
● Request trauma-informed care specifically
● Take breaks if you become overwhelmed

Sample Script: "I have a trauma history that I believe is relevant to 
my current symptoms. I'm not comfortable sharing all the details 
today, but I want you to know that this is part of my background."

When Discussing Substance Use

Discussing substance use can be particularly stigmatizing:

Preparation Strategies:

● Remember that accurate information helps providers treat you 
safely

● Consider how substances interact with potential treatments
● Document patterns of use and effects on symptoms

Communication Approaches:

● Focus on medical relevance rather than moral judgments
● Specify whether you're seeking help with substance use or just 

providing information
● Ask directly about provider's approach to harm reduction if 

relevant

Sample Script: "I want to be honest that I use [substance] 
[frequency]. I notice it affects my symptoms by [effect]. I'm sharing 
this because I want to make sure any treatment we discuss takes this 
into account."

When Discussing Suicidal Thoughts

This topic requires direct communication while maintaining agency:

Preparation Strategies:

● Understand that providers are required to assess safety
● Distinguish between passive thoughts and active plans
● Consider what support you need to stay safe

Communication Approaches:



● Be honest about the nature and frequency of thoughts
● Specify whether this is a new or long-standing experience
● Participate actively in safety planning

Sample Script: "I want to be upfront that I've been having thoughts 
about not wanting to be alive. I don't have plans to act on these 
thoughts, but they're distressing and I want help managing them."

After Your Appointment: Next Steps

Following Through

Documentation:

● Write down key points from the appointment
● Keep track of any new medications or treatments
● Note any referrals or follow-up appointments
● Record your reactions and questions for next time

Implementation:

● Fill prescriptions promptly
● Contact referred providers soon after
● Begin recommended strategies or treatments
● Track effects (both positive and negative)

Self-Advocacy:

● Follow up if referrals don't work out
● Contact the provider with significant side effects
● Request appointment sooner if symptoms worsen
● Seek second opinions when needed

Building a Support System

Professional care works best with broader support:

Potential Support Sources:

● Trusted friends and family
● Peer support groups
● Recovery communities
● Faith communities
● Patient advocacy organizations
● Mental health apps and online resources

Aspire Impact Network Support Services: Our organization offers 
several supports that can complement professional care:

● Peer support connections



● Case management services
● Recovery coaching
● Family education programs
● Community resource navigation

Contact us at (402) 759-2210 to learn more about these services.

Special Considerations

For Parents/Caregivers Discussing Children's Mental Health

When advocating for a child:

Preparation Strategies:

● Document specific behavioral changes
● Gather observations from teachers or other caregivers
● Consider developmental factors
● Bring relevant school reports or assessments

Communication Approaches:

● Focus on observable behaviors rather than interpretations
● Emphasize impacts on functioning and development
● Be persistent if concerns are dismissed
● Request specialized assessment when needed

Sample Script: "Since [timeframe], we've noticed [specific behaviors]. 
These occur [frequency] and affect his ability to [function]. His 
teacher has also observed [behaviors] at school. We're concerned and 
would like to explore evaluation options."

For Those with Previous Negative Healthcare Experiences

When past experiences create barriers:

Preparation Strategies:

● Acknowledge the impact of previous experiences
● Research providers who specialize in your concerns
● Consider starting with a new provider for a fresh start
● Bring an advocate if possible

Communication Approaches:

● Share relevant aspects of past experiences without dwelling on 
them

● Focus on what would make the current experience better
● Set clear boundaries based on past experiences
● Express what you need to feel safe and respected



Sample Script: "I've had some difficult experiences with healthcare 
providers in the past, which makes this conversation challenging. What 
would help me today is [specific need]."

Reminders for Your Journey

You Deserve Respectful Care

Remember these truths:

● Mental health is health
● Seeking help is a sign of strength
● Your experiences are valid
● You deserve to be treated with dignity
● You have the right to participate in treatment decisions
● Finding the right provider may take time

The Language of Hope

As you communicate about mental health challenges, also hold space for 
hope:

● Recovery and improvement are possible
● Skills can be learned and symptoms can be managed
● Connection reduces shame
● Your story matters and has power
● Each step toward help is an act of courage
● You are not defined by your diagnosis or symptoms

Conclusion

Speaking about mental health with providers takes courage, especially 
in a society where stigma still exists. By preparing thoroughly, 
communicating clearly, and advocating persistently, you can break 
through shame and receive the care you deserve.

At Aspire Impact Network, we believe that everyone deserves 
compassionate, effective mental health support. We hope this guide 
helps you navigate these important conversations with greater 
confidence and less shame. Your voice matters, your experiences are 
valid, and your journey toward mental wellbeing is worth every step.

This guide was developed by Aspire Impact Network to support 
individuals in accessing mental health care. While we've made every 
effort to provide helpful information, this guide is not a substitute 
for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek 



the advice of qualified health providers with questions you may have 
regarding medical conditions.

Additional Resources

Communication Tools

● MY Mental Health: What I Want My Doctor to Know:
 mentalhealthamerica.net/mymh

● NAMI's "Communicating With Your Provider" Guide:
 
nami.org/Your-Journey/Individuals-with-Mental-Illness/Understandi
ng-Your-Diagnosis/Communicating-with-Your-Provider

Rights & Advocacy

● Patient's Bill of Rights:
 americanpatient.org/apa-patients-bill-of-rights/

● Mental Health America Advocacy Resources:
 mhanational.org/staying-well

Local Support

● Aspire Impact Network Services:
 (402) 759-2210 | www.aspireimpactnetwork.com

● Nebraska Family Helpline:
 1-888-866-8660

● Region 5 Systems (Southeast Nebraska):
 region5systems.net

● Nebraska Mental Health Resources:
 dhhs.ne.gov/Pages/Mental-Health.aspx
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