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Communicating with a Mentally Ill Person Handout*
People who have a mental illness exhibit symptoms and characteristics that require adaptations in the way you communicate. This adapted style of communication will increase your chances of being understood. The following table shows symptoms of mental illness and their corresponding adaptations. Always speak in a calm, patient, and reassuring tone of voice.



*Adapted from: “When Someone You Love Has A Mental Illness,” by Rebecca Woollis, M.F.T
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Confusion about what is real

Adaptatio

Be simple and straightforward

Difficulty concentrating

Be brief, repeat if needed

Overstimulation

Limit input, do not force discussion

Poor judgment

Do not expect a rational discussion

Preoccupation with the internal world

Get their attention first

Agitation

Recognize agitation and if possible
allow the person an exit, let them “save
face” or give them “their space”

Fluctuating emotions

Do not take words or actions personally

Fluctuating plans

Stick to one plan

Little empathy for others

Recognize this as a symptom

Withdrawal

Initiate the conversation

Belief in delusions or hallucinations

Don’t argue, instead respond to needs
and feelings

Fear

Stay calm

Insecurity

Be caring and accepting

Low self-esteem

Stay positive and respectful
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Your journey starts here.
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