
Mental Health Terminology

Don’t Use Instead, Use Why
“Afflicted by mental Illness”
“Suffers from mental illness”
“Is a victim of mental illness”

“Living with a mental illness” Having a mental health diagnosis isn’t necessarily a negative
thing. “Suffering” implies that someone is unwell and
unhappy. People with mental health issues are able to live
fulfilling, healthy lives. And there are a wide range of
treatments, so there are many reasons to stay hopeful.
Some people with mental health issues find that their
experiences have actually changed their life for the better.
They may be more empathetic, more artistically inclined, or
better able to help others around them. We would never say
that someone is “suffering from asthma” or “suffering from
diabetes.” We would say they have diabetes, or they have
asthma. A mental health diagnosis shouldn’t be construed
more negatively than any other health condition and it
shouldn’t function as a label for them as a person.

“Mentally ill person”
“Person who is mentally ill”

“Person with a mental illness”
“Person living with a mental
health issue”

People with mental health issues have far more sides to
them than their mental illnesses. To accept someone as a
person first is not only more respectful, but honors many
other parts to them outside of their diagnosis. This is called
using “person first” language.

“Schizophrenic”
“Psychotic”
“Disturbed”
“Crazy”

“Person living with
schizophrenia”
“Person experiencing
psychosis, disorientation or
hallucination”

We would never call someone “a cancer-ic” or “heart
diseased.” People with mental health issues are unfairly
labeled by their medical condition. People are people, not
their illnesses. This is another example of “person first”
language.
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“Normal behavior” “Usual behavior”
“Typical behavior”

There is no clear definition of what “normal” is. It can cause
others to feel defensive if their experience is classified as not
fitting into the category of “normal.” Using “usual” or
“typical” is less critical.

“Substance abuse” “Substance use disorder” Those who struggle with the misuse of drugs or alcohol
aren’t simply choosing to “abuse” a substance. There are
often neurobiological factors and emotional health issues
which lead to this behavior. Calling this a substance use
disorder accepts these other factors. It removes some of the
blame that comes with the term “substance abuse.”

“Committed suicide” “Died by suicide”
“Lost by suicide”

When someone believes that ending their life is truly the best
decision, they are likely not seeing reality around them
clearly. This is a symptom of some mental illnesses. To say
someone “committed” suicide suggests clear-sighted choice
or blame. We would never blame someone for dying
from cancer. So, we should use language that avoids blame
if someone’s mental health issues caused them to die by
suicide.

Don’t use words like Crazy,
Psychotic, bipolar to describe
situations

Use words like “this does not
make sense” or “this is a bad
situation”

When someone describes an event or situation using mental health terms,
it suggests that those experiencing these symptoms are terrible or bad.  It
is a biological situation that a person living with a mental health illness has,
it is not a choice; it is like someone with diabetes or asthma. If someone
shares they have a mental health illness, they are not crazy.

“You don’t look like you are
mentally ill”

Mental illness does not look like something.  Just like diabetes and cancer
don’t look like something until it is extremely serious.
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