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1 in 4 Americans are impacted by mental illness yet
too many will go undiagnosed and without treatment.
But is it any surprise?
Mental illness is the most stigmatized issue in our society, leading
millions of Americans to suffer in silence.
Working with NAMI NY Metro, a leader in the mental health community,
we believed it was time to start a new conversation.
Unlike prior mental illness advocacy campaigns that tried to normalize
the illness or persuade sufferers to speak up, as though they wouldn’t be
judged. For a new conversation to take place, we realized that first people
needed to promise: I will listen.
#IWILLLISTEN became an actionable way for people to advocate support
for those they care about, where it matters most: their social channels.
We turned the biggest social network into the largest support network.
In its first week our campaign generated 350 media articles and
thousands of pledges to listen, all with no paid media support.
Major corporations initiated a mental health in the work place summit;
college campuses adopted the campaign, and Pennsylvania made 3rd
June #IWILLLISTEN day.
Three little words have ignited a new conversation in culture:
creating an eco-system of listening, support and change.

AN ADVOCATE FOR MENTAL HEALTH
NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness) NYC Metro has served the
community for 35 years – providing support, education and advocacy to
those affected by mental illness. Through their peer-to-peer programs
they have helped transform lives: bringing people in from the dark,
supporting individuals who are afflicted and those closest to them.

UP AGAINST ONE OF THE LAST TABOOS
But too often their job isn’t just dealing with illness, but the fall-out
caused by the stigma and inherent prejudice around the issue.
Mental illness is one of the last taboos in our society. Too many go
undiagnosed and without treatment for fear of prejudice and
discrimination - the results of which have led to personal and national
tragedy , such as the shootings at the school in Newton, Connecticut
or the suicide of country singer, Mindy McCready.

IMAGINING A FUTURE WHERE NAMI CAN TREAT FOR
THE ILLNESS, NOT PREJUDICE
NAMI NYC Metro was determined to help create a future where they were
able to support those who suffer because of the illness, not because of
stigma. Where people could speak up and allow them to prevent further
tragedy.
Our brief was to initiate a new conversation focused on mental health,
not illness – that could start to tackle the prejudice towards mental
illness, inherent in our society and provide hope to those suffering in
silence.

WE NEEDED TO SOCIALIZE A NEW CONVERSATION
ON MENTAL HEALTH
With no paid media support we needed to:
-

Create a rallying point for the mental health community to join behind,
and asserting NAMI NY Metro as a leader in this space.

-

Engage new communities - providing a simple, tangible way for them
to advocate for mental health.

- Ignite a new conversation around the issue – fostering open dialogue
in new forums such that people could seek help and support without
judgment.

THE TRUTH IS MENTAL ILLNESS IS SOMETHING THAT
TOUCHES ALL OF US IN SOME FORM OR ANOTHER
Mental illnesses are on a sliding scale and pervasive.
It’s approximated that one in four adults—approximately 57.7 million
Americans— experience a mental health disorder in a given year,
Mental illness affects everyone, yet it is still seen to be the most
stigmatized issue in our society according to proprietary quantitative
research we conducted.
“HAS A LOT/SOME STIGMA IN TODAY’S SOCIETY”
US rep"

NY state rep"

Mental Illness (any kind)

92%
88%

Obesity

89%
90%
81%
80%

Homosexuality/Bi-Sexuality

80%
86%

Alcoholism

75%
76%

Sexually-Transmitted Disease (STD)

68%
71%

Gambling Problem
Cancer (any kind)
Diabetes
Heart Disease
Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disorder (COPD)
High Blood Pressure

32%

39%

22%
16%
15%
13%

43%

34%
31%
26%

SOURCE: Agency proprietary quantitative study (Feb 2013)

IF MENTAL ILLNESS AFFECTS ALL OF US WHY DOES
THE STIGMA EXIST?
In our study we uncovered telling contradictions in people’s beliefs
about mental illness feeding stigma:

- PEOPLE WOULD RATHER HAVE CHRONIC ILLNESSES:
While most people believed mental illness was “treatable” we found
they’d rather be deaf, or have diabetes – life-long conditions – than be
diagnosed with a mental illness.

77% Have Diabetes
77% Be Obese

vs. Have a Mental Illness

53% Be Deaf

- WE ENCOURAGE OTHERS TO KEEP QUIET ABOUT ILLNESS:
Only 13% of people said that they would advise a friend to let co-workers
know that they have a mental illness, even though most people agreed
that sufferers need active support of those around them.

SOURCE: Agency proprietary quantitative study (Feb 2013)

- WE CHOSE TO USE HURTFUL WORDS WHEN TALKING
ABOUT THE ILLNESS:
Although a quarter of people were personally connected via family or
friends to mental illness they still used words like: psycho, crazy, nuts,
loony, dysfunctional… in conjunction with “mental illness”.
PHRASES USED TO DESCRIBE MENTAL ILLNESSES
(TOP TWO BOX ON A 4-POINT SCALE)

US rep

NY state rep

87%

Psycho

89%
78%

Crazy

79%

76%

Mentally Ill

81%

Nuts

71%

Looney

70%

75%

70%

66%

Dysfunctional

59%

Sick

59%

64%
64%

Chemically Imbalanced

67%

63%

Batty

61%

Personality Disorder

62%
60%

Weirdo

53%

Senile

53%

57%

47%

Strange

43%

45%

Off
High Strung
Eccentric

74%

36%

39%

24%

37%

30%

36%

Different

28%

Genius

27%

34%

SOURCE: Agency proprietary quantitative study (Feb 2013)

- WE’RE AFRAID OF MENTAL ILLNESS:
41% of people believed that individuals with a mental illness posed
a threat to society although statistically they are more likely to be victims.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS MENTAL ILLNESS
(AGREE STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT)
US rep

NY state rep

79%

It seems like mental illnesses are
on the rise in our country

Though I don’t like to admit it,
people with mental illnesses
frighten me a bit

People with a mental illness pose
a threat to society

69%

49%
45%

41%
36%

Is it any surprise that people choose not to seek help?

SOURCE: Agency proprietary quantitative study (Feb 2013)

TAKING A NEW APPROACH
TO TACKLE STIGMA

As we assessed the landscape and prior anti-stigma campaigns around
mental illness, globally, we found that most had sought to normalize the
illness or asked people to speak-up:
‘See Me’, Scotland, UK:

‘Let’s Talk’, Bell Communications, Canada:

‘Like Minds, Like Mine’, New Zealand:

Based on our research we didn’t believe we could overcome prejudice in
the US by simply revealing the shocking statistics, and the contradictions
in people’s beliefs. Nor could we pretend that people who were living with
schizophrenia, bi-polar or other serious illnesses were coping just fine;
it wasn’t fair to promise that if someone spoke up they wouldn’t be judged.
One of NAMI NY Metro’s workers best summed-up the challenge:
“We’re not here to talk to the one in four, or the three in four; we need to
speak for the four in four”
We needed to develop a strategy that was inclusive of all those who
suffered (across the full spectrum: from depression to schizophrenia),
and those who were ignorant about the issue (yet statistically would
encounter mental illness at some point in their lives through friends,
family or even themselves).

INITIATING A NEW CONVERSATION, AND APPROACH TO ANTISTIGMA COMMUNICATIONS
The enemy wasn’t the illness or the prejudice itself but the persistent
silence around the issue that had fed stigma. We believed we needed
to break the silence by creating the right conditions for dialogue to take
place.

A NEW CONVERSATION STARTS WITH A WILLINGNESS TO LISTEN
If people were to speak up, and to learn about mental illness – first, we
believed, we needed to create a climate of listening.
All it took was three little words:

I WILL LISTEN

Socializing a new conversation advocating for mental health we launched
our campaign via social media – turning the largest social networks into
the biggest support network.
We launched in October 2013 with personal narratives from members
within the NAMI community – stories of loss, support and ultimately
personal pledges to listen: three words that could change lives.

Via a custom-built Facebook page we aggregated tweets, videos and
posts, all carrying the #IWILLLISTEN hash-tag on a scrolling, responsive
wall. It became a living, breathing manifestation of people’s public
advocacy and support.

On the page people could see which of their Facebook friends had
promised to listen and message them directly.

A NEW CONVERSATION BUILT
ON THREE LITTLE WORDS

In its first week #IWILLLISTEN, via organic engagement, trended
nationally on Twitter above Miley Cyrus and the government
shutdown.

With no paid media support we ignited a public conversation about
mental health with an overwhelming show of support.
There were 350 media articles, generating 3 million impressions
and thousands of pledges to listen.
NAMI’s Facebook page saw a 3000% increase in “likes”.

SOURCE: Twitter

Celebrities: Mariel Hemmingway and Jessica Hunt, the Model
Tee Project, and the Sandy Hook promise, made videos pledging
their support.

The CBS Network picked up the videos created by us with NAMI
NYC Metro supporters, and aired them on local and national
stations, driving awareness.

ACTIVATING NEW COMMUNITIES AROUND THE ISSUE
Leading corporations saw the campaign as an opportunity to actively
promote mental health in their own communities:
Deutsche Bank, Price Waterhouse Coopers and American Express
all held #IWILLLISTEN days in their offices – generating hundreds of
videos of support from their employees.

Coming from the campaign they became foundational members of a new,
mental health in the workplace summit to help promote the issue and
a culture of listening.

GRASS-ROOTS PARTICIPATION
The campaign engaged hundreds of young people on campuses across
the USA, who’d previously had no contact with NAMI or the issue.
The University of Florida, Emory, Nebraska Lincoln, St Lawrence
University, Penn State and John Jay College all reached out to us to host
their own #IWILLLISTEN campaigns on campus – posting content to our
page.

LEADING THE MENTAL HEALTH COMMUNITY
The campaign rallied NAMI NYC Metro’s peers under one, unified
banner. The Department of Behavioral Health and Intellectual Disability
Services; The Scattergood Foundation; Friends Hospital, and Box of Stars
(promoting mental health through music) actively promoted
#IWILLLISTEN via their communities.
NAMI NYC Metro was awarded grants and publically endorsed by The Life
is Priceless Foundation, The Pershing Square Foundation and The Dextra
Baldwin McGonagle Foundation.

AND A NEW CULTURAL LANDMARK FOR MENTAL HEALTH
In support of the campaign the city of Philadelphia held the inaugural
#IWILLLISTEN concert in Love Park. There were an estimated two
thousand attendees, with 28 participating organizations.

Attendees at the event created videos – pledging to listen, and the city
offered free mental health screenings.
The event generated national media attention and the state of
Pennsylvania made the 3rd June, #IWILLLISTEN day.

MORE THAN A CAMPAIGN
#IWILLLISTEN was born in NYC but has spread nationally. It has become
a beacon in the mental health community - rallying organizations and
communities, from campuses to corporations.
From a topic shrouded in silence we drove real, organic participation and
public advocacy – creating awareness and empathy.
The thousands of pledges of support we have generated are living proof
that there can be a new conversation around mental illness, promoting
health. A big, important conversation that’s needed in the US, which
ironically began with three little words: I will listen.

