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Mental illness may, in general, be less of a 
taboo than it used to be in Britain, but it  
remains one in South Asian communities.  
 
Sarvjit is doing great, heartening, important 
work tackling the superstition, ignorance and 
fear that still imprisons too many people.  
 
The stories and portraits he brings to our 
attention are powerful and depict the difficult 
reality that millions still endure.  
 
The portraits are especially moving – there 
may not be a word for “depression” and other 
mental health conditions in many South Asian 
languages, but these images help to fill in the 
gaps and vacancies left by insufficient words.

Foreword

Sathnam Sanghera
author of The Boy With The Topknot
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Invisible: how you see me is a photographic representation of individuals 
on a continual journey through the challenges of living with a mental 
health condition. Mental health is a taboo subject within the South 
Asian culture and is rarely talked about, largely making it an Invisible 
problem. Some of the contributing factors affecting this include a lack 
of awareness and education. This is part due to our parents belonging 
to the diaspora of first generation immigrants, bringing with them the 
thoughts and practices of a different generation. 

In the U.K. we live in a society that is generally not affected by the 
same factors as those in South Asian countries. We have access to 
some of the best professional services and growing support groups and 
organisations. However we have still been affected by the same historical 
attitude towards mental health within our own communities. 

By using medium of photography and personal accounts I have explored 
and highlighted the issue of mental health with an aim to educate and 
change these perceptions, giving a voice to sufferers to champion their 
own personal stories. As you read the participant’s words you will see 
that real change is taking place, going forward things can only improve. 
In the words of a participant  “The invisible is becoming visible…” 

Prof Dinesh Bhugra, an expert in mental health at King’s College London, 
says the South Asian population has “a bigger notion of shame” than 
others in the UK. Many also fear admitting mental illness will prevent 
them from getting married - a particular concern among a society in 
which arranged marriages play an important role. He says he has found 
many in the community do not consider it a medical issue, but instead 
put mental illness down to other factors “such as a superstitious belief 
that there is something they did in their previous life and they’re  
being punished”. 

Part of the problem, he believes, is language. “There is no word for 
depression in South Asian languages,” he says. “The identified causes are 
usually [put down to] ‘life’s ups and downs’. ”So, people say ‘what has it 
got to do with a doctor?’” The language barrier can also be an obstacle to 
diagnosis. “I remember seeing someone who the clinical team had seen 
several times,” he added. “The husband said his wife was mad but the 
clinical team said she was fine.  

Introduction
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I spoke to her in Punjabi and within seconds her thought disorder 
[irrational thinking] was apparent.  “The clinical team had spoken to  
her in English.” 

The issue was studied in 2010 by Time to Change, a national campaign 
aimed at ending stigma and discrimination surrounding mental health. It 
found South Asians with mental health issues had a distinct experience 
compared to members of other communities. 

The report said mental health was rarely discussed because of the 
risk it posed to a family’s reputation and status. Black magic, the will of 
God or bad parenting were believed to be causes of mental illness. It 
was also wrongly thought to be passed on through the genes to future 
generations and seen as an obstacle to arranged marriages as a result.
 
Source: BBC News - Why do many South Asians regard mental illness as taboo? 
(Raj Kaur Bilkhu – September 4, 2016) 

 

Artist Statement - Sarvjit Sra 

The work examines three layers in the makeup of the participants; 
person, place and possessions. I studied the individual through 
portraiture, place of safe haven and an item of ephemera that is a 
comfort to them. Portraits were captured from a slightly lower angle so 
that the viewer can “look up to” rather than to look down upon suffers of 
mental health issues. 

The combining of these three images into a final triple exposure along 
with the participants narrative creates a unique personal statement. 
This in turn gives visibility to the hidden facets we all hold, allowing the 
viewer to explore the layers within the final image. I am grateful to all the 
participants for having the courage to tell their personal story in order to 
help others faced with similar challenges. 

Trigger Warning—the following content contains reference to the 
following conditions : Anxiety, Depression, Self Harm and  Suicide.  
Please see support page for help and guidance.
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I am a student of Punjabi heritage currently living in Birmingham, 
studying my final year of Psychology; I decided to study Psychology 
after previously studying I.T for 3 years. For the past 5 years, I had 
battled depression and anxiety. For a short while I also had issues with 
substance abuse (painkillers). Since then, I have talked about my story 
through different media platforms including videos, blogs and podcasts.  

As soon as I felt depression creeping in my life, I knew it was affecting 
me, but I didn’t think or feel that I should do something about it because 
I didn’t know what it was. When an individual hasn’t gone through 
depression, it is difficult to explain what it feels like, however the word 
hollowness stands out for me. Various aspects of my life were affected 
such as concentration, seeking help, poor physical health, tiredness, 
poor diet and lack of confidence. I was especially shocked and confused 
when I started to experience suicidal tendencies. I did everything to 
reject that notion because how can someone who has everything feel so 
low consistently, but it’s much more than that. Another significant time 
when my mental health affected my life is when I was abusing painkillers, 
my personal relationships & friendships were destroyed. I would lie, 
pretending I was fine; I was just numbing my mental and physical health. 

My most recent diagnosis was from March of 2020, after my overdose 
to painkillers, I received a doctor’s note because I needed some time to 
finish my university work. I remember seeing the slip having the word 
depression on it, although I already knew I had it, I felt I was being 
bombarded and I couldn’t escape the feeling of it. After the diagnosis I 
was forcing my healing as I was sick and tired of seeing or even hearing 
that word. My rejection of having depression caused me to go deeper 
into a spiral. After the diagnosis I believed my life would be dull forever. 
However I can now accept that word openly whereas before it was  
very difficult.
  
I wouldn’t wish my condition upon my worst enemy. Whatever good is 
in your life, it’s in black and white, you might have that slight sense of 
happiness, but it fades rapidly. Memories that meant so much to me were 
so difficult to meditate upon. Although I am in good physical condition, 
walking down the road felt forever. Depression is like watching the world 
go by and it doesn’t matter what you try to do, nothing seems to work. 

Jaz INVISIBLE NO.1
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The most difficult side of depression is the suicidal thoughts and feelings, 
they are so surreal, I am not disadvantaged, I have no physical illnesses, 
but I was still suicidal. That is the scariest experience I have endured, 
which is why I wouldn’t wish it upon my worst enemy.

Going through depression has shaped my character, beliefs, and life 
goals. It has shaped my character by challenging me in various ways that 
I couldn’t have imagined. The battle of the mind is a tough one especially 
when you try various techniques to overcome it. I now know I am enough, 
and I can live my life without the restrictions I had upon myself before.  
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During depression at some stages I lost belief in my ability to achieve, my 
belief in God and my belief to live. This was my most destructive stage of 
my depression and suicidal tendencies because I had nothing to live for. 
Depression has changed my character development because now I have 
life goals. Hobbies and projects I have taken up are now achievable but 
more than that I can live in the moment. 

A memory that stands out to me is when after five years of going through 
depression and substance abuse, I remember sitting down in my room.  
It felt just like the end of the movie, when the credits role for the  
main characters. 

For me this wasn’t the end, it was the start of a new life. Everything felt 
bright and vibrant, the feeling I had was blissful. It was the opposite to 
the depressed state I had experienced, but most of all I had the feeling 
that this would be consistent. That memory is one I hold close to me, 
although it was recent to me; it showed me that depression doesn’t last 
forever. The sun was shining into my room; I sat with that feeling for two 
hours. In a sense it was a meditation, but one that wasn’t forced, the 
feeling was natural and from there my life was aligning. 

The most surprising reaction for me was the support that was finally 
there. It was my decision whether I accepted or rejected the support. 
For me this meant so much because it finally felt that my mental health 
was being taken seriously. It was surprising for me because for five years 
I kept my depression hidden. I was open about my struggles and even 
opened to my teachers at university as to why I didn’t perform the  
best sometimes. 

My university was very supportive and really ensuring my safety was 
prioritised. This helped me in a positive way because it pushed me in a 
direction of change. Although now I have a smaller circle of support, it 
all started with telling people and being honest, even though it did prove 
difficult at the start. Once the severity of the struggles an individual is 
going through is shared, the support will follow.  
  
The biggest challenge I faced was how I would come out of depression, 
it didn’t seem plausible or achievable due to certain constraints. The 
challenge included no plan, even though I was desperate. Maybe the 
desperation was the fuel to finally get out of it and not relapse. The 
challenge was bigger than any other test, event, or experience. 
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In life there are tests handed out to see if we can move on or not. 
It’s a test I retook many times as I was still experiencing depression. 
Furthermore, this was a challenge because I had to take full responsibility 
to alter my life for the good. No matter what support there is, the 
decision needs to be there to change. It was taxing on my body and mind 
because I had been in a depressed pattern for days upon end. Though I 
experienced the odd, good days, I wanted to experience frequent blissful 
days. Within this challenge I had to let go of my older self in order to 
create a new fulfilled person. 

To try and solve this challenge, I first made the intention to be happy, 
but fully mean it. I made slight changes in my life to start my growth, but 
the next step was to let go of my old self. I wrote a lot of my thoughts/
feelings or any concepts that came natural to me. 

Journaling is the term for it, but I did it naturally rather than forcing the 
outcome. I questioned what I wanted in life, in terms of goals, hobbies 
and the people in my life. During this process there were a few setbacks, 
such as impatience, the bad days and over analysis. This was necessary 
because I had the tools & techniques to move forward. I also let go of 
negative people including some family, as I am from the South Asian 
community, this can be extremely difficult to do. 

My happiness and strengthening of my character were important, 
therefore letting them go was a must. Overall consistency was key to 
alter neurons such as frequently eating, exercising, meditating and 
participating in activities I love. It seems so simple, but those habits 
supported me in solving this challenge. 
 
Family and friends have been imperative in my healing because they have 
fully accepted who I am as well as providing advice from the heart. 

They have supported me by listening and rather than seeing me as 
suffering forever, they provide problem solving abilities, so it doesn’t 
feel like I am on my own. They have supported me by joining me on my 
journey about speaking up about mental health, especially in the South 
Asian community. 

This network of people has encouraged me to keep going and it is why I 
continue to be open about mental health. Mental health doesn’t have to 
be a negative connotation, because they understand how important it is 
to live a fulfilled life, it helps me knowing they understand this. 
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They do not point any stigma or shame towards me, and I am forever 
grateful for that. There is a wide range of support services online through 
various websites such as Mind, Samaritans, YoungMinds, Calm, Shout 
and The Mix.

There has been an emergence of support services, such as Sikh 
Forgiveness, Sikh Your Mind, Sikh Youth UK and Taraki which I am highly 
grateful for. In terms of personal development, TED Talks are a great 
starter, the different videos feature a wide range of speakers talking 
about specific topics. 
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Other support services include books, podcasts, videos & blogs. Due to 
technology, there is a lot to access online for free! In certain areas, there 
are meet-ups, societies and sports to participate in, although it may 
not always be directed at mental health, I would recommend attending 
for the social aspect. It will get you out the house, whilst meeting 
like-minded people. Another significant support service is spirituality, 
technically it is more of a support than a service, but it’s a way of living 
too. This really helped me on my journey as it is the essence of what life 
is. Finally, a huge support which aided me on my journey was a YouTuber 
known as Simmy @simmys_secrets, I wouldn’t have made it this far 
without her service!

What would I say to someone that doesn’t understand my condition? So 
physically it feels as if you have come back from a long day from work or 
when you feel heavy constantly, but whatever you do that pain doesn’t 
go away. Mentally you brain feels as if you have been doing calculations 
hours on end, racing thoughts exists and sometimes no thoughts exist. 

The most beautiful person could walk past you, whilst everyone is turning 
their heads, you may not notice because the feeling of numbness. When 
it comes to being positive, any happy memory from childhood cannot 
override your present self. I wouldn’t wish depression upon my  
worst enemy. 

In relation to suicide, you may have a big house, family, friends, money, 
clean water but it’s still a struggle to accept. It is due to a much deeper 
root cause. Depression is telling someone, don’t shower, don’t eat, don’t 
socialise, don’t exercise, don’t work and expecting them to still feel good, 
that’s what it feels like having depression but a million times worse.  

I think the lack of awareness plays a role with the stigma surrounding 
mental health conditions.  Although awareness has really excelled in the 
past decade, cultural barriers can be a real struggle coming to terms  
with this. 

Another reason is due to inter-generational trauma, it is a term I have 
heard recently and could suggest why those may experience mental 
health difficulties. In relation to the culture, our ancestors arrived from 
India, worked very hard, whilst battling financial difficulties, racism and 
adjusting to the life in West. Due to those difficulties, alcohol was a way 
of dealing with the issues and unfortunately those behaviours were 
passed down. 
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There is also shame within culture; society can talk about individuals 
and certain taboo topics, even though the person is suffering. Sadly, 
talking about other people, gives something for people to do, rather 
than supporting them with compassion. It creates this unconscious 
fear within an individual that maybe they shouldn’t feel a certain way 
because shouldn’t they be grateful? It takes courage not to conform 
but sometimes that can come without the support perhaps another 
community would get. I do believe if we start opening up about these 
difficulties it would go a long way.  

It is great to see that there is more awareness and campaigns for 
mental health. I always say that the mind is what we use every day, 
but it is neglected the most. By conquering the mind, life gets easier or 
manageable. I truly believe that suicides could have been avoided or be 
avoided if that person can feel accepted and to open. I would also like to 
mention that having mental health difficulties doesn’t need to last 
forever, it does sometimes feel like an endless pit, but you can live the 
life you desire. 

An achievement for me is getting through college with depression, 
getting through university with depression, abuse to painkillers and an 
overdose. I haven’t really told myself I am proud of anything, however 
getting through family events or the day when I felt suicidal and too 
angry to even feel or think, but I still got through the day. It’s crazy even 
reflecting on it, but those moments really stick out for me.

My outlook for the future is for mental health to continue to have the 
awareness and for mental health to have the equality physical illnesses 
do. There is a lot that has happened within a few decades such as wars, 
the emergence of social media, the COVID-19 pandemic, it may seem 
there are endless bad events, but moving forward is a must. My outlook 
is to speak up about my struggles, hoping that others will do so. Perhaps 
for the future it would be important to consider that entailing a life of 
simplicity rather than bombardment could aid in achieving more fulfilment 
to life. 

This project has really inspired me because it allows my story to get 
out there and to be shared with people I may never meet, opportunities 
like these are unimaginable and I am so thankful I could participate in 
this project. People who speak up about their struggles really inspires 
me because it takes a lot of courage to do, it was something I couldn’t 
believe some people could even do. In India, farmers aren’t getting 
treated the best, they are inspiring because the farmers are being 
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rejected from some of their own (such as the politicians and Bollywood 
stars), they are fighting for equality. 

Another cohort that inspires me are former addicts or those with 
substance use disorders because they are going through unimaginable 
pain, I remember watching a TED talk about how the opposite of 
addiction is connection. Individuals don’t always get that connection, so 
stopping an addiction solo requires immense power. I really love when 
individuals or groups participate in their passions for the sake of it and 
not focusing on the fame or how rich they get. Finally, my family and 
friends inspire me to create, live, move forward and allow me to be me.
  
The invisible is becoming visible.
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Anushka INVISIBLE NO.2

I am a 19 year old university student in first year studying English 
Literature. My love of English Literature has made me a creative but 
also over-analytical person, so I enjoy psychology too. I was born and 
have always lived in Britain, but my family is from South Asia - more 
specifically, my dad is from Calcutta and my mum is from Ranchi. 

Living with anxiety has been one of the repercussions of being 
overanalytical, and a challenge to accept as part of a South Asian 
background. I realised only a few months ago when I experienced 
somatic symptoms such as nausea and insomnia. I lost my appetite 
entirely and could not sleep; I felt a pointlessness to my life, although 
I would not say I was necessarily depressed. I began to feel alone and 
would dissociate at the same time. 

I was diagnosed in November 2020 by my GP who is also a family friend. 
I was very open with him with what I experienced, and he diagnosed me 
with General Anxiety Disorder. After getting a therapist who I still see, I 
discovered I had many different forms of anxiety that I developed over 
the year. 

Living with my condition is incredibly variable. A few months ago before 
I began to seek help, I couldn’t eat or sleep. My head was crowded 
every minute of the day and before I even had a thought when I woke 
up, I would feel dread. I attached memories of anxiousness to objects, 
tv shows or music, so I avoided all of it. I would cry uncontrollably at my 
thoughts, and I would often have panic attacks where I felt as if I had 
lost control of everything. I stopped enjoying life and did none of my 
university work; I really lost myself during this time.

A couple months on, I have progressed; my appetite is fully back, and 
I have sensitised myself to tv shows and music, so I no longer have 
to avoid them. I have many coping mechanisms I learnt through my 
therapist, although I do still have my ‘bad’ days, sometimes even a bad 
week. But no longer than that. One of the best solutions for me is to talk 
about my anxieties. 

I’m beginning to understand myself and find out about the things I love 
again. I feel more like my own person. I enjoy studying again and I feel 
much more independent. I’ve learnt that asking for help, or just talking 
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is so worth it, no matter how embarrassed I may feel about it. It’s made 
me realise who I can lean on for support. I’m understanding more what 
it means to be ‘healthy’, both mentally and physically; and I’m trying to 
enrich my life. Through my therapist, I have learnt about mindfulness, 
it’s a concept that is helpful to anyone, even if they do not suffer from a 
mental illness.

Many of my panic attacks are memorable to me; I feel like a lose a sense 
of reality and my emotions as I cry heavily. My heart also races while 
I find it hard to breathe; it’s an experience you can’t fully describe to 
someone who has not experienced it. 
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The first time I went to London after such a long lockdown, I had a  
small panic attack while walking through the busy city. I had developed 
social anxiety after being on my own at home for so long; it was  
very overwhelming.

I was very surprised to how patient and supportive people were, 
including my parents. They were very calm about it and did not disregard 
my anxiety as just ‘worries.’ Any anxieties, no matter how small or big, 
my therapist also listened and helped me through them without being 
condescending or patronising which was also surprising for me.

When I discovered that I had many different types of anxiety, I thought, 
How am I going to fix all of this? The thing is, anxiety isn’t something to 
be ‘fixed’, and time heals everything. One of the hardest forms of anxiety 
for me to progress through was separation anxiety from my boyfriend. He 
became my only source of peace from my racing mind, and I felt I could 
not function as a human being without him.

When everything seemed impossible, I felt deflated, so I would simply 
talk. I found talking relieved me of a lot of stress, and week by week as I 
worked with my therapist, I felt myself progressing. Ultimately, you have 
to want to help yourself. Meditation became a source of peacefulness, 
and because of lock-down, I was forced to spend 2 months away from 
my boyfriend. The first few weeks were the hardest, and then I learnt to 
live without him, and then further found happiness and peace in 
other things. I turned my attention to university work which kept me 
engaged, and I felt like I’d accomplished something for the first time  
in months.

Because of my parents, I’ve been able to afford a really good therapist, 
and they have been patient with me. They’ve always welcomed me to 
talk which helps too. Most of my friends have suffered from mental health 
issues, so they can understand me more through experiences. 

My boyfriend has been one of the most patient people who helped me 
with my anxiety. Although he hasn’t experienced anxiety as a mental 
illness, he learns about it through my experiences, and has never 
shown frustration.

I see a therapist privately; my GP recommended going private. My dad 
found my therapist as he is a doctor himself, and his colleague suggested 
a psychologist who is also a therapist. 
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I specifically wanted a psychologist/therapist instead of a councillor 
because I wanted to learn the psychology behind anxiety at the 
same time.

To someone that doesn’t understand my condition I would first explain 
that mental health is very much a real thing; it’s just as important as 
physical health. Anxiety doesn’t just ‘go away’ - it actually gets worse the 
more you try to ignore it and is not just about ‘worrying.’ There are many 
other things that come alongside it, and it can affect your 
physical health. 

The most helpful thing is to be supportive and be really patient. I’m 
someone who cries as a response to my anxiety, and there is still 
the sense that it is embarrassing, especially within Asian culture. So 
reassuring that person it is okay to cry helps as well.

In South Asian culture, I’ve found that mental health can be disregarded. 
It’s not considered as a concept as important health. Often, the view is 
that if you are financially doing well, and physically well, you will be well 
off and successful. 

Mental illnesses can be seen as something to ‘get over.’ Just as anxiety 
can be seen as simply ‘worries’, depression can be seen as simply 
‘sadness.’ I’ve seen amongst my South Asian friends, that their parents 
have not been as accepting as mine have been. Mental illness is seen as 
embarrassing, and many choose to ignore it; it’s seen as a weakness or 
just not even a thing at all. Even in Western culture, it’s been seen as a 
weakness- it’s only now in recent years that it is being acknowledged and 
accepted more in the UK.

I could go into so much more depth about my experience with anxiety. 
From phobias I formed, to attachments with inanimate objects all 
because of anxiety. If I had the chance, I would talk about all the different 
forms of anxieties I’ve been working through.

I think I’d love to answer the question of what I’ve learnt about myself. 
It’s only through my experience of anxiety that I’ve learnt I’m a very 
analytical person. I also tend to have a million thoughts at once, it’s busy 
but it helps me to be the creative person I am. Writing creatively helps me 
express what anxiety feels like, especially to someone who does 
not understand. 
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Over lockdown, I’ve learnt that I need emotional connections with people 
to feel less alone through my anxiety. This has been a struggle because 
the only way I feel a connection with anyone is to be present with them 
or see them regularly; my love language is touch. However, I’ve also 
learnt that I can still cope with the support that I have.

I’m proud of the progress I’ve made since November. I didn’t think I’d be 
able to enjoy life for a very long time. I’m proud of being able to enjoy 



22

writing again and doing well in my university work. I’m very glad I reached 
out. I know that my anxiety won’t disappear; it’ll come and go throughout 
my life. Now that I have coping mechanisms and I’m still learning about it, 
I know that I will be able to deal with it a lot better. I know that if I do go 
to a dark place again, that I can ask for help and who to go to for it.

My dad inspires me, he has made a difference to millions of people in the 
UK as National Specialty Advisor for Diabetes; he’s worked with many 
age groups including teenagers and has in turn learned about mental 
health they can suffer with. 

Both my parents over the years have become much more open minded 
and living amongst British culture has helped that. I don’t know what 
I want to be when I’m older, but I know I want to be able to share my 
experience with others and make a difference the way my dad has.

General Anxiety Disorder

GAD is a long-term condition that causes you to feel anxious about a 
wide range of situations and issues, rather than one specific event.

Anxiety UK

“We’re here to help and can support you to find ways to control anxiety 
instead of it controlling you”
www.anxietyuk.org.uk
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Ravi INVISIBLE NO.3

I am a 27 year old British Indian who grew up in a traditional Indian 
household to traditional Indian parents who migrated to England in the 
early 90s. I had a very good childhood and never experienced hardships 
and even if there was my parents never let me or my sisters get affected 
by this, they always made sure we were well looked after, especially  
my mum.

My mental health was affected mainly in my latter stages of secondary 
school as I was faced with multiple challenges that I never really knew 
how to deal with. As a result I was sent into life at university where my 
mental health would be up and down but never really knowing what I was 
actually going through or how to deal with it. It was only after university 
when I went to work at a bank that I started to talk about it, including to 
my mum sisters and friends, this also included seeking medical advice.

When I worked at the bank I was offered a mental health support service 
through BUPA, I then went to a psychiatrist who spoke to me for five 
sessions. He was very helpful in understanding what I was going through 
and armed me with certain tools I could use in my everyday day to day 
life to overcome any anxiety or depression that I used to feel. After the 
sessions I took away this knowledge and did my own extensive research 
which led me to meditate and understand my own body and brain a 
lot more. I started watching and reading a lot of Dr Joe Dispenza and 
researching monks such as Dandapani to really find myself.

I feel in this modern age with access to the internet there are a lot of 
educatory tools at our disposal where we can bring about a change in 
ourselves. However, I understand even getting to this point can seem like 
a mountain to climb but with the right help we can definitely achieve this 
and bring about positivity in our life.

After going to the psychiatrist, my mum also took me to my GP, who then 
prescribed me with antidepressants which I stopped using on my own 
accord after around 2 months as I felt the side effects were doing me 
more harm than good. That’s when I started prescribing myself through 
meditation, positive affirmations and mainly concentrating on my music 
which was the biggest escape that has helped me to get to a better 
place in life.
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Living with mental health affects all aspects of your life, personally for 
me it’s affected how I nurture and sustain certain relationships. It also 
knocked my confidence levels; I always used to think negatively about 
every situation. 

The condition itself has made me see the world differently; I always 
put myself in other people’s shoes when they are looking for help in the 
assumption that they might be going through similar issues so to try and 
make someone’s day a little less stressful when dealing with these issues 
can make a huge difference. 
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People always thought I was never dealing with mental health problems 
as I always kept a smile on my face and got on with it but inside was a 
different story. I never used to show it however hard it got as I never 
wanted to show weakness or any type of vulnerability but I have learnt 
we are only human and sometimes we have to put pride and any sense of 
feeling aside to really dig deep in to our minds to make ourselves a  
better person. 

I’ve always found it difficult to talk to people about my mental health 
but once I did it really alleviated the pressure I felt. I always felt people 
wouldn’t understand what I was going through especially my family as 
coming from a South Indian background these type of issues are still not 
spoken about openly. Once I did tell my family they were really helpful 
and it really hurt my mum knowing that I was going through this alone 
and she was really supportive.

Before I started talking about my issues, I had friends coming out who 
were a lot braver than me to talk about their mental health issues so 
this really put me at ease and empowered me to speak about my issues 
which I had been keeping inside of me for so long. Once I was able to 
talk about my issues I felt a massive release of negative energy and this 
allowed me to live my life and concentrate more on my music.

After leaving the bank in 2019 due to the mental health strains I took 
time to focus on myself and concentrate on producing music which was 
ultimately one of the main factors that helped me through the dark spots 
in my life. With the help of god, my girlfriend, family, friends and the 
music I was able to overcome my mental health issues. I still experience 
certain issues such as anxiety, but now knowing what I do and having 
additional knowledge I am able to control my mind and not allow me to go 
and fall into the dark place that I was falling into at the peak of my mental  
health issues.

I find that with most things we take ample amounts of time out to learn 
and understand how things work, for example when we buy a new phone 
or appliance we spend ample amount of time studying the manuals and 
just spending time to really understand the product. 

However, I feel with our bodies we neglect it too much and that leads to 
mental health issues. I understand that there are forces outside of our 
control that can affect our mental health, but just to be mentally stronger 
we all should take time learning about ourselves and making ourselves 
better than we were yesterday.
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I have since been able to not only nurture personal relationships but 
also professional relationships with other artists. I am communicating 
and networking more whereas I wasn’t doing this before due to low self 
esteem and confidence levels. 

I am very proud I was able to get myself to this position with the help I 
have received and been able to now release music, I can only see my 
professional career within the music industry elevating from here.
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Praveen INVISIBLE NO.4

I am a Punjabi woman from the West Midlands area. I have always been 
very different as a child, but no one thought anything of it. I was just 
being me, a very hyperactive kid who loved talking and never shut up. I 
was always very active too, wanting to do everything possible in life in 
one day, and somehow I did manage to do it most of the time. 

Looking back, this was my early indication of having bipolar, which never 
got picked up by anyone until I was 30 years old. I am sharing my story 
here as it fits in with my mission to raise awareness about mental health 
within the Punjabi community

After I was diagnosed my main challenge was actually accepting it. I was 
diagnosed four years ago and I couldn’t accept nor understand it. It also 
didn’t help to be told not to tell anyone about it, as if it was something 
to be ashamed of. I did tell some people, especially anyone who was a 
medical professional as I thought they would understand me better and 
not judge me. I also told only a few close friends about it. Most of my 
friends never knew about it, and none of my family knew except my mum, 
dad and brother.

Once I received my diagnosis I was told to take medication which made 
me sleep for 14 hours a day. Previously I was sleeping 3-4 hours daily for 
a few weeks, but my normal sleep pattern is 6 hours per day. I was also 
told to be off work for 3-4 months, and I didn’t really understand why 
this was the case. Over this period of time, I went back to my usual sleep 
pattern of 6 hours and my energy levels calmed down too.

Looking back, I realised the support was all there for me. That said, as 
I wasn’t accepting of my diagnosis, I blocked it all out. I didn’t ask any 
questions, just acted as if everything was normal, but it actually wasn’t 
normal. Things weren’t normal as I couldn’t understand what was going 
on and I didn’t want to tell anyone about it either. Now that I have finally 
accepted my diagnosis, it makes sense to me that I have been bipolar my 
whole life. 

Through doing a lot of personal development I have managed to become 
more aware of who I am, and really understanding myself better, why I do 
things the way I do.
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I believe we are energy, and bipolar to me means having naturally high 
energy which is directed either really high when elated/manic, or really 
low when depressed/suicidal. I have been in all of these states in my life, 
fluctuating between them, but I am happy to say I am more on the elated 
side these days. I don’t see bipolar as an illness. I see bipolar as a term 
used to recognise and understand certain behaviours and energy levels 
we have. 

With awareness of this and having the tools and support in place, one 
can live a successful life. I believe it doesn’t happen overnight, it’s 
something that you build up to over time.
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I find doing things that keep my mindset right helps me. This includes 
regular exercise, meditation, practicing gratitude, affirmations and 
visualisation exercises daily. Through this, I control what my mind thinks, 
rather than letting my mind control what I think.

In the Punjabi community, I am aware of at least a handful of people 
with mental health conditions, but they have all been looked down on, 
ignored and nobody talks about the condition. It is important to talk and 
accept what has happened. I understand this is hard, as it took me four 
years to accept my diagnosis. It only happened because of the various 
lockdowns, where I was forced to stay at home and do something else 
rather than going out and doing an activity, as I always did before.

I believe accepting, embracing and talking about my condition openly 
was the first step. Supporting and being sensitive to those who require 
help is the next step, as we all have different needs. Thank you for 
reading my story. If this story inspires you, please feel free to share this 
story to inspire someone else.

Bipolar

Bipolar disorder, formerly called manic depression, is a mental health 
condition that causes extreme mood swings that include emotional 
highs (mania or hypomania) and lows (depression). When you become 
depressed, you may feel sad or hopeless and lose interest or pleasure in 
most activities. 

Bipolar UK

A charity helping people living with manic depression or bipolar disorder.
www.bipolaruk.org.uk
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Arun INVISIBLE NO.5

My name is Arun, I’m a Wolverhampton born and bred creative that 
uses the medium of the arts to tell my lived experience with mental 
health wellbeing. Using poetry and visuals, my life goal is to break down 
stigmas, open up conversations around mental health and bring further 
unity to others. Within my own lived experiences, I’ve found that being 
able to express myself in the arts has helped me to cope and understand 
life a little better.

When I graduated around the age of 21, I had a full on mental breakdown. 
I had been bullied during my secondary school years which played a 
huge part in me growing up. Further ahead of time, I found myself feeling 
very low in my confidence and always battling to believe if I was even 
important enough.

Suffering with depression took a chunk of my life after graduation that I’m 
still trying to gain back. Living with it, it took me to places I could never 
imagine. It took me to places I would never wish upon anyone. I am very 
much grateful I was able to find a way out through the combination of the 
arts and loved ones.

Living with depression has made me into a much more empathetic and 
understanding person. I’ve also learnt to be gentler with others and 
self, giving situations the room they need to breathe and heal. When I 
was bullied, it stood out as I couldn’t recognise that I was slowly drifting 
towards ignorance of my own wellbeing.

Many people were shocked to hear at that time that I was suffering. 
I’ve generally always been a person that tries to please others, keeping 
others happy and put others before myself. Many were shocked that 
I was deeply depressed and not wanting to be here anymore, despite 
being lively and always talkative. The biggest challenge from all this 
was getting me onto a path of freedom. Onto a path of acceptance and 
understanding that it’s okay to sometimes not feel okay, I was on my way 
to overcoming one of the biggest challenges in my life.

I have had many beautiful and incredible people in my life that have 
supported me though my battles, without them, I don’t think I’d even be 
writing this. Just by listening and giving me the freedom to be me, that’s 
all I ever wanted.
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To anyone who doesn’t or hasn’t suffered with mental health illnesses, 
please be as considerate and patient as possible. It isn’t something like 
switching on and off, but through time and support, we can build a  
better tomorrow.

Stigmas are attached because they are in a feared and unknown zone. 
Currently, we all play a role to normalise these conversations.

One of my biggest achievements is being here today to tell my story and 
create my visuals. The future will be a better place for us because we 
want to help build each other. Never stop being you along the way and 
make the time that is needed for you.

Depression

A mental condition characterized by feelings of severe despondency 
and dejection, typically also with feelings of inadequacy and guilt, often 
accompanied by lack of energy and disturbance of appetite and sleep. 

Mind

“We provide advice and support to empower anyone experiencing 
a mental health problem. We campaign to improve services, raise 
awareness and pro-mote understanding. “

www.mind.org.uk
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Swetha INVISIBLE NO.6

Hi My name is Swetha, and I am 21 years old. Whilst my parents are from 
Kerala, India, I was born and bred here in the U.K, along with my older 
brother. I currently live in Norwich, Norfolk and have for the past 15 
years, I love Norfolk - the countryside is beautiful and the city, Norwich, 
is so friendly (and incredibly dog friendly which I appreciate). 

I am a student at Nottingham Trent University, studying Psychology and 
Criminology, although I couldn’t tell you what I want to do with my life at 
the moment! Just taking it one day at a time! I am incredibly passionate 
about mental health, politics, feminism and various social issues.

I have an interesting relationship with my parents; my father is essentially 
my best friend and the best person I know. My mother and I have a 
very rocky relationship which is a source of great pain and stress to me, 
and a huge contributor to my mental health conditions. But despite the 
hurt it causes, it has also made me who I am today. I often wish I could 
have learnt those lessons in an easier way. I have an older brother who 
is probably the most academically intelligent person I know, one of the 
many ways we are incredibly different, and also probably the person I 
compared myself to the most growing up owing to his intelligence that 
was valued so highly by our mother.

Mental health was affecting my life I think around the age of 17. I was in 
sixth form at my school, and the pressure of A Levels as well as my home 
life just led me to have somewhat of a nervous breakdown. My school, 
being a private school, appeared to prioritise grades over pupil wellbeing, 
and I constantly felt like I was not performing well enough as well as 
feeling like I was doomed to fail already. It reached a point where I would 
be too anxious to go to lessons, burst into tears mid lesson, have panic 
attacks at any given moment, and in my final year I even considered 
dropping out. 

My sleep became awful, I woke up constantly throughout the night, and 
my appetite all but vanished, and I could go days without eating anything 
substantial. I fell into the habit of self harming, and considered suicide 
almost daily. Feeling like this forced me to be open and honest with my 
family which felt impossible at the time, but ended up being  
quite rewarding.
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I was diagnosed with anxiety disorder, and subsequently depression 
at 17. It felt validating to know that it wasn’t just in my head, that this 
wasn’t my personality or a display of weakness on my part. Having a 
professional opinion (my GP) also made it easier to approach my parents 
with the news. 

It feels debilitating some days, at the beginning I found it borderline 
impossible to leave the bed. My heart rate would be too fast, and my 
breathing too shallow and it often ended in me being sick and feeling 
nauseous. I couldn’t sleep, so I was exhausted and irritable. I felt like I 
lost purpose, lost my sense of self- as if I didn’t exist outside of this black 
cloud of low mood. 
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It puts a strain on my relationships, I drifted from friends when I stopped 
turning up to social events, stopped hanging out, I even occasionally 
snapped at them. 

My dad struggled with it at first, he was so distressed to see me suffer in 
that way, he felt helpless, which in turn made me feel worse. And it’s hard 
to say how it affected my relationship with my mother, she’s never been 
very good at communicating and we have never really been close. 
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It’s been a few years living like this now, a couple therapists ,many 
counselling sessions and a 100mg Sertraline prescription later, I find 
living with it easier, I’ve learnt and adapted. It’s still tough, particularly in 
lockdown, but I think I have more good days than bad. I think time really 
was the biggest healer for me, I had to find the answers myself, had 
to learn to be brutally honest with myself and change the way I think. I 
realised that a large part of my issues stemmed from dysfunctional family 
dynamics. Culture plays such a huge role in this, in my opinion, there 
are less progressive ideals that are so prevalent in India that my parents 
brought back with them. Mental health is almost never spoken about in 
India, and as a daughter in an Indian household I also feel the effects of 
the patriarchy and the consequences of that.

It is genuinely difficult to encapsulate how having these struggles has 
shaped me, it has changed practically every aspect of me. I think in a few 
years, I will be grateful I went through this. People say ‘you grow through 
what you go through’ and I didn’t understand that before, but I think I do 
now. I have changed so much since I was 17; I am more resilient, more 
empathetic, more understanding. Having these struggles has gifted me 
an insight that allows me to help others going through a similar thing, be 
more patient and understanding towards everyone I come across in life. I 
have had a lot of time for self reflection; I have gained a new appreciation 
and love for myself. 

After years of being criticised for how I look and my character, I am 
learning to change that internal narrative. I am allowing myself to be kind 
to myself, to accept that I am a good person who is deserving of love, 
and equally to accept that I am flawed, and that’s okay too! This change 
is monumental to me, it’s something that previously I didn’t even realise 
was a problem. I thought that internal dialogue that I was undeserving 
and worthless was normal, that it was just a reflection of what I 
deserved. Realising that isn’t true has been such a breakthrough. Being 
kind to myself allows me to be kind to others as well!

I remember my dad crying (which he never ever does) and telling me he 
felt helpless because he couldn’t help me. It’s something that I still feel 
guilty about (I know I shouldn’t) because it just showed the impact this 
had not only on my life but on my loved ones too.

Both my parents are doctors, but their reactions were so different. My 
dad was unequivocally supportive, he taught and helped me so much 
throughout and is one of the main reasons I am still alive today. In turn, 
this experience helped him open up to me about his own struggles, and it 
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brought us even closer. I don’t recall my mother much to be honest, but I 
distinctly remember when she told me that my self harm scars/cuts were 
ugly. Navigating my relationship with my mother as I grew and realising 
how much she had hurt me was my biggest challenge.

My dad has been my rock throughout, he is one of the best people 
I know and I will always be grateful for him. I have two best friends I 
have known for 8 years who have always provided unwavering love, 
even at my lowest. A lot of my extended family doesn’t see my mother 
the way I do and so didn’t understand where I was coming from, they 
are all South Asian so mental health, even just being open, honest and 
vulnerable, were foreign concepts. I have however become a lot closer to 
an auntie of mine, she believes me and listens whenever I talk about my 
relationship with my mother and offers a listening ear and love whenever 
I need it. 

We weren’t super close before, but now we have become much closer 
- I almost see her as a mother figure in my life now. A cousin of mine, 
who struggles with mental health conditions, has started to open 
conversations around the topic within our extended family. I am really 
inspired by her and what she does. Being honest and vulnerable is such a 
sign of strength and bravery.

I have had CBT, group therapy and counselling, all of which were useful. 
I rang Samaritans a lot in my first year of university, and one particular 
call always sticks out to me. It was with Mike - he listened so attentively 
and was just so lovely and kind I think he probably saved my life that 
night. I think about Mike a lot, I owe him so much and I hope he’s well. 
Samaritans are amazing!

I think mental illness is something that is so hard to understand 
unless you have experienced it. A lot of people are so committed to 
misunderstanding or ignorance that half the time it’s not worth trying 
to explain to them how significant it is. If I had to I would compare 
depression to an extremely heavy dark bubble over your head, it is a 
physical weight, it slows you down, it limits you, and it makes everything 
dark. It is so difficult to describe the nuances and impacts of mental 
illness, and everyone experiences it so differently.

Within South Asian culture, in my experience, academic performance and 
reputation are everything, more than wellbeing. People care so much 
about what others think of them, or how their family is perceived. It 
limits people so much, they can’t express themselves how they want to, 
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their grades become what defines them, it’s sad really. There is so much 
potential within everyone, society’s expectations of what an upstanding 
and successful member is stunts the ability for people to live their lives 
authentically and on their terms.

The capitalist society in which we live also adds to this, the culture of 
toxic productivity is not conducive to a happy, healthy society. Mental 
health conditions impact productivity, and this shouldn’t be a punishable 
offence but in these times it is seen as a bad thing. I think that owing 
to the subjective nature of mental illness, how it manifests differently in 
everyone, it is somewhat difficult to define. People don’t like things they 
can’t define, as if it undermines the existence of the thing itself. 

There is so much that could be said about mental health as a whole, not 
just within the South Asian community. But the conversation within the 
South Asian community has to be started, and explorations of deeper 
topics such as the patriarchal standards which (maybe unknowingly) 
are upheld within families. I am so grateful you are willing to start this 
conversation with your work.

I’m so proud of getting my A-Levels and surviving. Honestly, I am really 
proud of the person I am today! I’m not sure about my outlook for the 
future, times are so uncertain. I want to do good, help as many people as 
possible. We’ll see where life takes me; I am pretty open to anything at 
the moment. My dad inspires me 100%. If I grow up to be even half the 
person he is then that would be a huge achievement. I’m also inspired by 
anyone who faces life every day even when it feels impossible.

Mental health, defined by the World Health Organization, is

“a state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own 
abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively 
and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her community”
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Amrit INVISIBLE NO.7

My name is Amrit, I’m a 19 year old first year Mechanical Engineering 
student from Coventry. I live with my parents, granddad and younger 
brother. I have two guinea pigs: Bourbon and Gingernut; and 2 cats: 
Charley and Leya.

I was a “normal” and healthy little girl – loved school, loved reading, and 
was a happy go lucky giggly child. It was after my 8th birthday that 
things started to change for me. My parents noticed that I was becoming 
withdrawn at times, that I was more tired than usual, was gaining weight, 
and would get weepy at the smallest thing. 

They put it down to a busy family life and ‘growing up’ at first, but weeks 
slowly became months, and I was not improving. A GP appointment and 
a referral for an endocrinology review in the paediatric department saw 
me diagnosed as having hypothyroidism. I was put on medication and it 
was after this that I started to experience panic attacks and palpitations. 
As my consultant at the time wouldn’t accept the correlation between 
anxiety and hypothyroidism, my medication was steadily increased: 
worsening these symptoms and (I feel that) this further exacerbated 
tiredness and a lack of energy.

Over the years, symptoms developed and varied: I struggled to be in 
public places and although I didn’t realise its name at the time I often 
experienced derealisation when speaking to others. The stress of 
everything eventually manifested into nausea and eczema and, most 
recently, bladder weakness too. Between the ages of 13 and 18, I spoke 
to the pastoral team at school, my GP, CAMHS, private psychiatrists, 
private counsellors, EFT practitioners, endocrinologists and more: all to 
try and find answers. 

These appointments came with blood tests, ECGs, an MRI brain scan, 
ultrasounds and a biopsy. As a young child, my time was taken up by 
these appointments and by my health instead of spending time with 
friends and going out with my family. I could only see how many things 
were going wrong and there were many times where I thought “what’s 
the point?”. I’ve had several relapses of self harm and, although I know 
now that this is a coping mechanism, I truly feel that if I didn’t feel guilty 
for how it was making my family feel I would still be doing it.
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While every specialist was trying to fix the individual problem that they 
had been “assigned” with, no one was looking at me as a whole. I was 
bored of repeating my symptoms and my experiences over and over 
to various professionals if all they seemed to do was either guide me 
towards a tablet to take to mask the problem or refer me to  
someone else. 

The most hard-hitting appointment was with a psychiatrist just before I 
sat my GCSES: so aged 16. I’d had to try a range of anti-depressants and 
mood stabilizers as my hypersensitivity meant that the side effects were 
unbearable. I was told that although she was “usually like a dog with a 
bone” with complex patients, I was “an odd case”. This was disheartening 
as someone who was already feeling lost and alone. I lost faith in the 
system. I thought that no one would ever be able to help me.

I am currently diagnosed with hypothyroidism, PCOS (both of which 
cause hormone imbalances), generalised anxiety disorder, social anxiety 
and depression. I also have undiagnosed agoraphobia which has been 
worsened due to the pandemic and lockdown, although it initially felt like 
a blessing because I no longer had to see anyone or leave the house. 

Although these diagnoses were the supposed answers I had been 
looking for in my years of searching, they didn’t give me the satisfaction 
I had expected. Now, at 19 years of age, I’m still looking for ways forward 
and my symptoms continue to be debilitating.

My mental health controls me. It controls what I can eat, when I can leave 
the house, who I can speak to, how I feel about myself and how much I 
can concentrate. Some days, it can take me a few hours just to open my 
eyes and “wake up” properly. As an amalgamation of my illnesses, I can 
be left feeling very fatigued and devoid of energy: this means that I have 
days where I physically can’t speak even to the people in my household.

My mental state has even controlled my university choice: while I was 
initially excited to look at universities in Leeds, Cardiff, Bath and Bristol, 
eventually they all seemed too far away. I am now at Coventry University, 
which means that I can still live at home as the campus is only 10  
minutes away. 

While I know that it’s a good university, there is a level of regret to 
some degree that I can’t move away like all my friends and fully enjoy 
the university life. Personally, I feel lucky that my first year at university 
coincided with lockdown, because I worry about how I will be able to 
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make it onto campus with the way that I feel: just leaving the house is 
extremely difficult for me. While the stigma of mental health is being 
spoken about more and more, many people still don’t realise the 
implications on physical health that a mental illness can have. 

Without my journey, I wouldn’t have Happea Minds: a small business 
I started last year to help raise awareness on mental illness and the 
physical symptoms associated with it. It has truly been the biggest 
possible positive I could ever have hoped to take from all that has 
happened so far. 



54



55

While my mental health is far from perfect, I hope that sharing my story 
will help to educate people on the realities and struggles of someone 
who’s living with anxiety and depression. What started out as an 
Instagram page is now also a website (www.happeaminds.co.uk) and 
an Etsy shop. I’m really hoping to eventually have lots of resources for 
others, both those experiencing difficulties and those supporting others, 
to access.

My parents have been my greatest beacons of hope. Because they have 
had their own experiences and dealings with mental health, it was also 
easy for me to speak up to them about how I was feeling. From taking 
me to all my appointments to dropping me off and picking me up from 
school: even up to sixth form, they were always there. In the last few 
months before I stopped being able to attend my lessons, there was a 
period where my mum would sit in the car and wait for me while I was in 
my lessons just to make my getaway quicker and easier.

Throughout my journey, although I originally saw it as something 
negative, I have been influenced by an attitude amongst the South Asian 
community that silently tells us we have to just “get on with it” no matter 
how big or small that “it” is. I realise now how positive that has been  
for me. 

Whether I was speaking to a professional about my health or not, my 
parents and I tried our best to work through any issues to the best of 
our ability. I think that this constant push has driven me to keep going 
at every stage. I’ve had many points where I’ve wanted the pain in my 
soul to stop, the thoughts in my head to cease their constant noise, the 
worthlessness that I feel to stop determining what I can do. My family are 
the reason that I’m still here.

At the same time, that attitude meant that I used up a lot of energy to 
keep up the pretence that I was fine to the outside world. I always felt 
that it was important to appear to be strong and okay. After school, 
meeting up with friends, family functions; I would pluck up the courage to 
put on my mask but by the time I got home, it would leave me exhausted 
and I would often end up just crying. It would take me hours if not days 
to recover. Eventually, I couldn’t do it anymore and slowly became more 
confined to my home: my safe haven. 

Once I stopped being able to do things with my friends especially, I also 
stopped even attempting to speak up about how I was truly feeling with 
them. I knew that they’d be having fun without me and didn’t want their 
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only conversations with me to be surrounding how I was feeling: this 
made me feel like too much of a burden.

Whether this stigma is related to culture or not, there is also an air of 
ignorance when it comes to mental health. This may be because people 
don’t know what to do to help or simply because they don’t want to 
know but it is damaging. I say this because although people talk about 
speaking up about mental health, no one actually wants to have the 
conversation. No sooner have you told someone about your experience, 
you find that many seem to back away as soon as a mental illness is 
mentioned. It’s as if because you can’t physically see it, it’s too difficult  
to comprehend.

The fact that I’ve kept my mental health hidden by always appearing to 
be happy in front of others has resulted in people not fully understanding 
how much I was going through. This masking has resulted in my situation 
appearing to decline over a very gradual time frame. This has made it 
difficult to explain my story as those who have known me for a long time 
now probably associate my mental health symptoms as part of who I am, 
whereas in reality that isn’t the case. 

The truth is: I don’t know who I am without my mental illnesses because 
they are all that I’ve known. Only in the last year have I started to take 
ownership of who I am. This has involved a lot of self research and 
working in whatever way I can to continuously self reflect and better 
myself. Happea Minds is definitely helping me to do this and I hope to 
continue sharing my story and helping as many people as I can in their 
journeys by doing so.

Agoraphobia

Agoraphobia is a fear of being in situations where escape might be 
difficult or that help wouldn’t be available if things go wrong.

Many people assume agoraphobia is simply a fear of open spaces, but 
it’s actually a more complex condition. Someone with agoraphobia may 
be scared of: travelling on public transport, visiting a shopping centre or 
leaving home.
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Kajal INVISIBLE NO.8

My name is Kajal, I am 20 years old and currently studying Health and 
Social Care at University. At the age of 15 I was diagnosed with Tourette’s 
Syndrome and generalised anxiety disorder. I have always been a very 
anxious person from around the age of 5. However, it was not until I 
started secondary school that my mental health really started to have an 
impact on my life.

It was towards the end of my first year of sixth form (2018) that I realised 
my mental health was taking control of my life. I started to have panic 
attacks at school which wasn’t unusual for me until it started to stop 
me from going to my lessons. It was during this time that I had a family 
wedding to attend that was far from home, I didn’t eat for two whole days 
or leave the hotel room. I thought that once I was home that I would be 
fine, and everything would be back to normal but instead it got worse to 
the point where I couldn’t leave the house. I missed birthdays, weddings, 
school trips, meeting up with friends and my second year of sixth form.

When I was five years old I developed a humming tic which got noticed 
by both my parents and teachers. At the time it was not something that 
I was aware of doing so I didn’t really understand why I was being asked 
questions regarding it or being told off at school. Towards the end of 
year 6 my uncle passed away which had a massive impact on me and my 
whole family. Being only 11 years old at the time it was very difficult to 
comprehend what had happened and the impact it would go on to have 
on my life. Two months later, I started secondary school which alone 
was a really big change, it was then that I developed a physical tic which 
involved me shaking my head. It was really difficult to explain to teachers, 
friends, and my parents why I was humming or shaking my head. 

I visited my GP multiple times, but my parents were always told that 
it was anxiety and that I will be referred CAMHS to receive Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy. During my time at CAMHS I saw 3 different people, 
the first person I spoke to was amazing and she helped me to understand 
my anxiety and was the first person to actually understand the troubles I 
was facing with my anxiety and my tics. We talked about the possibility of 
me having Tourette’s syndrome and she offered to speak to a colleague 
who works with and diagnoses people who have Tourette’s Syndrome. 
Eventually 2 weeks before my 16th birthday and 11 years of living with 
tics I was diagnosed with Tourette’s syndrome. 
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After receiving the diagnosis, I felt a sense of relief as I finally had an 
answer. Deep down I had already known for quite a while that I had 
Tourette’s but to be diagnosed meant that I actually had an answer to all 
the questions I was being asked.

Something people should know about having Tourette’s is that we cannot 
control our tics and it is not something we do on purpose and trying to 
suppress them can make it much worse. 
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Living with Tourette’s can be especially hard when studying, I would 
always try my best to supress my tics in class as I would constantly get 
other students staring and in some cases a few that would laugh and 
copy me which would make me feel 10 times worse than I already felt as 
well as making my anxiety increase rapidly. 

My tics have also stopped me from doing other activities such as reading 
as it can be hard to concentrate on a book or going to the cinema. 
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Living with Tourette’s also increased my anxiety whilst going through 
secondary school as I was constantly worried of someone pointing it out 
in class or being made fun of which on some occasions made me dread 
going to certain lessons.

There are a few moments that stand out to me, one in particular would be 
at school. I was in year 11 sitting an exam in class. Exams always would 
give me anxiety, this one even more so as I was trying my best not to tic. 

All of a sudden I started to hear other students giggling which started 
to make me feel paranoid that they were laughing at me. It wasn’t until 
I heard them copying my tics that I realised what exactly was going on. 
I sat there for the rest of the exam hoping that the ground would just 
swallow me up.

It has come to the point now where people’s (strangers) reaction to my 
tics don’t really surprise me at all. I think people are always going to 
stare no matter what, and there is not much I can do about it than to just 
ignore it and carry on with my life.

The biggest challenge I have faced is trying to get people to understand 
what Tourette’s syndrome is and that although it might go away one day, 
it is something that I just have to learn to live with. People would always 
ask questions such as ‘why do you do that?’. 

These kinds of questions would always put me on the spot, not that I 
didn’t have an answer but because of the way in which the question 
was asked. I also have had to face the number of stares I get when I’m 
in public and whilst I understand that people may be curious as to ‘what 
that noise is’ it can sometime put me off from going out.

Not many people know much about Tourette’s and there are a lot of 
misconceptions about it. So now when anyone asks what I am doing I 
don’t just tell them I have Tourette’s I also try my best to explain to them 
what it is.

My family and friends have been really supportive throughout the years. I 
am really lucky to have such understanding parents and sister who have 
been there with me throughout my journey from the start. 

If someone doesn’t understand Tourette’s Syndrome I would encourage 
them to ask me about it so that I can help them to gain a better 
understanding. 
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There are over 300,000 children and adults that have Tourette’s in the 
UK, so I think that it is important for more people to know and understand 
what it is like.

I find that one of the main reasons there is a stigma with mental health 
conditions is because as a society we fail to communicate effectively 
with one another about how we feel. At some point in your day someone 
will ask ‘how are you?’ but not many people would be able to remember 
when they have answered that question truthfully.

What I am most proud of is how far I have come since 2018. I started off 
not leaving the house and being unsure if I will be able to go back  
to school. Having completed my secondary education, I am now studying 
a degree course at Open University. I am about to start my second year 
there with the hope of finding a job where I can help others who have 
gone through similar experiences as me. 

To finish on another positive note, I managed to attend a big fat Asian 
wedding this year and enjoyed every minute!

www.tourettes-action.org.uk
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“Sadly, too often, the stigma around mental 
health prevents people who need help from 
seeking it. But that simply doesn’t make any 
sense. Whether an illness affects your heart, 
your arm or your brain, it’s still an illness, and 
there shouldn’t be any distinction...we should 
make it clear that getting help isn’t a sign 
of weakness - it’s a sign of strength - and 
we should ensure that people can get the 
treatment they need”

Michelle Obama
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Resources

Anxiety UK 
– 
www.anxietyuk.org.uk 
Charity providing support if you have been diagnosed with an anxiety condition.
Phone: 03444 775 774 (Monday to Friday, 9.30am to 5.30pm)

Bipolar UK 
–
www.bipolaruk.org.uk
A charity helping people living with manic depression or bipolar disorder.

CALM 
–
www.thecalmzone.net
CALM is the Campaign Against Living Miserably,  
for men aged 15 to 35. Phone: 0800 58 58 58 (daily, 5pm to midnight)

Men’s Health Forum 
–
www.menshealthforum.org.uk
24/7 stress support for men by text, chat and email.

Mental Health Foundation
– 
www.mentalhealth.org.uk
Provides information and support for anyone with  
mental health problems or learning disabilities.

Mind 
–
www.mind.org.uk
Promotes the views and needs of people with mental health problems.
Phone: 0300 123 3393 (Monday to Friday, 9am to 6pm)

No Panic
–
Voluntary charity offering support for sufferers of panic attacks and obsessive 
compulsive disorder (OCD). Offers a course to help overcome your phobia or 
OCD. Phone: 0844 967 4848 (daily, 10am to 10pm). Calls cost 5p per minute plus 
your phone provider’s Access Charge
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OCD Action 
–
www.ocdaction.org.uk
Support for people with OCD. Includes information on treatment and online 
resources. Phone: 0845 390 6232 (Monday to Friday, 9.30am to 5pm). Calls cost 
5p per minute plus your phone provider’s Access Charge

OCD UK
–
www.ocduk.org
A charity run by people with OCD, for people with OCD. Includes facts, news  
and treatments. Phone: 0333 212 7890 (Monday to Friday, 9am to 5pm)

PAPYRUS
– 
www.papyrus-uk.org
Young suicide prevention society.
Phone: HOPElineUK 0800 068 4141 (Monday to Friday,  
10am to 5pm and 7pm to 10pm, and 2pm to 5pm on weekends)

Rethink Mental Illness
– 
www.rethink.org
Support and advice for people living with mental illness.
Phone: 0300 5000 927 (Monday to Friday, 9.30am to 4pm)

Samaritans
– 
www.samaritans.org.uk
Confidential support for people experiencing feelings of distress or despair.
Phone: 116 123 (free 24-hour helpline)

SANE
– 
www.sane.org.uk/support   
www.sane.org.uk/textcare
Emotional support, information and guidance for people affected by mental 
illness, their families and carers. Textcare: comfort and care via text message, 
sent when the person needs it most.  
Peer support forum: www.sane.org.uk/supportforum

This is not an exhaustive list, please visit 
www.nhs.uk/mental-health for further support.
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Read & Share
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