
When Lauren asked me to speak at this event, I immediately accepted. I accepted because 

of my experiences with mental health issues and desire to speak for those who cannot. When I 

was younger, I was a very outgoing, confident, and fearless kid, but over the past few years I lost 

that side of myself.  

 Although I cannot quite pinpoint when my self-image began to dissipate, I remember 

feeling inadequate from a very young age.  As I got older and encountered more challenges in 

my life, I felt as though I had to maintain a perfect image, regardless of how I actually felt. On 

the inside, I felt like I was never enough, and I couldn’t understand why. I was ashamed that I 

had everything I thought I needed to be happy, yet happiness was the last thing I felt. I viewed 

life through the dark and warped lens, which twisted reality into anything that would fuel my 

depression. Regardless of my environment, I felt constantly sad. I desperately wanted to feel 

better, but I had no idea how.  

The stigma and shame surrounding mental illness greatly affected my ability and 

willingness to seek help. I did not feel as though I had a right to constantly feel the way I did 

with all the privileges I had been given. I felt as though I needed a tangible reason to justify my 

feeling of emptiness. All throughout this time, I maintained that I was doing well. I achieved 

good grades, I had a lot of friends, and I excelled in my extracurricular activities. To any third 

person, I appeared happy, successful, and confident; although on the inside, I felt perpetually 

alone, hopeless, inadequate, and exhausted. I refused to accept how I was feeling and reach out 

for help because I felt as though my problems were not real. I felt this way because of how 

different I felt on the inside was from how I appeared on the outside. I always thought that 

people with mental illness had experienced a traumatic event, struggled financially, or did not 

have any friends. Although such struggles can exacerbate mental health issues, a tangible cause 



for mental illness is in no way imperative to its existence. None of that fit who I was. I felt that I 

did not deserve to get help because my problems only existed on the inside. The looming 

question: “Why do you feel sad?” or the response: “It seems like you’re doing well,” threatened 

to validate the deep shame and insecurity I felt. I was afraid to be authentic with how I was really 

feeling for fear of judgment. I was scared that people–parents, teachers, friends, and 

professionals–would not take me seriously. Throughout my journey, I have realized that mental 

illness does not take a certain shape or form and that there is no one image of mental illness. 

My desire for a tangible representation of my emotions manifested in self-harm and an eating 

disorder. I wanted people to recognize the pain I experienced and guide me through it. I wanted 

help; however, I was accustomed to depression and afraid to leave its comfort behind. Finally, 

my family and I decided that I needed a change.  

Seeking and accepting help for my depression and anxiety was the hardest thing I have ever 

had to do, but it is also the best thing I have ever done. I went to a residential treatment program 

for ten months, where I validated and felt many long-suppressed emotions. During this time, I 

met amazing people and learned so much about myself: who I am, what I love, and why. I gained 

thousands of powerful lessons on this journey but, for the sake of time, I condensed them into 

five.  

1. First, there is no shame in feeling whatever I genuinely feel. I do not need a reason to feel 

a certain way. The feeling is there, therefore it is real and it is valid.  

2. Second, the joy of being my true self is so much better than the suffocation of trying to be 

someone that I am not. The genuine relationships and successes I experience while being 

myself outweigh the rejection and pain that come along the way. The thing about being 

yourself is that you do not have to fit a certain mold. As long as it is real, it is enough.  



3. Third, I do not always need to be in control. I have learned to trust that everything 

happens for a reason and that I am not given any challenges that I cannot overcome. I 

have realized that although not everything is good, something good comes out of 

everything; I just have to look for it. 

4. Fourth, the importance of family. My family is my biggest support and the foundation on 

which I thrive. No matter what, they love and accept me for all that I am. 

5. Lastly, I am me. I am loved and cared about simply because I am myself. There is not 

and will never be anyone else like me who can make the same impact that I do.  

 

Thank you.  

 


