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Turning stigma into a source of inspiration 
Report by Gabriella White 

 

England’s first ever film festival for mental health took place on 15th June 2011 in South 
Shields in Tyne and Wear. MP for South Shields David Milliband shared a special message 
with the audience as the festival commenced. The event was also supported by Northumbria 
University and actor Tim Healy.  

Showcasing three short films directed by film-producer Graeme Smith, these case studies 
revolve around three mental health sufferers, who were diagnosed with some kind of 
psychosis. The sensitive subject matter could not have been presented in a more compelling 
way, due to the fact that all documentaries were reconstructed using the real-life characters 
together with their families, who were also present at the actual film festival. Film director 
Graeme is himself a mental health sufferer and provided an excellent insight into the intense, 
challenging experiences, by directing each documentary in such a way that the audience were 
drawn into the horror of what the patient was experiencing at their worst hour of a psychotic 
episode. Disturbing in parts, but necessary for the nation to see and perhaps imagine for a 
moment what it could be like to suffer from psychosis or indeed any mental health issue. It 
certainly opened my eyes to how reality and fantasy combine to create a false reality for the 
mental health sufferer. 

As the only journalist at this event, I was disappointed in a way not to have seen more media 
interest. There is, after all, a prevalent stigma that is evermore attached to mental health, even 
in this modern day and age, born, if I may say so, out of ignorance on the subject. Just 66 
years ago, Hitler was ordering the Nazi party to sentence the mentally ill as well as the 
disabled to their deaths in the gas chambers, including one of his own relatives, identified as 
Aloisia V. Medical files later released on Aloisia say she suffered from schizophrenia, 
depression, delusions and a range of other mental problems. Her treatment included 
confinement in cage beds, a widespread practice even before Nazi times. Aloisia, believed to 
be Hitler’s cousin, told doctors she was haunted by ghosts and the presence of a skull. She 
spent most of her time chained to an iron bed. In a letter she wrote, Aloisia pleaded to be 
provided with poison so that she could kill herself. "I'm sure it would only require a small 
amount to free me from my appalling torture," she wrote. 

 Today, the stigma and embarrassment attached to mental health problems continues in 
society and it is because of this that the Film Festival for Mental Health is somewhat 
revolutionary, educational and above all imperative. In the UK alone, 1 in 4 people are 
affected by mental health issues at some point in their lives. Most families are therefore likely 
to encounter a mental health problem, whether it be the individual themselves, a family 
member, or someone they know; a friend, even. Stresses of life, however great or small can 
trigger depression, mental struggle and even psychosis. The longer these conditions or 
symptoms remain undetected, the more increased the chances of a chemical imbalance 
spiralling out of control are and the more difficult recovery becomes. Early signs of psychosis 
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are often missed. Friends, family, teachers and colleagues may see worrying changes or 
behaviours but aren’t sure how best to support or intervene. Studies by Goldberg D. & 
Huxley P. reveal that as many as 300 people out of 1000 will experience mental health 
problems every year in Britain; 230 of these will visit a GP; 102 of these will be diagnosed as 
having a mental health problem; 24 of these will be referred to a specialist psychiatric service 
and just 6 of these will become inpatients in psychiatric hospitals.  

The social implications of such an ordeal are heavily underestimated. Studies by the Social 
Inclusion Unit show that Stigma and discrimination experienced by people with mental health 
problems are the biggest barriers to social inclusion, making it difficult for people to work, 
access health services, participate in their communities and enjoy family life. 83% identified 
stigma as a key issue, whilst 55% identified stigma as a barrier to employment. More than 
half mentioned negative attitudes towards mental health in the community.  

In his striking introduction to this pioneering Film Festival, David Milliband said “It is no 
longer an option to brush this under the carpet. This event is about turning stigma into a 
source of inspiration.”  Dealing with the stigma through use of light comedy, film-creator 
Graeme Smith played a psychosis advert entitled “hearing voices” three times over. As he 
returned to the stage to introduce the first film of the day, he joked “Sorry folks – I couldn’t 
help but play the advert three times over; it’s because of my OCD.” The audience laughed 
and it actually proved to be an effective ice-breaker. About 1 in every 50 people reportedly 
suffers from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. That adds up to about 1 million people and that 
is just in the UK alone. OCD consists of three main elements: thoughts that make you 
anxious (obsessions), the anxiety one feels and finally the things done to reduce the anxiety 
(compulsions). After sharing his personal experiences with the audience and his motivation 
behind making the series of short films, Graeme explained “We connect through relationships 
in the narrative. Mine is just one story.” 

15% of the population will hear voices at some point in their lives. Some can get on with life 
without it bothering them. However, this only applies to more expressive individuals. 
Psychologists explain that voices are an expression of intolerable pain and are more likely to 
occur in people who are sensitive to what Dr Alison Braddman describes as being “a toxic 
and insane world”. At the event, Dr Braddman talked about the important progress society 
has made with recovering from psychosis and the recognition that mental health teams and 
community carers deserve. The breakthrough here, however, is the emphasis on “Early 
intervention services”, which is set to be the key focus of these developments in the mental 
health sector.  Dr Alison Braddman expanded on David Milliband’s comments and discussed 
the importance of “dispelling myths to reduce stigma.” A practical approach to this is already 
being taken though anti-stigma campaigns that are company-fused. Take Aminormal.org, for 
example, a website with a wealth of information on psychosis, in an attempt to get people to 
recognise their own symptoms or the symptoms of those around them at the earlier stages, on 
the theory that prevention is better than cure.  Dr Braddman concluded “It can happen to any 
of us, but there is help available. I don’t think any one of us can imagine the courage it would 
have taken for participants Karl, Jess and Michael to take part in these films. I hope through 
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their courage, we can help others and recognise the importance of moving on after making a 
full recovery.” 

Father of mental health sufferer Karl Steed introduced the first film of his son’s life story 
announcing “We have all come through the journey and survived.” Karl’s parents separated 
when he was at the vulnerable adolescent age of 13. Soon after, Karl developed extreme 
restlessness: he simply could not sit still in a chair. With that, his mood changed. Karl’s 
family describe him at the time as having gone from a very calm state to a whirlwind of 
sudden rushing around. Karl’s thought processes were erratic; he changed his mind 
constantly and switched his activities around a lot. Karl’s environment did not help: growing 
up in an unsafe neighbourhood in Eldon near Bishop Auckland in the North East of England, 
he unfortunately had his drinks spiked one evening; Karl was already a cannabis user, but the 
effect of having his drink spiked further accelerated the development of his psychosis. Soon 
after, Karl teamed up with a gypsy teenager, an amateur boxer and immersed himself in a life 
of drugs. It has been medically proven that prolonged cannabis use increases the risk of 
psychosis and it is indeed this which worsened Karl’s already troubled state of mind. Karl 
went on to join the British army, determined to create a better life for himself. Karl’s brother 
feared he was not mentally strong enough to deal with the challenges of army life. 
Nonetheless, the family wanted to support Karl in his ambitions, but unfortunately he was 
unable to handle the stress of the army: his sleep became severely affected and he returned 
even more agitated than before. Prior to returning home for a much-needed rest, Karl had in 
fact not slept for two whole weeks. The family vividly recall his journey home in the car 
when collecting him. He was laughing continuously in a hysterical fashion and later could not 
even recall the journey home; when he did arrive home he thought he was still present at the 
army base. Karl felt like his thoughts were being amplified on a train platform for everyone 
to hear, but this felt normal to him at the time. 

On that note, pop-rock band “Crazy train”, consisting of six members of all ages and 
backgrounds took to the stage at the MHFF to perform their own-written pop-rock songs, the 
lyrics of which were apt to the festival’s theme. Following a superb performance, the band 
explained “We have all recovered from mental health problems, learning disabilities and 
alcohol addiction and are spreading the word up and down the country.”  

Karl, now fully recovered, is working in admin in the public sector and is flourishing in his 
job, attending training courses whenever possible: he is a highly popular and hardworking 
member of the workforce. Karl’s care-worker who helped him during his reintegration back 
into life and work, explained that his industrious and busy nature is of great benefit to the 
team in which he works and indeed the world of work in general: he runs around and is quick 
and efficient in his role. “It’s about using these skills to the advantage of your role in society” 
she explained. “Karl is doing brilliantly well now and lives a normal life.” 

The festival’s second film was of a case study about mental health sufferer Michael Warrick 
from North Shields. Introducing the film, Michael’s father explained his mixed emotions 
during the making of the documentary, saying it was “good, funny but also hurtful” making 
the film about his son. Michael started smoking and drinking at the age of 11, using drugs 
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such as cannabis from the age of 13 onwards. By the age of 14 to 15, Michael took a 
dangerous leap into the world of speed and ecstasy, embarking on wild escapades in Blyth’s 
nightclubs every weekend. Not surprisingly, this affected his schooling as he started to miss 
classes, leading up to his suspension for taking drugs at school. Shortly after, he stopped 
playing football and an increasingly reclusive pattern of behaviour ensued. “Drugs helped me 
to escape reality” Michael admits. Throughout the film, Michael repeatedly mentions 
bullying as the key factor to his initial depression: he was in fact bullied throughout his 
childhood, but this issue was never properly dealt with. The additional build-up of 
unfortunate life events, including a parental breakup and of course the drugs Michael was 
taking, collectively contributed to his stress levels, resulting in an eventual outbreak of 
schizophrenia, which Michael was to be diagnosed with. By the age of 17, Michael was 
spending a lot of time in his room at home. He then cut himself off from his friends entirely, 
further isolating himself. By this point, he was experiencing the sound of radio crackling 
noises, like police radios. He started talking to himself and two personalities emerged. One 
half had Michael convinced he had done something untoward to another person, whilst his 
other side feared people in the process. At one point he firmly believed that his mother was 
trying to poison him. Michael left home and ended up homeless and begging on the streets, 
residing in a car park in Newcastle. He kept warm in the city’s central station each day until 
security told him to leave. On a scale starting at 0, Michael said he had to start at minus 10. 
Remarkably, he has now built his life back to what he gauges as number 7 on that scale of 1 
to 10. Another positive end to a story, Michael had always been musically inspired and he has 
been able to pursue that dream by enrolling on DJ-courses and placements. He now works as 
a successful DJ at the Sage in Gateshead, one of England’s most prestigious music and 
concert venues. 

The third and final film of the festival was introduced by a young girl’s father Mike Davey, 
father of Jess. His message to fellow parents going through the experience of having a child 
struggling with mental illness is “Do not be afraid to challenge the professionals, for they can 
diagnose a condition, but the real experts on the child are the parents.” In a compelling 
speech, the sincerity of which received the audience’s empathy in a big way, Mike explained 
“Families feel like they are losing their child many times over”.  

Jess’ symptoms started off with OCD, which developed to an extreme state. She would wash 
her hands repeatedly until they bled. Her obsessively tidy nature was also taken to an extreme 
level when she would force herself to stay up all night to tidy her room. “Every drawer had to 
be perfectly closed and checked repeatedly” Jess’ mother explains. Her psychological torture 
led her to attempt painkiller overdoses as well as severe self-harm. In probably the most 
dramatic documentary of the three, Jess reads extracts from her diary about her episodes of 
self-harm, overdoses and what she was feeling at the time. She further explains how she 
heard the voice of a woman talking to her, telling her she was “worthless” and that she 
“deserved to be punished”. Jess tried to ignore the voices and go about her business as 
normal, but the female voice continued to pester her. “The voice got louder and louder if I 
ignored her”, Jess explains. “I couldn’t understand it, but she would get so angry if I didn’t 
listen to her or did as she said, to the point of screaming in my ears so I couldn’t hear myself 
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think.” Jess’ state of mind grew worse; the next thing she knew, Jess’ parents had no choice 
but to call for a doctor, but were told that the only way she could receive treatment was for 
them to call the police and have her taken away to the hospital to be sectioned. At this point, 
Graeme Smith’s accomplished film-making becomes increasingly apparent in a dramatic 
crescendo of distressing sounds, darkness as the screen goes entirely black to create the scene 
of Jess hiding in her cupboard at home, terrified and confused with the loud and fuzzy police 
radios she can hear encroaching on her. The crescendo ends in a high-pitched police siren and 
Jess’ extremely panicked breathing. Reluctant to go with the police and naturally terrified, 
Jess was carried out of the house reluctantly whilst kicking and screaming and literally 
“thrown into the back of a police van” to be taken to hospital. 

Graeme Smith’s raw documentary-style is commendable in its own right. It sparks a raw 
empathy in the audience and he is successful in leaving a deep impact of mental health 
experiences on the viewer.  

In a profound closing statement, Jess’ father told the festival’s audience “Through adversity 
you can gain hope”. He commends his daughter on the resilience that got her through her 
toughest times. Jess, now in her final phase of recovery having made remarkable progress, 
explains how happy she is having gained independence. Now 20, she has moved into her own 
apartment and is off to study graphic design at college in September of this year. Jess tells me 
how she loves music and fashion, Vogue in particular: her career aim is to work in the 
fashion world. “I related a lot to singer songwriter Missy Higgins when I wasn’t well, but 
now I prefer Laura Larling and Leddra Chapman.” Jess smiles and says “I love my family 
and friends.” Jess’ positive light shows through in her level-headed and proactive approach to 
a now fulfilling life. She is yet another inspiration to be applauded and admired for her 
courage and strength in the face of adversity.  

The running themes through all films not only highlighted the OCD in all sufferers, but the 
prominent use of drugs triggering these mental health symptoms in two of the cases. Whether 
drugs are solely responsible for mental health problems is debatable; nevertheless there is a 
strong argument for it. The UK’s infamous “Talk to Frank” organisation, well-known for 
providing information on drugs and its side effects through its online, radio and TV 
campaigns, states that cannabis is the most widespread illegally-used drug in Britain, the side 
effects of which certainly affect mental health. According to ‘Frank’, “the regular use of 
cannabis is known to be associated with an increase in the risk of later developing psychotic 
illnesses including schizophrenia. If the recent increase in availability of stronger forms of 
cannabis does lead to an increase in total use by some people, this might also lead to an 
increase in their future risk of developing mental health problems.”  

Another recreational drug-user sharing his experiences on the website declares plainly and 
simply that “Cannabis has ruined my mental health.” He explains “I first discovered weed 
when I was a young teenager, although I didn’t start smoking it regularly until I was 17. I 
thought it was great because I have always had a history of depression and I found weed a 
great way of dealing with it. I smoked it up till I was 20, by which time I was so depressed I 
was waking up in the morning and rolling a joint rather than rolling a fag. One night I went 
round to a friend’s house for a smoke. Little did I know that this night would change me for 
the rest of my life. I remember having fun, chilling and smoking. Next thing I knew I felt like 
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I was whity-ing. Something was seriously wrong. I was panic stricken. This lasted for 
approximately 5 hours. In this time my friend managed to get me home and called a 
neighbour, who was himself a weed smoker for about 20 years. I was hallucinating and I felt 
like I had a brick in my head. My neighbour said it sounded like the joint I had, had been 
laced with either LSD or mushrooms. For the past 4 years I have been in intense therapy as I 
have been diagnosed with bipolar, border line personality disorder and borderline 
schizophrenia. Doctors said that the bipolar had probably always been there and just got 
excelled by the weed. But the personality disorder and the schizophrenia is a result of the 
weed. There is nothing that can be done to reverse the effects of the weed. All that the doctors 
can do is give me intense therapy. I now have to live with the long term effects of smoking 
weed. I suffer on a daily basis to do things that most people take for granted. I struggle to 
concentrate and do the smallest of tasks like tidying up because thinking can be so hard 
sometimes. Not only that, but I have to live with paranoid delusions on top of the bipolar 
symptoms. If I could turn back the clock I would never have touched drugs, at all. It’s not 
worth it.” 

Another drug-user by the name of Pete, using a range of drugs states “a life of drugs landed 
me in a psychiatric unit.” Pete’s story goes “I started smoking cannabis when I was 12 years 
old. People told me it was a ‘gateway’ drug and the truth is, any drug in the world can be a 
gateway drug. Soon enough at 13, MDMA and speed were on the agenda. All my mates were 
older than me and I just carried on as where I was brought up, it was just the culture and 
lifestyle that surrounded me. Up until the age of 15, I was very much a social drug user. From 
15, I ended up getting severely depressed. I didn’t care anymore or have too many morals. I 
tried almost every drug known to the illicit drug world; even those legal drugs like salvia, 
MCATs and MDPV. I would probably have been okay if I had just tried them. I continued to 
abuse all of them heavily and continued to get more and more depressed. Today, it’s easier to 
tell someone the drugs that I haven’t done in my lifetime. One of the drugs that seriously 
ruined my life was LSD. It made me realise that there was a better world than the reality we 
live in, so I always asked the question, ‘why live in reality when I can live in the parallel LSD 
trip world’ and which I always answered with a quick and easy solution- to live in the LSD 
world.  At about late 16 to 17, I had no morals and was permanently in self-destruct mode. I 
was the definition of a drug addict. I sold drugs- drugs were me and I was drugs. Heroin and 
crack took a hold of me and I won’t lie, they were great; however, an extremely short term 
solution to all of my problems. I saw the problems they brought up with me very quickly 
indeed. I died a few times and got resuscitated, usually from MDPV and heroin used in 
combination. Funny how it was the legal drugs that played a significant role in killing me. 
Valium then took a hold of me. I became angry, psychotic, depressed- not Pete- that was for 
sure. I became harmful to myself and the general public and got sectioned into a psychiatric 
unit. All I knew was drugs and now I’ve recently been released back into the world, reality is 
a very new concept to me. The main message I want to tell you is this: the problem with drug 
abuse is that it’s all a hidden danger and before you know it, you’ll end up in a place you 
never saw coming.” A further abundance of insightful information on the subject is available 
on the Talk to Frank website www.talktofrank.com. 
All recovered mental health sufferers at the event discussed the vital ingredient that is hope 
for the future and how significant this was in getting them through their darkest days. The 

http://www.talktofrank.com/
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support of friends, family and also employment helps those recovered to rebuild a normal life 
with a healthy routine and social life again. Freedom of choice was also discussed as a key 
ingredient for a successful road to recovery including the right to have one’s own choice of 
career and lifestyle. 

Film festivals like these could be the way forward to raise awareness and challenge the 
stigma that still exists regarding this subject today. Next year’s Mental Health Film Festival 
which David Milliband will again be supporting as well as A-list celebrities plans to celebrate 
people’s stories once again “to combat the negative truths attached to pathology”. Next year’s 
Festival will be extended to three full days of entertainment, including a variety of films, 
music and speeches. The power of film and entertainment is not to be underestimated in 
getting the message across to a wide audience. A prime example of an award-winning 
blockbuster that is so appropriate to this theme is “A Beautiful Mind” starring Hollywood 
actors Russell Crowe, Ed Harris and Jennifer Connelly. The title “A Beautiful Mind” itself 
holds positive connotations and the lead character portrays a mathematical genius going mad. 
His reality of this is superbly directed by Ron Howard. The film is based on the book by 
Akiva Goldsman and Sylvia Nasar and is based on a true story. The brilliant but asocial 
mathematician accepts secret work in cryptography, but his life takes a turn to the 
nightmarish, the mentally ill aspect of which becomes the shocking realisation later in the 
film.  

As part of the mission, advert campaigns to raise further awareness are launching on social 
networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook. This campaign greatly focuses on combating 
stigma and educating not just Britain but the world about mental health. The lasting 
impression we are left with by all recovered mental health sufferers is one of great courage 
and strength of character, not only to recover from what can only be described as inescapable 
nightmares when awake, but the survival and positive steps that require patience, bravery and 
determination. These are real people, with real lives, real ambitions, real feelings, with a real 
story to tell and what needs to be realised is that it could happen to any of us. 

Visit http://www.mentalhealthfilmfestival.co.uk/ 

Other useful websites  

http://www.mentalhealth.co.uk 

www.mentalhealth.org.uk 

www.mind.org.uk 

www.aminormal.org/  

www.bbc.co.uk/health/emotional_health/mental_health/ 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/mental-health 

Photo Captions 
Film Director Graeme Smith, David Milliband and Tania Henzell filming at the Customs 
House, South Shields for England's first Mental Health Film Festival. 
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