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Your presenter 
Julian Plumadore 
SOLVE Program Manager, Mental Health 
Association of San Francisco (MHASF) 

    30+ years lived experience of mental 
health challenges 

   Educational background & lifelong 
interest in language & literature 

   Peer facilitator of recovery-oriented 
support groups 

   Trainer for Institute on Compulsive 
Hoarding & Cluttering (ICHC) 

   Former SOLVE (Sharing Our Lives, 
Voices, and Experiences) Lead Peer 
Educator and current Program Manager 
 



Goals 
 To understand the concepts behind inclusive, empowering 

language– not to memorize a list of “acceptable words” 

 

 To share with one another our own lived experiences with 
language, both positive and negative 

 

 To learn how to implement new and dynamic language that 
honors the unique lived experience of each person 

 

 To ensure the messages we intend to send are the messages 
that are received 

 

 

 



 
“The difference between the right 

word and the almost right word is the 
difference between lightning and the 
lightning bug.”  
                                                 - Mark Twain 



Let’s start the conversation. 

Why is language important? 

 

How does it affect people with mental health 
challenges? 

 

What can we do about it? 



Where 
does the 
language 
we use 
come 
from? 





Some of the differences …. 

Medical Model  Recovery Model  
 

 Focus has always been on illness, 
or What’s Wrong With You? 

 

 Focus on treatment of the illness  

 

 

 Medical Provider is in charge, 
holds the knowledge. 

 

 Focus is on the person, or What 
Happened/Is Happening to You? 

 

 Focus on individual healing and 
transformation 

 

 Individual is the expert on 
themselves; shared decision 
making with others who hold 
other knowledge 



Why are we still using the language 
of the medical model? 

Clinical terms for insurance purposes  

 

Shortcuts for professionals 

 

Habit – prior to the Recovery Movement, it was the only 
language we had! 

 



Words  As Weapons 



Language has power. 

“Words can inform our mind, caress and comfort our feelings, excite and thrill our 
spirit, or warm and kindle the flame of our hearts. They can also slap our face, punch 
us in the stomach, rattle our nerves, kill our desire, or destroy our self-confidence. 
Language … can emotionally move and affect us as powerfully as physical actions. 

 

…To give the power of language its rightful place we should teach the power of 
articulate speech that captures the intensity of our feelings, without using them as 
weapons, and we should not tolerate the abuse of this power that violates us and our 
system.” 

 

   - “The Power of Language,” Michele Toomey Ph.D 



“A negative belief 
about a group of 
people” 

 Age 

 Race 

 Ethnicity 

 Gender  

 Sexual Orientation 

 Disability  

 Religion 

 Size 

 And many more… 

 

STIGMA is….. 



Stigma reflects the attitudes and 
beliefs that lead to  

DISCRIMINATION. 

The use of stigmatizing language can be a way of distancing 
ourselves from things we don’t understand – or don’t want 
to understand. 



What about reclaiming language? 



Labels vs. Identity 



 
 
 
 
Some 
examples of 
stigmatizing 
language 
around 
mental 
health 
issues… 
 
 
 

 Crazy  
 Nuts 
 Psycho 
 Hoarder 
 Paranoid 
 Committed suicide 
 Brain disorder/disease 
 Non-compliant 
 Manipulative 
 Decompensating 
 In denial/Lacks insight 

(anosognosia) 
 High/Low-functioning 

 
 





Respect is the foundation of inclusive, 

empowering language. 



It’s about trying to see things from the 
other person’s perspective - and discovering 
truths about ourselves and our experiences. 



 
 

“…Exploring the complexities of language is far better than just 

tagging people with a judgmental and harmful label.” 
       
 

      - David Oakes  



 

“I am a 
toothache” 



         

 

 I have a toothache.  
 
 I am experiencing tooth pain.  

 
 I have an abscessed tooth.  



What about “person first” language? 



Inclusive language is: 
 

 Respectful of individuals and the diversity of our 
experiences 

 

 Positive/Strengths-based 

 

 Descriptive 



When it comes to using inclusive 
language: 



Language can be prescriptive… 



…or descriptive. 



Descriptive language helps 
ensure that the message we 
intend to send is the message 
that’s received. 

 





When talking about mental health 
conditions and diagnoses…. 

Instead of :       I am a schizophrenic. How About…?  
I have a diagnosis of schizophrenia; for me, that means I have lived experience 
of hearing voices. 
I am a Voice Hearer. 
 
Or  
Javier committed suicide.  How about…?  
Javier died by suicide. 
Javier took his own life. 
 
Or  
My client is treatment resistant or non-compliant. How About…?  
Angela/someone I am working with has chosen to look into alternative 
treatments at this time. She has decided not to use medications right now. 

 



Follow-through 



What do I do if someone tells me I 
said something stigmatizing? 

 Take a breath! 

 

 Apologize (yes, even if you feel defensive– you’re apologizing 
for the hurt, not your intent). 

 

 Ask for more information: what you said that was hurtful, why 
it’s hurtful, and what some alternatives might be. 

 

 Thank the person for their courage and honesty in coming 
forward, and for trusting you enough to let you know! 

 

 



What happens if  when I slip up? 
 

Catch it 

 

Check it 

 

Change it 





We are the experts on ourselves. 

 We get to choose the words we use to describe our lives 
and our experiences. 

 

 We can tell others (family, friends, medical professionals) 
what words hurt us and what words help us. 

 

 We can use language to reflect our belief in ourselves, in 
each other, and in our own resilience. 



Think about it.  

 

Our combined influence… 

 

WE can be the CHANGE… 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  “A rose by any other name would smell as sweet."  
      
     -William Shakespeare 
 



  THANK YOU ! 
 

And remember: 

 

Your words can change the world. 



To request a 
copy of the 
Powerpoint, 
or just to 
stay in touch, 
contact 
Jules: 

Julian Plumadore 

SOLVE Program Manager 

(415) 421-2926  x315 

julian@mentalhealthsf.org 
 

 

 

 


