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Who attended the forums?

In 2017 14 one-day forums were held in Wellways regions 
with the aim to gain an understanding of the issues that 
are important to people and communities. The Advocacy 
team in conjunction with regional managers consulted with 
395 people in Tasmania, Victoria, ACT, NSW and southern 
Queensland. The forums were informed by lived experience. 
Here is an analysis of themes arising from the forums.
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Lived experience helps lead change  
in communities 
People with lived experience of mental health issues - or a family member or carer - spoke at the forums 
about the challenges they faced in their lives. This inspired others to reflect on the need for change in social, 
systemic and service provision. In Lismore Megan Moore spoke about her experiences.

From a young age I experienced physical symptoms of stress as a result of trauma from family violence. When 
I reached high school my mental health rapidly declined. I found a few not so productive ways to distract 
myself from the pain I was in.

“I encountered a lot of judgement and stigma and this came out in the language people used.

Words like ‘lazy’, ‘attention seeking’, ‘dramatic’, and ‘selfish’ made me feel guilty, embarrassed, weak and 
ashamed. These were things said to me by emergency department staff (including doctors); things I would 
never say to another human being.

On one occasion I apologised to a paramedic for taking up his time. The way he responded will stay with me 
forever. He said what I was experiencing was an emergency, that in that

moment I needed and deserved attention and time just as much as anyone else. He helped me see that I was 
a valuable human and that my experience was valid. 

Megan Moore, Wellways Peer Worker

Method: From issues to action
We learned that while people affected by mental health problems are dealing with enormous emotional, 
psychological, social and economic stress, so is the mental health sector. Scarce funds and fewer services are 
fuelling hopelessness and despair. Our advocacy forum method begins by bringing together people from 
diverse backgrounds to share experiences, skills and resources. This focuses energy into forming grassroots 
approaches to change.

At community forums we ask people to:

1. Discuss in groups and get to know each other: “Who are you, what knowledge, resources, skills, 
networks and experience do you bring?”

2. Answer the questions: “What are the biggest issues for you, and for your community?”

3. What practical steps can you take in making real difference in your community: as groups and as 
individuals?

By day’s end people had identified significant issues of concern, formed dynamic relationships and developed 
responses to these issues. Some groups have continued to meet to address specific issues. People also reported 
undertaking personal approaches to addressing issues they are most concerned about.
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Peoples’ experiences of the forums 
and beyond...
People at the Murray forum resolved to use their language in ways that dispel stigma and challenge conventional 
attitudes about mental illness. This discussion included statements such as:  

“It’s a shared responsibility, as an individual and as a community. We can make changes from the ground up by being 
proactive, not reactive. We don’t have to wait for government. Keep trying with events, individuals, one  foot in front of 
the other. We’ll walk beside you and draw on our strengths. “

Another group discussed ways to break down the concept of ‘normal’ by highlighting ‘good’ stories and breaking 
down community expectations of the ‘perfect life’; by encouraging community leaders to reach a wider audience and 
using appropriate local resources; by contacting their local council, through word of mouth and promoting cultural 
awareness.

We also asked people to consider what commitment they were willing to make, as advocates within their communities. 
Responses included:

”Continue to on a daily base advocate for basic human rights for myself and others.”

“Write to our local newspaper inviting necessary and positive change in mental health services.”

After the Bairnsdale forum Wellways peer worker Kat Foale has engaged in a community inclusion project, while carers 
have become involved in advisory, consultancy and volunteer roles.

Peer worker Annie Whitehead was a facilitator at the Ulverstone, Tasmania forum.

This was my first opportunity to facilitate and I was a little bit nervous. It was a fantastic experience and well supported 
by the staff who organised it. I came away feeling more confident. In the past six months I have had numerous 
opportunities to engage with Wellways and I’m loving every minute. I’ve had valuable work experience, developed 
self-confidence and joined peer networks. I’m working towards establishing a peer support network in Tasmania, 
and hope to be a rep on the Key Stakeholder Reference Group for the Tasmanian Mental Health & Suicide Prevention 
Communications Charter.

Annie Whitehead, Wellways Peer Support Worker

In January 2018, during Tasmanian Human Rights Week, Annie received an award for work in  
building community resilience and encouraging greater acceptance, inclusion and awareness  
of people who identify as LGBTIQ+ Tasmania’s north west.
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Fiona Browning attended Melbourne’s Eastern North Western region forum.

I am MAD! I claim the right to be MAD, to be Making A Difference. I have been involved in mental health 
consumer advocacy and consultancy since 2015 and have volunteered in this arena for nearly 20 years. Being 
a mental health consumer is a voiceless and lonely experience. The Wellways advocacy forum provided 
significant opportunities for me to meet others who understand this and those who want to learn more. 

More importantly it was a space where my voice was 
heard. It connected me to others already working 
as consumer consultants/advisors, who provided 
new directions for me on this path. I met a number 
of Wellways staff and was invited to write blogs for 
Wellways. I became engaged in paid consultations 
and I trained in the Well Said community education 
program – with engagements to come. 

“Meeting my consumer peers is expanding my 
circle of knowledge and influence. Attending events 
like the forum has led to other opportunities for 
consumer consulting/advising, such as joining 
VMIAC’s Consumer

Consultant Register and consulting on committee 
with the RANZCP. Through this I have met other 
consumers whose depth of experience is mind 
blowing. It is hard to believe where I am now, 
employed independently as Mental Health 
Consumer/Lived Experience Consultant and 
privileged and humbled to be MAD. 

Fiona L Browning

Regarding the South Eastern Melbourne forum Spotlight document, Martin Dixon’s (state member for Nepean) 
electorate office manager contacted us to say:

“The summary was most interesting and clearly we have much to do in the service delivery space!”

Tim Henry, Wellways northern Tasmania area manager, outlines several activities arising from the forum:

“Two groups continued to meet and several participants have since done Wellways training, such as Well Said. 
We have also seen growth in our pool of peer facilitators. We have also found the  forum’s Spotlight document 
extremely useful when meeting with stakeholders and it has been used this way at least five more times.”
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wellways.org/get-involved/membership

#1: Services and NDIS concerns: quality, quantity, access and continuity

#2: 
Social problems: 
unemployment, 
homelessness, 
substance use, etc

#4: 
  Lack of 
community 
awareness about 
mental health 
and illness (how 
to be mentally 
healthy, how to 
deal with mental 
health issues and 
access services)

Forum planning into 2018
The priority for 2018 is to co-produce and facilitate community forums in diverse groups including people 
from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities, people with disabilities and youth.

Top issues from all Wellways 
advocacy forums

#3: 
Stigma and 
discrimination

#5: 
Community  
exclusion and  
isolation

#7: 
Trauma from 
family violence, 
other social issues 
and ongoing 
impacts. This 
theme discussed 
at many of 
the forums, in 
developmental 
causation of 
mental health 
problems

#6: 
Youth mental health 
and poor access to 
services
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