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The Basics 

- What You’ll Need -  
• Location & Time 
• Group of 3-10 people 

• Information materials you plan to share 
• Food & drinks (optional)  

- Location Guidelines - 
 It’s important to make sure you’re picking a location that can fit your entire group in a 
comfortable way. You also want to take noise level into consideration. You don’t want to 
disrupt other people around you, but you also don’t want to hold a dialogue in a loud coffee 
shop that will hurt your listening ability. For smaller groups (between 3-5 people) a secluded 
table at a coffee shop could be appropriate. You want to make sure that everyone in your 
group is comfortable with the location choice - sharing personal experiences in a public 
place might cause some people discomfort. 

Here are some locations we recommend -  
• Classroom 
• Conference Room 

• Coffee Shop (for smaller groups) 
• A person’s living room  

- Invitations - 
 We recommend sending an email invitation to the participants in the dialogue. The 
invitation should explain where and when the dialogue will take place, as well as directions 
on where to read our Direct It factsheets and discussion guidelines. We’ve included an 
example below: 

Hello, all - 
 As we’ve discussed individually with all of you previously, we’ll be holding a Direct It 
dialogue next week to talk about the status of the mental health conversation on our 
campus. Please meet at room 301 in the Psychology building at 6pm on Thursday, March 
15th.  
 We ask that you take some time to look into Direct It’s resources beforehand, 
especially their factsheets and dialogue guidelines. You can find them at 
www.ElizabethSCox.com/DirectIt.  
    See you soon! 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Before the Dialogue 

- General Guidelines - 
 Here is a list of guidelines that we recommend discussion leaders go over before the 
start of the discussion. It’s also important to set a time limit for your discussion (we 
recommend anything between 60-90 min). These guidelines will help you keep an open and 
honest environment for your discussion. 

1. Be Prepared 
 When a dialogue creates a comfortable and safe environment, individuals in the 
discussion might tell their experience with mental illness. It’s important to understand 
that these stories will be told. Respect everyone’s experience and validate the emotions 
they are feeling about the topic. By ignoring a person’s story or interrupting their 
testimony, you belittle their experience. 

2. Only share your story if you’re comfortable 
 Although these stories help push the conversation, don’t feel forced to share any kind 
of personal or intimate experience you’re not comfortable with. If asked a question that 
you don’t feel comfortable answering, don’t be afraid to say, “I’m not comfortable talking 
about that, but here’s what I am okay with.” You can be real and honest about mental 
illness without putting yourself in an uncomfortable position. 

3. Validate 
 This guideline pairs tightly with our tip to Be Prepared. When a person is open and 
honest, it’s important to understand where that person’s story is coming from. Just 
because your experience is different from another’s, doesn’t take away the validity of 
their story. 

4. Don’t be afraid of silence 
 Our society as a whole doesn’t feel comfortable with awkward silence, but we 
welcome it. When you feel like a pause has turned awkward, let it be. At Direct It, we 
define silence as a time for people to organize their thoughts and figure out what 
direction they want to take the conversation. Don’t feel like you have to immediately jump 
to the next topic prompt. 

5. Don’t listen to respond, Listen to hear 
 Although we list this last, this guideline is the most important. When participating in a 
Direct It discussion, don’t spend time formulating what you’re going to say next. Be 
present in the conversation.  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During the Dialogue 

- Question Ideas -  

Introduction 
 Even though starting with a quick introduction of names seems cliche - we think it’s 
the perfect way to start this type of conversation, especially when the group doesn’t know 
each other. You should also take a couple of minutes to set the goals you’d like to 
accomplish by the end. 

1. Share your name and why you chose to participate in the dialogue. 
2. Identify what goals you hope to accomplish over the dialogue. 

•  Create a discussion group to meet regularly. 
•  Create a committee to strengthen the community’s mental health conversation. 
•  Begin planning for a campaign/event. 
•  Identify three ways the group’s participants can strengthen the mental health 

conversation. 

Identification 
 This portion of the dialogue is used to identify the current state of the mental health 
conversation within your community/workplace/campus. Your dialogue will evaluate if and/
or how mental illnesses are talked about internally. Below are a few question ideas: 

1. Where do you feel comfortable talking about mental illness?  
2. Is there a place or someone here that you can talk about it with? 
3. Is there a mental health conversation on our [campus]? 

• If no - Do we need one? 
• If yes - Is the conversation positive or negative? 

Action 
 Now that you’ve identified how mental health is talked about within your community - 
use the rest of your dialogue to identify actionable steps you can take as a group. At this 
time, identify a “secretary” to take notes so your ideas don’t get lost. 
   

1. What do we want the mental health conversation to look like within our circles? 
2. What can we do individually to create/improve the mental health conversation? 
3. How do we want to continue this conversation?  
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After the Dialogue 

- Reconnect and Act -  
 During the action stage of your dialogue, be sure you identify someone to take notes 
on how the group will reconnect afterward. You’ll also want to be sure to have contact 
information for everyone who participated. The day after your dialogue, send an email with 
the notes so that the entire group understands the next steps. Whether you’re planning to 
set-up another dialogue session or create an awareness event at your organization - you’ll 
need to follow through with the action after your first meeting. 

- Let us now how it went! -  
 We’d like to hear about your Direct It dialogue. Take a picture of your group and tag 
us in it (@direct_it_mh)! Make sure to include #DirectItDialogue.
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