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Welcome!
Thank you for supporting your chapter as the Mental Wellness Chair (MWC)! This volunteer role is 
extremely important, as you seek to encourage the overall health & wellness of your brothers. 

This guide is intended to be a resource for you during your time as MWC. You should return to it often 
as you prepare for each month’s Mental Wellness Sound Bites, while you engage in conversations 
with your brothers, and when you are unsure what your role as the MWC is and what it is not. 

In this guide, you will learn:
• Why your role is needed at the chapter level

• Phi Gamma Delta MWC ‘Dos & Do Nots’ 

• A general overview of mental health, mental wellness, and mental illness

• Common signs and symptoms a brother or friend might be struggling emotionally 

• How to support a brother who might be experiencing sadness or depression

• The role of drugs and alcohol in mental health

If you have questions throughout your term as MWC, please don’t hesitate to ask for help! You 
can reach out to your BCA members, Purple Legionnaire, Section Leader, or the Director of 
Undergraduate Members at Phi Gamma Delta International Headquarters. 

Lastly, before you dive into this guide, please don’t forget to take time for YOU this year. Even though 
you are in a chapter leadership role supporting your brothers, you must take care of yourself first! 
Self-care is crucial, especially in a helping role. Don’t forget to take care of yourself as you strive to 
support your brothers. 
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College Students & Mental 
Health
The adage, “Your college years should be the best years of your life,” is not used as often as it once 
was. While university students have always had to juggle class, work, and extracurricular activities, 
they are now asked to manage public health issues and the ever-changing landscape of what attend-
ing college looks like today. There are new stressors, new mediums to attend class, and new worries 
– at times it can seem like too much. This is the first-time students must navigate their physical and 
mental health without parental support, as well. Now more than ever, our fraternal walls need to be a 
place of refuge where members feel a sense of belonging. 

“College is a key developmental time; the age of onset for lifetime mental health problems also 
directly coincides with traditional college years - 75% of lifetime mental health problems will onset 
by age 24,” says Sarah K. Lipson, an assistant professor in the Department of Health Law Policy and 
Management at Boston University School of Public Health (Colarossi, 2022).

Let’s Break Down That Last Point: 
Numerous studies have shown that onset of mental illness often occurs before the age of 25 - 60% 
of people living with mental illness will experience this change while attending college. Additionally, 
recent studies have shown that the “age of onset for depression and other forms of mood disorders 
will usually occur by the age of 20” (Ocklenburg, 2021).

Let’s think about that: Your brothers, away from home for the first time, are being asked to navigate 
this thing called “life” all on their own while beginning to experience overwhelming feelings of sad-
ness and depression, also for the first time. 

That’s a lot. 

And that’s why, at Phi Gamma Delta, we value continuing education and relevant dialogue, providing 
our brotherhood with resources and support, and continually shining a bright light on the need for a 
greater focus on mental health and wellness. 

So now that you know why your volunteer role is important, let’s talk about the role itself. 
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Mental Wellness Chair: ‘Dos 
& Do Nots’
The role of the MWC is not to be a therapist. You are not being asked to provide life or therapeutic 
advice to your chapter members. In fact, we are asking you NOT to do that. 

Your role as a volunteer MWC is to listen, support, provide resources and encourage your brothers 
along their mental wellness journey. Additionally, you should involve your Purple Legionnaire and 
executive cabinet if needed. Engage your campus professionals for additional support as necessary.

Let’s Go Over a Few “Dos & Do Nots” of This Role:
Dos Do Nots
• Listen when your brothers want to share.
• If comfortable, share of your own journey with 

mental illness or mental wellness.
• Provide mental wellness resources, invite speak-

ers to chapter meetings, etc. 
• If you are worried about a brother and you feel 

like you need additional support, reach out and 
ask for help.

• Take care of yourself! Your self-care must come 
first throughout your time as MWC.

• Provide therapeutic or life advice after you listen.
• Begin conversations about mental wellness with, 

“Here is what you should do…”
• Assert yourself as an expert on mental wellness 

or mental health challenges (even if that is what 
you are studying at your college/university) 

• Ever agree to “not tell anyone” about a mental or 
emotional health challenge that a brother shares 
with you.

Let’s talk about that last Do Not: Do Not ever agree to “not tell anyone” about a mental or emotional 
health challenge that a brother shares with you.  

Why is this so important? Let’s play out a scenario: If a brother confides in you that they have consid-
ered harming themselves or have had suicidal thoughts or ideation, and you began that conversation 
by promising you would not tell anyone what they shared – what do you do? You can’t keep this infor-
mation to yourself as you are not qualified to support this, but you just made a promise to your brother. 

In the scenario above, you should absolutely reach out to your Purple Legionnaire or seek support 
from your campus health & wellness center, regardless of a promise made to your brother. But to 
avoid any potential hurt feelings moving forward, you should never make that promise. 

If you’re ever asked to make such a promise, reply something to the effect of: “I can’t make that prom-
ise. You know I love and support you and want nothing but the best for you. Let’s keep talking as I 
want to help you find the support you need.”

If your brother chooses not to speak with you because you will not make that promise, this is not on 
you – this is on them. Your job is not to hold secrets for your brothers, but to listen, support, provide 
resources and encourage them along their mental wellness journey. That’s it. 

A friendly reminder: You should involve your Purple Legionnaire and executive cabinet if needed and 
engage your campus professionals for additional support as necessary.
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Mental Health, Wellness 
Challenges & Illness
There are several terms you’re likely to encounter during your tenure as MWC. In this section, we will 
briefly talk you through these terms and provide you with a brief definition of each one. Don’t sleep 
on this section. One way we can all begin to normalize having a mental illness is by using proper ter-
minology. This section, with definitions largely taken from the World Mental Health Organization, can 
assist you with beginning to do just that. 

As we see mental health, mental health challenges, and mental illness talked about more, these 
words are also beginning to be used interchangeably. They are very different and mean different 
things.

The World Mental Health Organization defines mental health as, “a state of well-being in which the 
individual realizes their own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively, 
and is able to contribute to their community” (WMHO, 2020).

A mental health challenge is an umbrella term that includes early or worsening signs and symp-
toms, as well as signs and symptoms of a crisis.

A mental health challenge is when:
• There is a major change in a person’s thinking, feeling or acting.

• That change interferes with the person’s ability to live their life.

• The major change does not go away quickly and lasts longer than typical emotions or reactions are 
expected to.

Using the term ‘mental health challenge’ can be useful because it includes supporting people who 
do not have a mental health diagnosis. When we broaden the way we speak about mental wellness 
and how we talk about mental health, we also broaden our opportunities to support all chapter 
members. 

Mental disorder and mental illness are words that are used interchangeably by mental health 
professionals.

A mental health disorder or mental illness is a diagnosable illness that:
• Effects a person’s thinking, emotional state and behavior.

• Disrupts the person’s ability to work or attend school.

• Hurts the person’s ability to carry out normal daily activities.

Mental health stigmas are negative attitudes towards people with mental health challenges. They 
can lead to discrimination, which is when people with mental health challenges are treated unfairly 
because of their illness. Stigma can make it hard for people to talk about their problems and get help. 
We are not defined by our diagnosis, disabilities, or challenges. We are people first.

One way to reduce stigma is to use person-first language. Person-first language is language used to 
acknowledge that a diagnosis, mental health challenge, or disability is not as important as the per-
son’s individuality and humanity.
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For example, you could say, “a person living with schizophrenia,” instead of “a schizophrenic.” Or “a 
person who uses drugs,” instead of “a drug addict.”

As your chapter’s MWC, you want to encourage chapter members to focus on their overall mental 
wellness while also acknowledging that there will be those who experience a mental wellness chal-
lenge during your time in this role. When this happens, listen, encourage them to find support, and 
continue to support them while they seek additional support outside the chapter.  
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Common Signs & Symptoms 
a Brother Might Be Hurting 
In this section, we are going to review the common signs and symptoms that a brother or friend may 
be struggling emotionally or with a mental wellness challenge. But let’s first begin with exploring the 
difference between a sign and a symptom.

A sign is a health issue that can be observed. Signs can be seen and identified by anyone but should 
only be diagnosed by doctors who have professional training. A sign can indicate a symptom, but the 
two things are very different. If a person is rubbing their forehead or squinting their eyes, this could 
be a sign that they are experiencing symptoms of a headache.

A symptom is the personal experience of a potential health or mental wellness issue, which cannot 
be observed by a third party. Stomach cramps because of eating undercooked meat or a headache 
brought on by the stress of an upcoming final. We cannot see, hear, feel, or smell any of these issues, 
which makes them symptoms, not signs. If you’re having symptoms, you’re the only person who can 
describe them as you are the only person experiencing them (What’s The Difference, 2020).

When we talk about the signs and symptoms of mental illness, it is important to remember these 
signs are not universal. Some people may show behavioral changes, while others show physical 
symptoms. However, if you recognize any of these signs for more than several days in yourself, a 
friend or a brother, your first step should always be to reach out to talk or seek help so you can get 
them, or yourself, the necessary care.

12 Signs & Symptoms of Mental Illness
1. Feelings of hopelessness or worthlessness, depressed mood, poor self-esteem or guilt.

2. Withdrawal from friends, family and activities they used to enjoy. 
Do they not participate in intramurals or social activities anymore? 
Have they begun to blow off chapter responsibilities?

3. Changes in eating or sleeping patterns. 
Is someone you know sleeping all the time or up all hours of the night?  
Are they quickly gaining weight or never hungry?

4. Anger, rage or a craving for revenge. 
Are they overreacting to criticism or feedback? 

5. Feeling tired or exhausted all the time.

6. Having trouble concentrating, thinking, remembering or making decisions. 
Are they suddenly struggling in school or are their grades dropping?

7. Restless, irritable, agitated or anxious movements or behaviors.

8. Regular crying or sadness.

9. Neglect of personal care. 
Have they stopped caring about their appearance or stopped keeping up with personal hygiene needs?

10. Reckless or impulsive behaviors. 
Are they drinking or using drugs excessively? 
Are they behaving unsafely in other ways?
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11. Persistent physical symptoms such as headaches, digestive problems or chronic pain that do not respond 
to routine treatment.

12. Thoughts about death or suicide.

Warning Signs for Suicide 
If you are worried a brother or loved one is considering suicide, immediate action is crucial. While 
there is no foolproof way to know for sure that a friend or family member is thinking about hurting 
themselves or attempting suicide, by recognizing warning signs and acting, you can help.

If you notice or experience these warning signs of suicide from a chapter member, they demand 
IMMEDIATE attention:
• Talking or writing about suicide or death.

• Threats or comments about hurting oneself.

• Seeking access to means of self-harm or suicide.

• Giving away meaningful possessions and personal belongings.

• A sudden, drastic change in mood.

• Dangerous or risk-seeking behaviors.

• Saying goodbye to brothers or family.

While the topic of suicide may be triggering or uncomfortable for some, research shows that asking 
if someone is suicidal does not incite or increase thoughts of suicide. Though having the conver-
sation can be uncomfortable, it could also save a life.

For more support on suicide prevention and how to support someone in emotional distress or sui-
cidal crisis, please dial 988 from your cell phone or visit www.988lifeline.org.
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The ‘Dos & Do Nots’ When 
Supporting a Brother 
Struggling With a Mental 
Wellness Issue
When someone we love is struggling with a mental wellness issue, finding the right words can often 
be difficult. Let’s face it: supporting a hurt that we can’t physically see can be challenging and, at 
times, new. We often fumble with our words or, even worse, don’t say anything at all because we are 
fearful we will say the wrong thing. As a MWC, we want to lean in and encourage conversation when 
we notice a chapter member showing signs that he might be struggling.

With this in mind, here are some ‘Dos and Do Nots’ of supporting a member who may be struggling with 
a mental wellness issue, provided by the team at The Providence Center in Providence, Rhode Island. 

DO Listen With an Open Mind
Let him know he’s not alone and tell him he has your unconditional love and support. Be available to 
listen… really listen, without judgment.  

According to The Providence Center’s Clinical Trainer, Lawrence Miller, just being open and willing to 
give your support is often a big help. “Empathy appears to be communicated through facial expres-
sion, body language, and tone of voice,” said Miller. “Generally, individuals who have a psychiatric 
illness are not searching for a person who feels as they do; they are searching for someone who is 
trying to understand what they feel.” 

You can be that person for your brother by just listening.

DO NOT Make Comments Such As, “You’re Fine,” or “Cheer Up!”
Although you may think you’re helping, comments like these can make someone feel criticized and 
humiliated for feeling the way they do. Their condition can be serious and likely cannot be brushed 
off. Try your best to make them feel comfortable and secure in sharing their emotions.

DO Ask Questions
Do not be afraid to ask questions. Your brother doe not expect you to fully understand what he’s 
going through. Respectfully ask about his symptoms and how he is feeling. He may not want to give 
you all the answers or disclose everything he is feeling, and that’s okay. He will know you care simply 
because you took the time to ask.

DO NOT Say You Know How They Feel If You Don’t
While you may experience or have experienced periods of sadness in your life, refrain from compar-
ing those feelings to their current situation. Although it is nice to have someone to relate to, drawing 
comparisons may make them feel as if the reality of their situation is being minimized.
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DO Encourage Them to Seek Help
Find out if he is receiving the necessary care for what he is experiencing. If not, offer to help get him 
the help he needs. You can go with him to the campus health & wellness center or offer to call his 
parents with him so he can tell them what’s been going on. 

Now they may refuse to seek help and might even get angry with you, and that’s okay. Anger is a nor-
mal human emotion, so don’t balk or pull away if he displays a bit of anger. But it is very important to 
remind him that mental health problems are treatable, that they are completely normal, and that he 
does not have to feel this way forever. 

DO NOT Question Their Medical Decisions
For most people with mental health disorders, taking medicine is a big step and can be scary. And 
there is still a stigma surrounding the medical treatment for mental health conditions. However, there 
are a variety of drugs that can really help patients feel like themselves again. If your brother chooses 
to explore medication to support their mental health disorder, be patient, supportive and, most im-
portantly, non-judgmental as he finds a medication that suits his specific needs.

DO Be Patient
You may feel like your brother has pushed you away, and maybe he has. Those suffering from mental 
illness tend to distance themselves from their loved ones, not because they dislike your company, but 
because they feel like a burden. Don’t pressure him to spend more time with you or to talk about his 
problems. As frustrating as it may be trying to help someone who does not seem to appreciate you, 
don’t give up on him. And, as you are able, remind him that he is not a burden to you. 

DO NOT Pressure Them to “Stay Busy”
You may think a day trip or a guy’s night out will take his mind off the issue. Do not hesitate to invite 
him to such social events, but also don’t expect that he will accept the invitation. Whatever he may 
be dealing with is not easily solved by kicking back and relaxing, or by trying to snap out of a bad 
mood. Keep this in mind and trust that his decision to not take part is the right decision for him.

And, on some nights, offer to just sit with him. You don’t have to do anything, just be with him. That 
act alone can often reassure him that you are there and that you’re not leaving him to battle these 
new feelings alone. 

DO NOT Take It Personally
Remember that what he’s going through is not about you and is not your fault. Give him all your love, 
and don’t expect anything in return as he may not be able to give it to you. Whether you think so or 
not, your brother needs you now more than ever.
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Alcohol & Mental Health
After a tough day, many people open a bottle of beer or wine to relax and de-stress. While it may 
make you feel better initially, drinking alcohol regularly can make stress and anxiety worse.

Having a drink is a quick but deceptive fix. “Alcohol affects the chemicals in your brain – slowing 
down (depressing) how your brain and central nervous system functions. It affects the part of your 
brain that controls inhibition (the process of restraining your impulses or certain behaviors because 
of factors such as your morals or lack of confidence). Therefore, after a drink or two, you may feel less 
anxious and more confident, or ‘lose your inhibitions’” (Kamara, 2021). In the short term, you may feel 
more relaxed. However, having a drink is often used as a distraction from dealing with what’s causing 
you stress or anxiety.

Using alcohol to ‘drown your sorrows’ or ‘numb the pain’ can be a common reaction to tough human 
emotions. Sometimes we may not even be able to identify the exact feelings that are bothering us, 
we just know we don’t want to feel bad and want to forget for a while. 

It is true that alcohol might give you temporary relief. But over time, you might find that you need to 
drink more to stay numb and avoid your emotions. This can lead to alcohol dependence. So, while 
using alcohol to numb emotions might seem like a good idea in the moment, it’s not always a good 
idea in the long term.

Additionally, sometimes alcohol can do the exact opposite of what we have intended. It can often 
make bad or negative feelings come to the surface, making them feel even more intense. This is often 
why we see people become extremely upset or aggressive when they have been drinking. The alco-
hol is helping fuel the anger they feel inside as opposed to calming them down as they had intended. 

If you do notice a brother has begun to increase their alcohol intake and you are concerned, they 
might be struggling. It’s best to wait until they are sober to lovingly share your concerns with them. 

Communicating With Someone Who May Have an Alcohol Use 
Disorder 
The good news here is that no one automatically knows how to talk to an alcoholic or an addict. 
Although people who do this work full time may have discovered effective ways that work more 
often than not for them, it is always difficult - actually, it’s downright hard. 

Communicating with someone who might be struggling with alcohol or other drugs can be espe-
cially hard if you have been supporting the person’s addiction by enabling them to continue with 
their addictive behavior. 

But never fear, here are some simple things provided by Archie Cares, LLC that you can keep in mind 
to hopefully produce better outcomes than we might expect (Archie Cares, 2020).
1. Remember you’re talking to a person with a disease – be kind to the person. 

Show you care through your BEHAVIOR — this is often the secret ingredient to successful interaction with 
a person who has an addiction. Addiction is so stigmatized in our society, that people who have addic-
tions expect others to criticize, insult, and belittle them, and they assume that you’ll reject them or judge 
them. By NOT doing those things, you may have won the trust that could be the spark they need to find a 
way to recovery. 
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2. Listen more than you talk. 
If someone chooses you to be the person that they open to about their battles with alcohol or drugs, 
please give them the gift of just listening. Don’t assume you know why they have been drinking more or 
smoking pot. Let them lead the conversation and just listen.

3. Show unconditional love or concern. 
As they are your brother, make sure they know that you will love them no matter what. BUT that doesn’t 
mean you’ll continue to put up with their BS. Remind them of the rules and values of the organization. Let 
them know that you are here for them and that you will also hold them accountable if necessary. 

4. Let them do it their way and find their own path 
This may be the hardest one, but someone struggling with a substance use disorder must find their path 
on their own. You can’t love someone into getting better. Talk through what is and is not acceptable for 
the organization. If they suggest needing to take a break from the organization, then work with your IHQ 
to do just that.  
As an aside, if someone is in the throes of active addiction, then a fraternity house might not be the best 
place for them – but let them decide what’s best if they are following the rules and policies or the organi-
zation. If these policies or values have been violated and you need to hold them accountable, whatever 
that might look like, then you also must do that – if you don’t, then you are enabling their behavior. 

5. Help them get help (when they want it).

Offer to help them find resources, go with them to an open meeting of AA or NA, or sit with them 
while they call their parents. 
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