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What are your suggestions to improve the Victorian communitys understanding of mental
illness and reduce stigma and discrimination?  
"To increase the focus on optimism and optimistic messaging and to increase the reach and
influence of positive psychology.   I returned to Australia after living abroad and was astonished by
the level of negativity which pervades public discourse and the media.  I created the Australian
Leadership Project and we have interviewed over 2400 people on the qualities of Australian
Leadership.  While we asked open questions and there are many qualities suggested, the three
central traits of good Australian Leadership are egalitarianism, self-effacing humour and NO-BS
plain speaking.  If these are the traits, there are millions of people leading well.  So why the
negativity in one of the most prosperous countries on earth?  My Eureka moment came during the
2017 Global Integrity Summit: We are living in a fog of pessimism.  Since then I have interviewed
thousands of people from Presidents to Indian ditch diggers asking one question, What makes you
optimistic?  I run workshops on optimistic leadership in prison, corporates and global conferences.
We need to help people find the source of their own optimism.  The evidence from Brookings,
Harvard and many other bodies show that optimism is a key to longevity, a key protector against
heart-disease and cancer and the underpinning of innovation, creativity and innovation.  In
Australia it is much undervalued.  "

 
What is already working well and what can be done better to prevent mental illness and to
support people to get early treatment and support?  
"According to research, we have the second highest level of anti-depressant medication in the
world.  We have rising rates of suicide and depression.  I can't say what is working.  What is
working against us is a news media which is incredibly negative and pessimistic causing people to
misunderstand the world and nation in which they live."

 
What is already working well and what can be done better to prevent suicide?  
"On the face of it, the hundreds of millions we are spending in this space isn't doing much.    What
I have seen is schools running wellbeing programs and resilience programs but they are
countered by the bleak curriculum and materials.  Exaggerated hysteria about climate change
causes children to be pessimistic and powerless.  The English curriculum points children to
negative and bleak books and themes."

 
What makes it hard for people to experience good mental health and what can be done to
improve this? This may include how people find, access and experience mental health
treatment and support and how services link with each other.  
"In my view, the critical gap is a  shortage of infectiously optimistic leadership.  The news media
has changed over the last 40 years from a balance between good news' and bad news' to
believing the only news' is bad.  I believe the commission should look at the role of the



conventional media in being a source of depression and anxiety."

 
What are the drivers behind some communities in Victoria experiencing poorer mental
health outcomes and what needs to be done to address this?  
The critical factors are the pessimistic media and negative language.  I am happy to elaborate
should the commission so desire.

 
What are the needs of family members and carers and what can be done better to support
them?  
"They need to be helped to find the source of their own optimism which will in turn make them
more resilient, healthier and happier."

 
What can be done to attract, retain and better support the mental health workforce,
including peer support workers?  
"We should include questions on optimism in the recruitment process and offer course and
support for optimism ], reslience and better health."

 
What are the opportunities in the Victorian community for people living with mental illness
to improve their social and economic participation, and what needs to be done to realise
these opportunities?  
"I am not expert in this space.  Having run three courses on optimism and optimistic leadership in
prison, I am personally committed to doing more as the prisoners need optimism and resilience to
survive prison and to thrive upon release."

 
Thinking about what Victorias mental health system should ideally look like, tell us what
areas and reform ideas you would like the Royal Commission to prioritise for change?  
"Great emphasis on positive psychology and a greater emphasis on optimism.  While it is good to
hear the Prime Minister and Premier speaking about their own optimism, we need to create
environments and spaces where that infectiously optimistic leader can be amplified and increased.
"

 
What can be done now to prepare for changes to Victorias mental health system and
support improvements to last?  
Greater emphasis on optimism and promoting optimistic leadership.

 
Is there anything else you would like to share with the Royal Commission?  
The best data shows Australia has moved from being an optimistic country to a relatively
pessimistic country.  This is especially concerning in relation to the future of work and attitudes to
national and global affairs.  People feel powerless and the media generally promotes that feeling
or powerlessness with constant attacks on leadership of any form.    We need to life the spirits of
the whole community and in doing so will help to reduce the levels of depression and anxiety.
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