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Strong Minds, Strong Lives

Breaking the Stigma Around Mental Health in Ghana and the Developing World

By

Kwame Y Ampofo
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INTRODUCTION
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Life brings many challenges, and sometimes, those challenges weigh heavily on our minds and emotions. Feeling overwhelmed, sad, confused, or anxious is not a sign of weakness — it is a sign that we are human.

Across the world, millions of people struggle silently with emotional and mental health problems. In Ghana and many similar third world countries, these struggles are often misunderstood or hidden because of fear, stigma, or lack of information. Many grow up believing that talking about emotional pain is a sign of shame, or that help is only for those who are “mad.” But that is not true.

The truth is simple:

If your body can get sick, your mind can too. And just like your body, your mind deserves care.

One of the clearest ways to understand mental health is by comparing it to cardiac health.

Most people are comfortable when they say they are “working on their cardiac health” — through exercise, good food, and regular checkups — even if they do not have heart disease. They know that taking care of their heart keeps it strong and healthy.

In the same way, taking care of your mental health does not mean you are mentally ill. It simply means you value your mind and emotions, and you are building strength to face life’s stresses.

Good mental health practices help prevent mental illnesses just as good cardiac habits help prevent heart disease.

Sadly, in many parts of Ghana and other third world countries, when people begin to experience emotional or mental distress, they often turn first to faith-based organizations for prayer and deliverance, or to traditional healers and witchcraft camps.

While many of these religious leaders, prophets, and traditional practitioners may mean well, most of them have little or no proper knowledge about mental health or mental illnesses.


This often leads to harmful practices, delayed treatment, increased suffering, and deepened stigma.



There is also a strong but wrong belief that mental illnesses are not treatable through medical or psychological care — that they can only be dealt with through spiritual means, miracles, or deliverance sessions.

While we believe in the power of prayer and faith, this manual will show that true healing often comes when spiritual care is combined with professional knowledge and treatment — especially when the prayer and support are offered by people who are educated about mental health.

Another reason why we must all care about mental health is that the mind and the body are deeply connected.

As the renowned psychiatrist Dr. Bessel van der Kolk explains in his book The Body Keeps the Score, when emotional wounds, trauma, and stress are left untreated, the body stores this pain and begins to suffer physically.

Many illnesses — including heart disease, diabetes, chronic pain, and even some forms of cancer — have been linked to long-term emotional and mental stress.

Caring for your mind is not only about emotional healing; it is also an important act of protecting your physical health and long life.

This small guide has been created with one goal in mind:

To help you recognize when your mind needs care, and to point you to the right and approved channels of help — including medical, psychological, and spiritual support working together.

You do not have to suffer alone. You are not alone.

The journey to healing — and to strength — begins with recognizing the signs, caring for your mind, and believing that a better, stronger you is possible.

This guide is for you — and for everyone who sincerely wants to help — written with hope, understanding, and respect.
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Chapter 1: Recognizing When You Need Support


[image: ]




Your mind is a vital part of your life — just like your heart, your lungs, and your body.

When the mind is overworked, wounded, or neglected, it sends signals asking for care. Recognizing those signals early is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign of strength, wisdom, and self-respect.

Across the world, but especially in Ghana and similar countries, many people are taught to “be strong” and hide their emotional struggles.

Teachers, pastors, students, workers, business owners, market women, young men and women — everyone carries invisible loads.

Yet very few are taught how to recognize when the load has become too heavy for the mind.

It is important to know that seeking help for your mental health is just like seeking help for a physical wound. It is normal. It is human. It is wise.

Here are signs that your mind may be calling for extra support:

1. Persistent Sadness, Hopelessness, or Emptiness

When you feel down for many days or weeks, and nothing seems to lift your spirit — not work, not fellowship, not school activities, not even time with friends or family — your mind may be showing signs of emotional exhaustion.

This can happen after serious disappointments, family troubles, losses, or long periods of loneliness.
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