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I’m Fine! Everything is Fine.

The (sometimes) subtle subtext of a cry for help.

You’ve probably seen the meme with the cartoon
dog sitting in a room on fire, saying “This is fine!”

It's gotten a lot of shares as a spot-on
representation of how we’ve had to carry on
through the extra chaos and stress of the past few
years. But did you know that the artist, KC Green,
created the original comic strip to illustrate how he
felt while struggling with depression?

While not all of us have Green'’s artistic flair for
expression, we've all used or heard some version of
It's fine. Someone asks, “How are you?” and,
regardless of how they’re really feeling, the other
person responds, “I'm fine!”

It's kind of a casual conversation rule. Don’t
complain or overshare. It isn’t polite. Regardless of
how things really are, we automatically say, “It's
fine,” and everyone moves on out of habit.

What happens, though, when everything isn’t fine?
When there isn’t a literal room on fire to signal when
someone is struggling or in trouble, how do we
recognize that they need help?

Recognizing a Cry for Help

The phrase a cry for help is an expression that
means someone signaling with words or actions
that they are in distress and need support.

In popular understanding the phrase is often seen
as literal: calling a crisis hotline, writing a suicide
note, or climbing out on a ledge. But cries for help
don’t have to relate to suicidal actions or thoughts
and aren’t always that obvious and easy to spot.
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I f2EE Emotional Well-Being

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), more
subtle cries for help can be signaled by:

* Eating or sleeping too much or too little
*  Pulling away from people, things, or
activities
* Having low or no energy
* Unexplained aches and pains like
stomach-aches or headaches
* Feeling helpless or hopeless
* Excessive smoking, drinking, or drug use
(including prescription drugs)
*  Worrying or feeling guilty a lot, but not
knowing why
*  Thinking of harming or killing yourself or
someone else
* Having difficulty adjusting to home or work
life
Those signals can manifest differently at different
ages. Adults in distress might have unexpected
crying spells or bursts of anger or start to avoid
family or friends. Kids and teens might have trouble
concentrating or start to compete for more
attention from parents or teachers.

Click here for more examples and information from
SAMHSA.

The most important thing you can do for someone
in distress is to be present in their life. By being
actively engaged and interested, you can better
recognize when they are having a tough time and
offer support.

Here are some tips for responding to a cry for help.

Take It Seriously: Every expression of distress is real
with an underlying condition or state of mind that
needs to be addressed. Don’t try to determine intent
or brush it off. Engage instead.
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I f2EE Emotional Well-Being

Express Honest Concern: Say what you're seeing in
a direct, non-confrontational way. A two-part
phrase I've noticed/I wonder can be helpful to
break the ice. “I've noticed that you haven’t seemed
yourself, lately. I'm wondering if everything is OK.”

Listen Actively: Allow them to speak at their own
pace and stay focused on their words. Let them
express their feelings and accept them at face
value.

Be Supportive: Use comforting language like “That
sounds hard,” or “I'm sorry you're going through
this.”

Don’t Judge or Brush Off: Don’t minimize their
problems or pain, act shocked or disapproving, or
say things like, “You shouldn’t..., “I don’t
believe...,” or, “It’s not all that bad.”

Offer Hope and Real Reassurance: Avoid forced
positivity. Let them know that they are important to
you, that you're there for them and other help is
available.

Don’t Try to Fix It Yourself - If you believe self-harm
or suicide is imminent, call 911 immediately. For
less urgent situations, encourage them to get help
from professionals or agencies that specialize in
crisis intervention. Otherwise, a great place to start
is with the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline. You can reach
them by dialing 988 or visiting 988lifeline.org.

Finally, remember that it’s better to be safe than
sorry. Any noticeable change in behavior—even a
seemingly positive one—is a reason to check in.
Don’t be afraid to ask what’s going on. If they’re
having a good day, you can be happy together. If it’s
a cry for help, you can be there for them.
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