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Sam O’Sullivan is the founder of Tough Talk NZ, a community raising awareness and creating the discussion around men’s mental health and the tools 
we all need for mental wellness. We recently caught up with Sam to discuss the biggest issues facing our mental wellness and some of the best tools 
both men and women need for positive mental wellbeing.
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“I want to empower and equip people 
with the tools that worked for me and 
to make mental health care accessible                            

for everyone.”

support each other, which is driving an extremely unhealthy culture 
that needs to change. 

Men need to be open to loving - to feel love, to give love and have 
emotion. All these things are really healthy for humans, but they’re 
less often seen with men.

What steps can we take to achieve 
mental wellness? 
The thing that helped me the most was mindfulness. Mike King once 
said to me, “Sam, don’t use the word mindfulness, because people 
will think it’s like ballet.” That’s often how males might think of the 
word mindfulness, so I don’t typically use it. I tend to say, ‘how do 
you focus?’ or ‘how do you listen to people?’

These are all ways of learning to focus on the moment you’re in right 
now and noticing what your mind is doing. It’s hard to navigate our 
mind, physical surroundings and body, as these things are happening 
simultaneously, but the practice of learning to focus your attention 
on one thing at a time, consciously and intentionally, is what mind-
fulness is all about.

Taking the time to train your attention is at the backbone of mental 
wellness. Mindfulness has allowed me to better connect with peo-
ple. It has allowed me to get out of my mind, to enjoy our beautiful 
country, to focus my mind and to let negative thoughts go.

There were a number of other elements that also came into play 
on my wellness journey - my relationships, my sense of purpose, 
my community, my diet and my exercise. But what helped me im-
plement these things was mindfulness, conscious attention, and my 
ability to focus - which I didn’t once have being an anxious young 
man. No one told me about it and no one taught me how to manage 
my emotions.

I personally experienced a profound reward from learning to focus. 
I was anxious and looking for ways to calm down. When I read about 
mindfulness, I knew I needed to give it a go. First, I just tried breat-
hing. It was during my exam when I was freaking out and panicking 
- I stopped everything I was doing. I was a mess. I took deep breaths 
down into my diaphragm and focused on my feelings, the nice cool 
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Tell us about your work with            
Tough Talk? 
Tough Talk was born from reflecting on my own life. I’m a clinical 
psychologist (having spent seven years at Otago University) and 
my first job was at a rehabilitation hospital for forensic and severe 
mental health. I was working with people under the Mental Health 
Act who’d been to acute hospitals, perhaps a number of times, and 
couldn’t get the help they needed. 

I really saw the darkness of New Zealand there. I heard about the 
stories behind the murders, behind the sexual assaults, and I talked 
to the victims and perpetrators. They all lived together in this fa-
cility, which was horrible. I realised it was mostly men, around 80 
percent, at the bottom of the cliff. The women there were victims of 
male assault or abuse in some way or another.

I noticed women’s problems were severe, but men’s problems were 
much more diverse. I’d seen higher numbers of women earlier in the 
system - women tend to seek support earlier than men, and they’re 
talking about their problems with the community. Men, on the ot-
her hand, would be hesitant to ask for help. 

I had a lot of issues with anxiety growing up and was bullied in high 
school. I developed panic attacks and I couldn’t handle being around 
lots of people. My hands would shake in exams. I could barely write. I 
spent years working on myself, through what I was learning through 
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psychology, mindfulness and meditation, and I started applying the-
se learnings to my daily life. I learned how to focus, to calm myself, 
how to listen, how to be conscious of what’s happening around me. 
The more I did that, the better I became, to the point where I deci-
ded to go out a do a film project.

Through Tough Talk, I want to empower and equip people with the 
tools that worked for me and to make mental health care accessi-
ble for everyone. One major part of this is challenging the stigma 
around mental health, and specifically challenging the stigma men 
face, which I think is amplified by our social ideas of ‘what a man is’. 
Less stigma and more tools are a powerful combination to achieve 
real change, and that’s the idea behind Tough Talk. 

Why do you think men’s mental health 
is so critical right now?
In reality, men don’t experience things differently to women - our 
psychology is the same. It’s the way we’re being brought up and 
conditioned that’s causing problems. I think that’s what feminism is 
about - feminism is about equality, which is sometimes misunders-
tood by men.

There’s a culture associated with masculinity, and in the field of 
health (particularly mental health) this means men tend to be stoic 
and less open to sharing. They’re not being encouraged to talk or 
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Where can we go for more information 
or support?
There are plenty of resources out there, but the best resource is 
your friends and family. If you haven’t got a strong network, there 
are heaps of great people and resources available, you just need to 
reach out to find them.

Free call or text 1737 any time for support from a trained counsel-
lor or check out www.mentalhealth.org.nz for more information and 
support. 

For more information on Sam and Tough Talk NZ visit                     
www.toughtalk.nz

LIFELINE
0800 543 354 (0800 LIFELINE) 
or free text 4357 (HELP)

SUICIDE CRISIS HELPLINE 

0508 828 865 (0508 TAUTOKO)

HEALTHLINE

0800 611 116

SAMARITANS

0800 726 666
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air coming in and my body moving. I sat there, calmed down and 
was then able to engage in the exam. Sometimes I’d have to do this 
a couple of times, but for the first time, I just developed a sense of 
control. I went on to attend a mindfulness class at university which 
taught me breath is everything.

Our minds are often misunderstood. Most people see mindfulness 
as ‘I’m training my mind.’ But your mind is just doing its thing and 
you can’t control that - all you can train is your attention. Try ex-
ploring mindfulness in yoga, swimming, running, diving, mountain 
biking or any other activity that allows you to focus.

What are the most important aspects of 
maintaining our mental wellbeing?
Find a practice that works for you, whether it’s yoga, mindfulness, or 
another activity. A practice that gives you space, allows you to be in 
the moment and feel peaceful away from people (ideally in nature). 

Remember to follow your purpose. This doesn’t mean quit your 
job – simply find something that gives you purpose, something that 
brings you joy, and make time for it. If that means letting go of a 
little bit of financial security, let go of it, because it’s not worth living 
a life of stress.

It’s also important to find your people. Invest time into finding a 
sense of community, a sense of place within a wide group of people. 

You don’t need to maintain heaps of connections, maybe you only 
maintain a couple of really close ones, but you’ve got to find some 
sort of community.

Be playful and have fun. Do something that’s just silly and lets your 
inner child come out (because it’s often not gone, just repressed). 
Make space to allow emotions to surface - to grieve, to be sad, to 
express anger safely with people you trust, in an environment that’s 
private. There are lots of different ways to make that happen, from 
having a casual beer to playing a game of pool or doing an activity to-
gether. Choose a situation that’s non-judgemental and encourages 
you to share openly. If you share openly and vulnerably with others, 
you’ll find people that wouldn’t normally share may do so as well. 
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