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University of Canberra Faculty of Health Graduation Ceremony Occasional Address
Professor Patrick McGorry AO
Chancellor, Vice Chancellor, Distinguished Colleagues and Guests, Graduands and families and friends.
I would like to begin by thanking Aunty Violet for her warm Welcome to Country and by acknowledging the true and traditional owners of the beautiful lands we are meeting on today, the Ngunnawal people and pay my respects to their leaders past and present and to all First Nations people here today, and in particular the First Nations graduands and honour their achievements.   Connection to the land especially for the dispossessed and the exile can be as important as life itself and is an experience hard to put into words and yet it is something that is need of much greater not less respect now and into the future.
I would also like to thank both the Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor for the huge honour of being asked to give this brief address.  This ceremony is one of the most important events in the life of a University but even more so in the life of the students and their families. 
It is a rare privilege to be able to speak to such a large number of graduating Faculty of Health students on the threshold of their adult lives and careers. But it is a tough gig too.  As someone who graduated nearly 50 years ago, what can I say that might have any impact or be remembered. Perhaps that is why it is called an “occasional” address. Very occasionally there might be something memorable that sticks.  Anyway here goes.
Some speeches on occasions like this by older people try to give advice which is tempting but could well be a waste of time. Working with several generations of young people for over 40 years in youth mental health, that isn’t the right approach. Better to share something a bit oblique or surprising and say something that people may not be aware of or that makes them think. 
On a day like today I imagine many of you will be thinking not only of the achievements you have made and the struggles you will have been through over the past few years, so it is definitely time to smell the roses. You are probably also turning your minds to the future.  You have studied within a tertiary system which has morphed a lot since I was as student, and in which the cards in many ways are stacked against the University’s leadership, its staff and its students. There have been 3 landmark books written recently about the negative impact of what is effectively the defunding and covert privatisation of Tertiary education in recent decades.  One of these books was by Professor George Williams who is the Vice Chancellor of the University of Western Sydney, where students have to choose between putting food on the table and buying textbooks.  One fun fact is that the government now raises more money from tertiary student fees than from taxing mining and resource companies. So you students have been making a stronger contribution to Australia already than Gina Rinehardt.
I might have been asked to give this address because I have worked in Youth Mental Health for 40 years and walked alongside many thousands of young people struggling with life transitions and mental ill health. My colleagues and I, and I include the Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor in this circle of friends, have worked to build a whole new field of healthcare codesigned with young people to address a yawning gap in health and social care which continues to weaken our society.  I have seen each generation of young people develop in somewhat different ways, impacted by the forces that swirl around them as they navigate the precarious path from childhood to mature adulthood.  It is the period of life with greatest vulnerability to mental ill-health.  75% of mental illness develop before the age of 25. We are facing a public health crisis with a 50% surge in mental ill health in young people since 2007 to a level of 40% or 2 out of 5 by 2022. There is some improvement in this level since COVID but we are still way above pre-COVID levels. There is also an element of (TikTok inspired) self diagnosis around the edges for some diagnoses like Autism Spectrum Disorder and ADHD which have been almost cool, with mild variations with the normal range being pathologized. Not to say that autism and ADHD are not real. They are, but as with some other forms of mental ill health, milder cases are jumping the queue and displacing the more severe cases in access to expert care.  This which has confused things and distracted us (please watch SBS Insight tomorrow night for a sophisticated deep dive on this). Despite this second order issue, the decline in the mental health of young Australians is real and alarming. 
Mental ill health is the major threat to young people fulfilling their potential and leading a happy and fulfilling life. It is certain that a substantial minority of the graduands today have suffered already or may even today not be well.  If raising this today causes you any distress please reach out to your friends and family or seek professional help.  Treatment works and can be life and future saving. headspace is a youth friendly first port of call, until now there has not been a genuine second step or safe harbour for more severe or persistent mental illness.  The Australian government is beginning to change this with a new wave of reform.  
One creative way of reframing mental ill health in young people during this stage of life is to know about Joseph Campbell’s concept of the Hero’s Journey.  He recognised this as something he called the “Monomyth” which is seen in most cultures around the world and also in novels and movies like Star Wars. This involves seeing everyone as they pass through life as being the hero of their own struggle. People will face challenges, setbacks and threats. They may learn, adapt and get stronger and more resilient in the end, but there will be ordeals, losses, failures and even life-threatening crises. Everyone needs supporters and allies, and in many cases professional help at times. Connection with others and the community as we face the developmental tasks of maturation and becoming your authentic self is key. 
Let’s look behind this serious public health crisis.  In 2024, we examined this urgent question, when, with 54 authors, including 10 young people, from around the world we published the Lancet Commission in Youth Mental Health. We looked at a series of what we called megatrends, forces in society that have emerged as potential candidates to explain this rise. We looked at climate change, social media, COVID and several other megatrends and cohort effects. But the one that seemed to be most fundamental is the socioeconomic changes wrought by the switch from post war Keynesian economic theory to hard core monetary theory in the 1980s with a naïve and ruthless belief in market theory. Spearheaded by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher and drawing on the theories of Friedrich Hayek, powered by thousands of conservative think tanks, neoliberalism kicked Keynsianism and the common good to the kerb.  This demonised and weakened government, hollowed out the public sector, fragmented core educational and health systems, and promoted individualism over the collectivism. This brutal economic theory has enabled unchecked and corrosive inequality to surge to obscene levels across the world, including the intergenerational inequality which is impacting young people very badly. If you wish to understand the origins and impact of this then I can recommend “The Invisible Doctrine” by George Monbiot and Peter Hutchison, a short book which throws light on these changes in society that have affected you and your fellow graduands. This is what is behind the “cost of living” crisis, the housing crisis, student debt, and the inequities of access and quality that many you will witness soon when you enter the health care system as health professionals. Health, like education and housing, has become a commodity not a human right. That inflicts moral injury on many clinicians and yet it is a feature that is very hard to shift.  The toxic effects of neoliberalism have weakened government, and have hollowed out the public service with massive outsourcing, rent seeking and value extraction. This has eroded faith and trust in our political leaders and government and paved the way for destructive populism which has been exploited by billionaires and media titans. It has placed the future of the planet and of civilisation in jeopardy with the salient threats posed by climate threat and AI which is concentrated like the mainstream and social media in the hands of a small number of uber-rich and  unaccountable actors. The degeneration of geopolitical values is also undermining young people’s sense of hope for the future and their mental health. The unchallenged notion that it is OK to murder large numbers of innocent people to further ethnonationalist aims in the Middle East and Eastern Europe, including the industrial slaughter and traumatisation of hundreds of thousands of young soldiers on all sides is reminiscent of the horrors of the First and Second World Wars which chastened the world for many decades and promoted a period of collectivism and the rise of the welfare state.  I am nostalgic for that period and hope we can recapture it. Our future depends on that. 
One other mindset I would like to leave you with today is courtesy of Rutger Bregman and his book “Moral Ambition”. It may be relevant for some but not all of you today. Some of you will think it is too idealistic, but there is a core of self interest in this too. Bregman contends that making a meaningful impact on the world requires what he calls “moral ambition”, the drive to use your skills, resources, and career not just to pursue your own success, but to take on humanity's most pressing challenges. It tackles the gap between good intentions and effective action. Far too many people in society, in wealthy countries, consider their jobs meaningless, at least 25%. Too many go into value-extracting domains of work and come to the conclusion later in life that they lack purpose and meaning. Another author, David Graeber, wrote a book called "Bullshit Jobs," which documented the extent of this, and it's quite significant. 
Other people become well-intentioned activists, but they fall into the trap of becoming “noble losers”, people who care a lot about key issues (like climate change, let's say), but fail to achieve meaningful results because they have prioritised moral purity over strategic effectiveness. Bregman doesn't expect everyone to go down this track, but he does suggest that it's worth thinking seriously about at any stage of your career, not just when you're on the threshold of it, because it's never too late to change and feel that you are living a purposeful and authentic life. 
One of the key developmental tasks of emerging adulthood which can take many years to master is forming a stable and secure personal identity. Authenticity is a cornerstone of success here.  It allows for a range of values and views but a coherent sense of self and the right blend of self belief and humility are key.  What I personally found as have most people, is that helping other people does not only have value in itself and is at the heart of most religions, but it is a potent way of helping yourself. In terms of one’s own sense of worth, self-esteem, and value, it is a genuine preventive strategy in relation to mental ill health. I cannot do justice to Bregman's excellent book in a few short sentences, but I found it one of the most impactful books that I've read in recent years, which, looking backwards, helped me to make sense of my own life. It is the sort of book that would have given me a lot more clarity and confidence had I read it at the stage of life that you, today’s audience, is at. 
The bottom line is - it's not just about you. It's about what our world and a sustainable and cohesive society needs. We desperately need, in this current era of division and moral decline in the world, a new cohort of young people to follow this path of moral ambition, defined by Rutger Bregman.
Abraham Maslow described the hierarchy of needs that we possess.  At the top sits Food, Shelter and Personal Safety.  But right up there is a sense of connection and purpose.  It is worth thinking careful about the non-materialistic and social aspects of life if you are to live a life that one day you can look back on with satisfaction and gratitude.  That is the “death bed test”, and now that I am much closer to that than most of you here today, I believe it is an invaluable way to think much earlier in life.  If the one thing you remember from this talk is that concept and the idea of Moral Ambition, I hope it might be that! 
Thank you
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