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[INTRO MUSIC]
00;00;00;00 - 00;00;24;05
Speaker 1
Happy Friday, North Texas. I'm Scott and today is Friday, October 9th. I've got a really great conversation to share with you all about mental health today. But first I'm going to do things a little bit out of order this week. I usually put this at the end of the episodes, but for anybody who doesn't make it all the way to the end, first I forgive you.

00;00;24;08 - 00;00;52;21
Speaker 1
Second, we want to hear from you. If you have feedback about the show, ideas for future episodes, or just want to get in touch. You can email us at podcast at UNC Edu, or call us at (940) 565-4341. And now we have a story to share. You don't just wrapped up a historic fundraising cycle for our 2026 fiscal year, receiving $69.86 million through the generosity of 5933 donors.

00;00;52;24 - 00;01;16;28
Speaker 1
Their investments are expanding what unity can do for its students, for the North Texas region, and for a state whose future depends on an educated workforce, new ideas and continued discovery. Among the year's most significant commitments was an anonymous estate gift of about $20 million to establish a permanent scholarship endowment in the Brant Ryan College of Business. The year also brought the largest philanthropic gift in UNT athletics history.

00;01;17;00 - 00;01;45;01
Speaker 1
Alumni Tom and Christy Wagner committed $4.6 million to support the expansion of the UNT Athletic Center and established the Wagner Family Strength and Conditioning Center, which will provide advanced training and recovery resources for student athletes across all mean green sports. These commitments reflect one of the central goals of the $100 million Better Look North's Student Success campaign, ensuring talented students have access to the resources and opportunities needed to persist, graduate and thrive after college.

00;01;45;04 - 00;01;58;09
Speaker 1
Visit Better Look North students edu to learn more about the campaign, or check the link in the show notes for more on this story. And now for some athletics news. Let's check in with Zach Babb for the Mean Green Minute.

00;01;58;11 - 00;02;21;11
Speaker 2
Mean green soccer lost a tough one on Thursday night, falling two nil to Florida Atlantic at home. The loss drops being green to four, six and three on the season. Their next match is next Thursday against the Rice Owls down in Houston. Big Green volleyball has a pair of matches this weekend, one at home and one on the road.

00;02;21;12 - 00;02;49;23
Speaker 2
The home matches against the Bulls of South Florida. That's on a Friday night at 6 p.m., then they'll head to Philadelphia on Sunday to take on temple. It's an 11 a.m. central time. Start there and football is back at home. One last time before the bye week, they face Charlotte on Saturday. It's a 230 kickoff. You can watch the game on ESPN plus or listen on the free Varsity Network app.

00;02;49;25 - 00;03;11;17
Speaker 1
Thanks for that update, Zach. If you need more UNT athletics news, be sure to check out Zach's other podcast this Week in Green Sports. I have to stop here and give a quick shout out to Coach Neil Brown and the UNT football team. If you haven't listened to our interview with Coach Brown, check out episode 62, where one of the goals he talked about was putting an entertaining product on the field to give the UNT community an exciting team to cheer on.

00;03;11;17 - 00;03;34;10
Speaker 1
Promise made, promise delivered. This is a high scoring offense, and through the first five weeks of the season, UNT is the only team in the country with players in the top ten for passing yards and rushing yards, thanks to quarterback Tavon Jackson and running back Shaheen White, respectively. I took my kids to the last home game against Houston Christian and made the mistake of telling my seven year old that every time you scored a touchdown, I'd take him down to the bounce house on the concourse.

00;03;34;12 - 00;03;55;14
Speaker 1
Y'all, I spent more time watching that bounce house than the actual game. Do yourself a favor and come out to the AQ Stadium tomorrow afternoon to see this team in action. There's also going to be a great halftime show, where unity alumni and Dave Matthews Band member Jeff Coffin will be performing with the Green Brigade. Now in addition to there being a unity football home game tomorrow, Saturday is also World Mental Health Day.

00;03;55;16 - 00;04;21;06
Speaker 1
I've mentioned my therapy journey starting after my stroke two years ago on the show a couple of times, and in that time I've noticed more and more instances of mental health issues being depicted in movies and television shows. I thought World Mental Health Day would be the perfect time to sit down with clinical psychology assistant Professor Samuel Spencer to talk about how portrayals in pop culture can help destigmatize mental health issues and encourage people to seek help.

00;04;21;09 - 00;04;29;14
Speaker 1
All right, Sam, so first off, let me get you state your name, title and, kind of what you do here at UNT, areas of expertise in terms of, you know, research or study or anything.

00;04;29;16 - 00;05;01;08
Speaker 3
Yeah, yeah. Happy to share. So my name is Sam Spencer, and I'm a assistant professor in the Department of Psychology here at the University of North Texas. I'm also a licensed clinical psychologist and I primarily engage in research. Is kind of my main duty here. I also do some teaching and service, obviously, but, my research program where I direct the Texas Intervention Development and Behavioral Science Lab, where we do a lot of research on, as you guessed it, things like intervention development and kind of broad research within clinical psychology.

00;05;01;10 - 00;05;28;13
Speaker 3
So topographically, we focus on just ways to be able to better help people that are struggling with mental health conditions. A lot of it specializes in OCD and anxiety disorders, as well as misophonia, which is kind of, a newly identified selective sound sensitivity condition. But we also broaden out and focus on things related to, meta science concerns, sort of trying to find ways to do science in the most rigorous, widely applicable way.

00;05;28;13 - 00;05;39;16
Speaker 3
And that involves, training doctoral students and, and mentoring the next generation of clinicians and scientists. And, very thrilled to be here today with you on this podcast, Scott, and thanks for the invitation.

00;05;39;16 - 00;06;13;01
Speaker 1
Yeah, absolutely. Thanks for coming and joining us. I appreciate you taking the time. So the idea here, that I wanted to talk about was kind of depictions of mental health or therapy or the psychological treatment ideas depicted in pop culture and in movies and TV. So basing this mostly on I'm a marvel fan. So Marvel had a movie, The Thunderbolts, that came out, I think, last year, and it had what I thought was an interesting and effective depiction of depression, where the characters get trapped in just this loop of their worst memory, and they're just stuck reliving it over and over and over.

00;06;13;04 - 00;06;32;11
Speaker 1
And then this final season of Stranger Things that came out in the last year had kind of a subplot where they were exploring memories, and, there was a line of, it's just a memory, it can't hurt you. And that was very, that kind of triggered something for me because I've, I've mentioned on the podcast, I've been in therapy for a couple of years now.

00;06;32;11 - 00;06;49;04
Speaker 1
I started doing therapy after, I had a stroke two years ago. So just trying to process those feelings and a lot of that was like, okay, think about, like, close your eyes, think about that moment and what you were feeling. What do you feel right now just thinking about it and like, focus on that. So that idea of it's just a memory.

00;06;49;04 - 00;07;00;12
Speaker 1
It can't hurt. You made me think of, you know, my theory of therapy experience. So, yeah. Why can memories have such power over us and be so difficult to process?

00;07;00;14 - 00;07;29;25
Speaker 3
That's a fascinating question and one that I've thought about as well Scott. And I think, hearing a little bit of your back story about kind of what led into this is, is really fascinating, and I appreciate your willingness to kind of share about your own lived experiences and kind of how that intersects with what we see in popular culture, you know, media, movies, films, the internet, social media, mental health awareness has grown exponentially even just in the last decade or so, especially catalyzed by the pandemic and all of the the socio political challenges in our world today.

00;07;29;25 - 00;07;52;12
Speaker 3
Right. And so I think kind of speaking across like broader context, but also zooming into your your question about like memories, right? Because memories are one of the most fascinating parts about being human, right? Where it's kind of what separates us from other mammals that don't have this large prefrontal cortex and brain that we have relative in many respects, memory is are linked to language.

00;07;52;12 - 00;08;19;26
Speaker 3
Right? Because it's sort of like, we were able to make sense of things. We have this ability, this keen ability as humans to relate things symbolically in a near-infinite number of ways. And that can also involve memories and the influence that memories have on, on our life and right here, right now. Right. And so I think of it as sort of like a, a metaphor I use with clients in therapy of like, you're driving the car of Life and you have like, rearview mirrors to see kind of what's behind you.

00;08;19;28 - 00;08;35;22
Speaker 3
You have a Google Maps to see what's ahead of you, and you have a windshield to see, like what's in the present moment. Right. And and the kind of speaks to how we relate to memories and the things in our rearview mirrors. Right. And, a lot of times those memories and the things in the rearview mirror can seem really big.

00;08;35;25 - 00;08;54;07
Speaker 3
And we can kind of our eyes get sort of glued, do it right. And but also it's like if we totally removed the rearview mirrors from our car, that wouldn't be good either, right? We need to kind of know what's behind us to be in, but also to still stay focused on the present. It's like there's a reason why the surface area of the windshield is so much larger than than the mirrors.

00;08;54;07 - 00;09;13;05
Speaker 3
Right. And so I think a lot of this gets to like the way memories are valence and how intense they are. Right? So you think about things like a flashbulb memory is a really positive thing is like maybe the day that you graduated from college or or the day when you first got accepted into college, right? With the acceptance weekend coming up here.

00;09;13;05 - 00;09;33;28
Speaker 3
Right. But then on the other end of the spectrum, you have memories of things that are especially deep and heavy and hard to hold back. You imagine, like the memory of, like a, a medical challenge, like like a stroke. Right? Or like things like car accidents or horrific traumas. Right. And and I think about, doing therapy with patients that have really severe trauma, right.

00;09;33;28 - 00;09;52;14
Speaker 3
Where it's like the things that happened there then intrude on their life here now. Right? So memories are very complex and they relate to mental health challenges, but they're also something that we all can intuitively relate to since we all have them and we all have a relationship to them. So I'll stop there, I guess. But this is a really good, really good question.

00;09;52;17 - 00;10;18;28
Speaker 1
And then part of what I wanted this conversation to talk about too, is kind of how these depictions in pop culture, you know, I mentioned the Marvel movie and, Stranger Things, but also things like Inside Out, like movies for kids that are, kind of breaking down these kind of bigger concepts of, you know, what's happening inside of you, how these depictions of, of mental health concepts in pop culture can help kind of destigmatize things like depression and anxiety and therapy and asking friends for help.

00;10;19;00 - 00;10;48;04
Speaker 3
Yeah, yeah, really good points. I think it's it's definitely something where you see, mental health psychology and then the treatment of mental health issues with therapy, the way it's portrayed in pop culture and media is it's an interesting thing because it kind of has this quality of like a double edged sword, where on the one hand you have all these benefits of like, increasing awareness, decreasing stigma, helping people, stimulate discussion and thought about the inner world inside of them from the really young age.

00;10;48;04 - 00;11;02;06
Speaker 3
Like, I'm not very well up on the pop culture references. I spend a lot of my time like a monk in a monastery, reading and writing as a professor. Right. But I do get out of the cave every once in a while, and I. I know about Inside out, so that's one that I've, I've heard a lot about.

00;11;02;06 - 00;11;38;14
Speaker 3
I haven't seen it. It's on my list, but it's I fear it's a really well done, depiction of like the role of emotions and memories and when emotions and memories can become really strong. Right. And but I also think of like the other side of the sword where like there can be some challenges if, if misinformation or pseudoscientific concepts or, treatments are proliferated on, on social media, right, or, or even knowledge about particular diagnoses or classes of mental health disorders that might be a little bit off, or it could be perpetuated in a way that isn't true to to the science.

00;11;38;14 - 00;12;11;24
Speaker 3
Right. And in many respects, the nuance and caveats and qualifications and complexities of a lot of these things can't be easily boiled down to like a 32nd reel or or even in movies or books. I think that's definitely you can have a whole class in the psychology department, like the relationship between media and psychology. Right. And so I think just being a good critical thinker and consumer of, of information and being willing to kind of consider what pieces could be missing, how do I do my own research to learn more about this stuff?

00;12;11;24 - 00;12;34;17
Speaker 3
And can I sort of use it as a jumping off point to further my own learning and growth and self-discovery? Right. And and this is a little bit getting on a soapbox, but I think that one of the challenges that I see is, we have, a psychology clinic in our department of psychology where our, our doctoral students get opportunities to to train and learn how to do therapy under supervision of, of licensed psychologists like myself.

00;12;34;17 - 00;12;53;27
Speaker 3
Right. And so we see a large number of people reaching out for services. Right. And and that's a great thing. Right. But a lot of times you hear about this so-called phenomenon of like people self diagnosing themselves. Right. Or, or almost kind of over identifying with a particular disorder, to where these disorders are can sometimes be almost twisted to become kind of glamorized.

00;12;53;27 - 00;13;14;17
Speaker 3
Right. And I think ADHD, autism, borderline personality disorder or dissociative identity disorder, disorders that kind of have an allure to them, right? Where if you Google, borderline personality disorder or media, you probably get a lot of hits and a lot of interesting depictions. Right. And, and I think that can be a whole nother topic in and of itself.

00;13;14;23 - 00;13;36;07
Speaker 1
Yeah. And then so you mentioned the psychology clinic, that, you know, has obviously this is a broader societal topic. You can talk about this all day, but specifically, you know, we're here working at you and specifically for you and community and our students. Obviously, student mental health is a very big thing. Can you talk more about the psychology clinic as a resource, and how how listeners can learn more about it?

00;13;36;11 - 00;13;59;06
Speaker 3
Yeah. Thank you for the opportunity to wrap our our clinic. It's definitely, a really strong humanitarian community mental health focus in the sense that we have a sliding scale that sort of can meet people where they're at based on their income. So we don't take health insurance, and it's not like a private pay, you know, some, some really high level psychologists in private practice will charge up to $250 an hour.

00;13;59;09 - 00;14;18;29
Speaker 3
Right. And that can be very unattainable for a lot of people. Right. So I really appreciate the the community aspect of our our clinic, although the waiting list is long, which makes it tough. Right? But if those that are persistent and are willing to kind of advocate for themselves to get help, systems like that can be a great way to kind of set oneself up for success in managing their mental health.

00;14;19;00 - 00;14;46;16
Speaker 3
We also have our clinic is separate from like, Counseling and Testing Services or CTS, which is a, a service provided by UNT that offers free therapy for all UNT students. I believe it's somewhat more time limited. Like usually 4 to 6 sessions. So it's kind of solution focused and meant to be like, just an initial foray to then help people maybe get connected to longer term services or a lot of times people only need a little bit of therapy to kind of help get them, on a better track.

00;14;46;16 - 00;15;04;25
Speaker 3
Right. And so the resources are out there, right? I think it's just a matter of being persistent and kind of doing the research to, to find them. Right. And, if one were to look even on the internet, there are some resources that are very reputable, like Psychology today.com is sort of like a, a yellow pages for for psychology.

00;15;04;29 - 00;15;08;13
Speaker 3
I would highly recommend that resource as a, a really good one as well.

00;15;08;15 - 00;15;38;00
Speaker 1
Okay. Great. And then so I mentioned my kind of like therapy is something that like I kind of broadly have always been open to and you know, thought would be good for me. And then having, having the stroke a couple years was kind of like the like, okay, I really need to like move on this for people who are kind of interested but maybe don't have that, haven't had that push to really pursue treatment any, I don't know, resources or tips of like what they can look into or anything like this, I don't know.

00;15;38;01 - 00;15;38;16
Speaker 1
Yeah.

00;15;38;18 - 00;16;02;01
Speaker 3
Yeah, that's a really good question because it kind of speaks to how like everyone's journey with their mental health is so uniquely personal and intimate. Right? And like, things like emotions, memories, thinking patterns, predispositions to how we see the world and kind of the moods we wake up in with in the mornings. Right? Those are all things that are are very deeply personal.

00;16;02;01 - 00;16;30;01
Speaker 3
Right. And, and it sort of is that question of like, when is therapy useful or needed for someone? Right. And it kind of depends on the perspectives of the therapists, their theoretical orientations. Some people are of the thinking that therapy is good for for everyone. Right. And I think to an extent that's true. But but if everyone wanted therapy all at once and they all wanted to stay in therapy indefinitely, the logic of that would make it hard for people like me to to serve them.

00;16;30;01 - 00;16;47;26
Speaker 3
Right. So, so I think in some ways, like, thinking about therapy like, like a really powerful power tool, right where it can be good for some things, some of the time to kind of know when it's needed and when it might not be needed is a useful thing that I try to kind of help guide my clients with.

00;16;47;28 - 00;17;14;12
Speaker 3
Now, obviously there are some things that are really clear cut where like, therapy is totally indicated, especially like thoughts about wanting to hurt oneself or end their own life, like immediately seek help. Right? But for kind of more existential, bigger picture things, maybe challenges people have been struggling with for a long time. It's sort of like maybe you've heard of the metaphor with like, or, the story where if you put a frog in a pot of lukewarm water and slowly turn off the heat, it won't recognize it.

00;17;14;12 - 00;17;44;13
Speaker 3
Yeah, but if you put it in hot water right away, it'll jump out. Right? So. So that for some mental health conditions that the person has lived with it for so long that maybe they don't see what could be different. Right? So in many ways, you know, being able to have that first session with a therapist, the first couple of sessions to sort of get to know and kind of get it like a mental health checkup, like I don't actually earnestly I don't actually start therapy in earnest with someone until after spending about the first couple of sessions, maybe even first 3 or 4, kind of figuring out like sort of what's what's going on

00;17;44;13 - 00;18;02;25
Speaker 3
with them, what might best be able to help them and if potentially therapy could be one thing that could be helpful. So I think kind of thinking about it like that of like, hey, you're going in for for a consultation, you're getting to know this person. You're asking them a lot of questions about kind of what's going on with me, what might therapy do?

00;18;02;27 - 00;18;27;17
Speaker 3
And also like, could there be other ways to achieve mental health and well-being outside of therapy? I think about like humans as having existed for such a long time. Right. And therapy in this modern conceptualization of psychology has only been around for a relatively short, period in comparison to the totality of humanity. Right. And so I think about how people have been finding ways to cope with stressors and traumas.

00;18;27;21 - 00;18;51;26
Speaker 3
They've been finding ways to deal with with tendencies to melancholy or depression. They've been finding ways to deal with really intense memories in the rearview mirror. They've been finding ways to cope with that stuff outside of therapy for a long time. Right. So I kind of think about how leaning on some of those types of supports, things that maybe have kind of gone to the wayside in our current sociocultural context, things like the role of, religious institutions, the role of community.

00;18;52;01 - 00;19;12;04
Speaker 3
I think about, like friendships that exist in real life outside of the context of the internet. Right. And so I do think that a combination of many different things can, can be helpful. But if one has sort of things that they're struggling with, I feel like it's like the I talk in metaphors that kind of helps make therapy and makes mental health concepts more, more vivid and and relatable.

00;19;12;04 - 00;19;32;28
Speaker 3
Right? And I think about the metaphor of, like flying an airplane of life, flying. You're flying the airplane. If there are lots of flashing red lights of things that really are not good, right, maybe it's time to sort of think about therapy, right? But if those lights aren't flashing that much, maybe there's not a ton of impairment. Maybe it's like, there are other options to to address that.

00;19;33;00 - 00;19;50;22
Speaker 1
Yeah. And you mentioned, you know, the role of kind of community and support systems. I don't think I have a question, but just something that made me think about, the Marvel movie. I'm talking about the Thunderbolts, where, you know, it has this depiction of depression where you're trapped in your own memories. And, you know, Marvel movies usually end with a big punch out fight using magic or whatever.

00;19;50;22 - 00;20;10;06
Speaker 1
And laser beams, but this one ends with the the, guy who's kind of the antagonist who himself is like, literally, it's literally showing him beating himself up and his friends come and hug him, and that's how they like it. It's something that I felt very touched. It is like, oh, he just needed he needed friends to support him and get him through it.

00;20;10;08 - 00;20;16;09
Speaker 1
Yeah. So that's something that I think, is kind of a good thing for people to remember is, you know, lean on your friends when you need the help.

00;20;16;14 - 00;20;36;16
Speaker 3
Yeah, I like that. And it really does speak to how in many ways, humans are hardwired to be social creatures. Yeah, right. And that, you know, it's in some respects isolation and being trapped in one's head is really a great, pictorial illustration like in that Marvel movie. That's a great representation of what people really are experiencing when they're stuck.

00;20;36;16 - 00;20;55;03
Speaker 3
Right. And and I think, too, like therapy is ultimately typically only one hour a week. Right. And there's 168 hours in a week. Right. So it's a lot of therapy is oriented to like how do we take what's happening in this one hour? I see you a week and help you generalize those wisdoms to the other 167. Right.

00;20;55;03 - 00;21;05;14
Speaker 3
And a lot of that can be like, how do you connect with people? How do you find things that fill your cup? Just finding a higher degree of life hacks that can sort of help you thrive and and access well-being?

00;21;05;18 - 00;21;12;14
Speaker 1
Yeah, those are all the questions I have. Is there anything we didn't cover or anything else that you'd like to talk about? Well, we got you here.

00;21;12;17 - 00;21;38;10
Speaker 3
Yeah, I think it's sort of like a one take home message that I would say is, is just to really be really be curious and open minded and being willing to explore these things related to your your mental health. Right. Whether it be like, doing your own sort of research on the internet, learning about these things, and taking classes in psychology, I can't recommend that enough, although I'm a little bit biased to being a psychology professor.

00;21;38;10 - 00;22;04;04
Speaker 3
Right. But just sort of thinking about ways to to continue to make these topics of, of discussions, right. And, and being willing to be vulnerable and talk about this stuff. Right. Because all of the most intimate things that are in our rearview mirrors or even our deepest hopes in our Google Maps for ahead of us, right? Those are things that are are immensely vulnerable in the sense that we could possibly fail with the things that we care about, right?

00;22;04;04 - 00;22;27;00
Speaker 3
Yeah. The things that have happened, things that have hurt us in the past could come up again. Right? And that's that's a lot of vulnerability to hold. Right. And a lot of times avoiding or pushing away or or not having that stuff will really only make it worse when it kind of has a rebound effect. Right? So just being willing to be open and kind of, following the ancient Socratic wisdom of knowing thyself can be a really big thing.

00;22;27;03 - 00;22;34;12
Speaker 1
Right? Yeah. That's a that's a good message to go out on. Yeah. Thank you for taking the time, Sam. We try to, in our interviews. Can we get a going green?

00;22;34;18 - 00;22;38;17
Speaker 3
Going green?

00;22;38;20 - 00;23;00;25
Speaker 1
Big thanks again to Sam for joining me for that interview. I really enjoyed the conversation and want to encourage anybody listening to check the link in the show notes to learn more about mental health resources for the UNT community. Remember, just like I said at the top of the show, we want to hear from you. Tell us what you think about the show by emailing podcast at UNC Edu, or calling us at (940) 565-4341.

00;23;00;27 - 00;23;24;26
Speaker 1
You can also help us grow by telling a friend about the show, sharing it on social media, or leaving us a five star rating and review wherever you listen until next week, we hope you have a Happy Friday, North Texas and go Mean Green.

00;23;24;28 - 00;23;34;15
Speaker 1
Happy Friday! North Texas is a production of the University of North Texas. Today's show was produced and edited by Scott Brown with original reporting by Scott Brown. For more information, visit untether. Slash podcast.

