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Psychiatrist Dr Mark 

Cross worked tirelessly to 

break down the barriers 

and stigma associated 

with mental health, first on 
behalf of his patients, and 

then for his colleagues 

who continue to struggle 

to meet the unflinching 
demands of a broken 

public health system.

DR MARK CROSS has spent his 

entire professional career fighting 
stigma.

As the familiar face on the ABC 
documentary series Changing 

Minds, Dr Cross was instrumental in 
providing viewers with an inside look 
into the locked wards of Liverpool 
Hospital’s mental health unit. The 
program was ground-breaking – not 
only for being the first program in 
television history to shoot inside one 
of the busiest psychiatric units in the 
country, but for its non-judgmental 
portrayal of the stories of patients 
and staff as they struggled to regain 
their health.

Now, five years on from when 
the first episode aired, Dr Cross 
is working to address the mental 
health issues faced by medical 
professionals by documenting his 
own life-long battles in his book, 
Anxiety, expert advice by a neurotic 

shrink, to be published next year.

EARLY YEARS
Dr Cross was drawn to psychiatry 
partly because of his own mental 
health issues, which helped him feel 
more compassionate and empathetic 
to patients.

He also developed a deep personal 

understanding of discrimination early 
in his life. 

Being gay and coming to terms 
with his own sexuality in the 1980s 
in South Africa was challenging. At 
the time, homosexuality was not 
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only a criminal offence, but it was 
considered a mental illness.

During his final year of medical 
school at the University of Cape 
Town, he recalls one of his 
professors castigating another 
openly gay professor during a 
meeting.

“He stood up and said HIV was 

God’s gift to homosexuality,” Dr 
Cross says. “So that was what we 
were dealing with at the time.”

Despite an atmosphere of 
discrimination, he graduated medical 
school in 1990 and did his internship 
at his hometown district hospital in 
Port Elizabeth.

“In my internship, I worked many 
weeks over 100 hours. But we 
had great onsite accommodation, 
wonderful camaraderie, kind 
consultants, and little discharge 
paperwork to concern ourselves 
over,” he said. 

“It was the best year of my 
doctoring life. The next year, the 
medical superintendent asked me to 
take over the 16-bedded psychiatry 
ward, which we then opened to 

all races for the first time in South 
Africa’s history in 1992.”

With his supervisor 300 miles away, 
Dr Cross learnt from the nurses and 
formed the foundation of psychiatry 
he continues to practice today – a 
combination of practicality, common 
sense, and mutually respectful 
engagement with the people he treats.

He moved to England to further 
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