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Michael Carr-Gregg on teens, tech and
turning points
TRANSCRIPT
Michael Carr-Gregg, Clinical Psychologist

Andy McLean 00:13
Hello and welcome back to Moments In Mind from Pearson Clinical Assessment. Thanks for tuning in.
I'm Andy McLean, and in this podcast, we meet with clinicians, educators and therapists who are
changing lives for the better.
We talk about landmark moments in their career - the tough moments, as well as the breakthroughs
- to find out what they've learned about themselves and about others.
Our guest today is the voice the Australian media turns to when young people are in crisis, and the
clinician that parents trust to decode their teenagers behaviour.
Michael Carr-Gregg is a clinical psychologist who has not only treated struggling adolescents one by
one, he's also changed the systems that shape them well.
Michael, welcome to the show.

Michael Carr-Gregg
Thank you for having me.

Andy McLean
Now, usually in these podcasts, our first question for our guests is to talk about an early childhood
memory, their earliest memory, in fact. However, you’ve spent your life working with teenagers. So
was there a moment in your adolescence that was perhaps pivotal in your life?

Michael Carr-Gregg 01:21
Yes, there was. I was in second year university at Sydney University, and I developed a lump in my
neck, which turned out to be malignant cancer, and I was told that I had eight weeks to live.

Andy McLean
Wow.

Michael Carr-Gregg
Yep. So that was pretty pivotal.

Andy McLean 01:41
Yeah. Obviously you're still here Michael, I'm delighted to say. So what happened?

Michael Carr-Gregg 01:44
Well, I had surgery. I had a delightful radiation oncologist come in to me one day, and he said,
‘Michael, you've got three choices. One, we can give you palliative care, which is where we make you
feel comfortable, but unfortunately, you're going to die. The second is we can do nothing, in which
case you're going to die. And the third is that we can give you a lot of head and neck radiotherapy,
which may help, but it may not.’
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So I opted for the third option, which wasn't particularly pleasant, as you can imagine. In 1977 it was
unfractionated radiotherapy, so fairly brutal, but it saved my life. So that's good. The only casualty
with was I lost hearing in my right ear. But apart from that, I'm still here. So that's good.

Andy McLean 02:32
And psychologically speaking, what was that like for you?

Michael Carr-Gregg 02:35
Well, it was devastating. It scared me, but ironically, it gave me a mission, because my mission then
was to try and do something about the wellbeing and the psychological care of teenagers with
cancer, which then became Canteen and my PhD and the first 10 years my professional life. So out of
everything bad that happens to you, sometimes there's something good that can come from it.

Andy McLean 03:02
Tell us a little bit about Canteen.

Michael Carr-Gregg 03:05
So I was doing my PhD at the Prince Wales Children's Hospital, and there were a group of young
people who were battling cancer, and it occurred to me one day, and I was actually in the bath, I had
a sort of Eureka moment. And I thought, ‘wouldn't it be amazing if we had an organisation just for
teenagers, which basically enabled them to support one another?’ And the idea, or the name
‘Canteen’, came into my head. And within a week, I'd written to the Australian artist Ken Done, who
very kindly designed a logo, and the organisation was born.

Andy McLean 03:43
Fantastic. Wow. And of course, your whole career has been working with adolescents and teenagers
as a clinical psychologist, so your teenage years really were a pivotal moment for you weren't they.

Michael Carr-Gregg 03:54
Well, I'm an adolescent psychologist because I chose to specialise only in teenagers. So for me, I
think it's much easier to repair a young person than to repair a broken adult. And therefore, we really
need to start in adolescence. Adolescence is where everything kind of is ‘laid down’.
So if you can make a difference there, their brain is so able to be moulded, and the neuroplasticity
means you can make some fantastic changes there. So to me, there was no other population I was
ever going to work with.

Andy McLean 04:32
Fascinating. Now, I have to say, as a parent of teenagers myself, they can be daunting. They can be
demanding, delicate and delightful. All of those things - sometimes in the space of an hour. You've
chosen to dedicate your whole life to working with people in that age group. What is it that allows
you to maintain your enthusiasm and your determination through all the highs and lows that they're
experiencing?

Michael Carr-Gregg 05:01
Well, I think the most important thing is to recognise that you can't save everyone, but showing up is
important. So if I can show up and let them be heard and seen and understood, that's 50% of the
therapy, and I really enjoy doing that. So I'm a very lucky person, because my job is something that I
actually enjoy doing. So hope that comes across to them.
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Andy McLean 05:28
Yeah, well, it certainly comes across just in the way you talk about it, Michael, it really does. Your
care for your clinical work is obvious, and also you've chosen to amplify your impact, right? You've
been involved in advocacy and education policy work. Was there a moment where you realised that
you needed to become a public voice?

Michael Carr-Gregg 05:53
Well, there was a sort of hiccup in my clinical career. After Canteen, I went to New Zealand and the
very same radiation oncologist who had treated me said to me, ‘I need you for two years. I need you
in a role as a political lobbyist working for the New Zealand Cancer Society. And what I want you to
do is lobby government for a ban on tobacco advertising and promotion, and we think you're just the
right person’.
So I got this job. Didn't know anything about political lobbying, but then started to learn very quickly
from experts, and I realised that if you use the media strategically, you could get policy reform, you
could make a difference. And so that experience working with the New Zealand Cancer Society was
pivotal in helping me understand, yep, you can have a voice, but you need to use the media.

Andy McLean 06:52
Yeah, wow. And of course, that profile that you have in the media has meant that you've sometimes
been the public face responding to some of Australia's most devastating moments. I'm thinking of
school tragedies, youth suicide, community crises and so forth. What's that like for you when the
public is searching for answers and trying to make sense of it all? Can you maybe take us back to
one of those moments?

Michael Carr-Gregg 07:19
Yeah. I mean, I think the Bali bombing is a really good example. The country was in crisis, and what
was needed was really calm, reassuring advice. And I started really thinking about that back in 9/11.
I remember going to Waverley College in Sydney on the morning of 9/11, and crossing the Harbour
Bridge and thinking, ‘what am I going to say to these students?’
Because I was supposed to be talking about wellbeing, and my whole speech focused on one
concept, and that is, ‘if you want to survive this, you have to see life as it is, but focus on the good
bits’.
So I drew the attention of those students to the helpers, the police, the fire people, the ambulance
officers, many of whom lost their lives on that day. And instead of talking about terrorism, we talked
about the magnificence of humanity in a crisis.
So I think there are a couple of psychological principles that have guided me that's a big one.
And in crisis, I think it's very important parents want to know what to say to their little children,
which is, if they're under five, nothing, because little five year olds have the right to know the world
is safe. But over that, there's a developmental understanding of what they can take and I think it's
very important that someone who they trust gives them clear, unambiguous, evidence-based advice,
and that's what I try to do.

Andy McLean 08:57
Michael, we're going to take a short break. Afterwards. I'd like to talk about perhaps a breakthrough
moment that you've experienced. We'll talk to about the impact of stress, not just on teenagers, but
also on clinicians and psychologists. And we'll tackle the big one: teens and technology.

Michael Carr-Gregg 09:14
My favourite topic!
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Andy McLean 09:16
Stay tuned. We'll be right back.

[Promotional break]

Andy McLean 09:49
Hello and welcome back to the show.
Michael, I'd like to talk now about a breakthrough moment that you've experienced in your clinical
work, one particularly where you've learned something from the young person you were involved
with.

Michael Carr-Gregg 10:03
It was on the north coast of New South Wales, and I was taking a group of kids from Canteen, and we
went to the beach, and two of these kids had had their legs amputated because they'd had
osteogenic sarcomas.
So they were on crutches coming off the beach, and I was walking with them, and a group of kids
from a local school walked towards us as a group, and one of them shouted at one of my clients,
‘what happened to your leg mate?’ And he just pointed back at the water and said, ‘sharks’.
And I just cracked up. I thought that was the most fantastic response. And it showed to me how
resilient these young people were, and that even in the depth of utter despair. And this boy passed
away about three months later, and he was very sick at the time. He just had that amazing capacity
to face, overcome, be transformed by adversity, and that was a wonderful lesson for me.

Andy McLean 11:15
Yeah. I've lived with family members who are amputees, and the ability to laugh about those
experiences with others and almost enjoy the shock that some people have, it can be really fun,
right?

Michael Carr-Gregg 11:29
Yep, yeah, oh I mean, I'm sure both of them laughed. They knew what was coming, but I didn't. I
thought it was hilarious.

Andy McLean
Yeah, That's wonderful. And of course, when you're working with young people who are struggling,
there can be difficult moments too. There can be cases where things perhaps don't turn out how you
might have hoped. And as a psychologist, it's quite a weight to carry. How do you do that?

Michael Carr-Gregg 11:58
Look, I think all of the people who work with young people in health, education and welfare, at some
time or another, have a kind of little bit of a burnout happening, because there's just so much you
can take to me.
I've always prioritised self-care. So golf is very important to me. In my schedule, I take time out to
play golf, and it's not so much the golf, it's who you play with that matters. So I play with my son, I
play with my friends, and they know that I'm not going to talk about clinical stuff, and they know not
to talk to me about clinical stuff.
But that just gives your mind, your soul, just a bit of a break and paying very close attention to sleep
and diet and exercise. I don't drink alcohol. Never have and just kind of think that that's another
thing that I do for self-care. It's my choice. I do it. I'm always amused at how uncomfortable it makes
other people.
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But no, so I think self-care is very important for anyone in the helping profession.

Andy McLean 13:08
Yeah, indeed. And it's interesting, isn't it? It's a bit like when you think of plumbers, right? You go
around to a plumber's house and you find the plumbing is not very good, and it's because they're so
busy plumbing in their day job, they don't have time to do their home.
And it's a bit like that with psychologists. I think sometimes that because you spend so much time
helping other people with their mental health and giving them strategies and practices to cope and
to thrive, sometimes you can neglect yourself.

Michael Carr-Gregg 13:34
Yes, yeah. When I first started working in adolescent psychology, a psychiatrist who is very famous in
Melbourne said to me, if you're going to work with adolescents, you'll need two things: a bottle of
scotch and someone to share it with. I understood the sentiment, but certainly having that peer
support is very, very important.

Andy McLean 13:50
Yeah, absolutely. In fact, you've talked a little bit about that in terms of your coping strategies there.
A lot of that is about people.

Michael Carr-Gregg 13:59
Very much so, and making sure that you have really good sounding boards, because you don't know
everything and everybody's got a different perspective, and you've got to be open to that. So I have
a group of psychologists, many of whom I mentored, who are now far cleverer and smarter than I
am, but we meet on a regular basis, and we are one another's support group.

Andy McLean 14:22
Yeah, there's nothing like speaking to people who have experienced similar things to yourself. Yeah,
absolutely. Let's talk a little bit about education. I'm interested in how stress and anxiety can affect
cognition. How is it that you think schools and teachers can support children's mental health so that
learning can still happen?

Michael Carr-Gregg 14:47
This is one of the biggest challenges, I think, for the education system in 2026 and beyond, not just
in Australia, but the Western world.
And I think what we have to understand is that you can't have learning without wellbeing. That's
fundamental.
Early diagnosis, early detection of problems, is associated with a much better outcome and teaching
young people emotional literacy, so things like anger management, problem-solving,
decision-making, conflict resolution. These are not optional extras. They're fundamental.
And I don't want any child in any school to walk out of school for the very last time and not know how
to do those things. But we've got a crowded curriculum, and people are saying to me, ‘well, there's
no time to teach that stuff’. And I'm saying ‘yes, there is time to teach that stuff, because it's very
important. It's just as important as literacy and numeracy’.
So to me, we've got to teach people, particularly around stress. So my philosophy of stress - and I do
a lot of talks to year 12 students because they're very stressed - is that stress is not necessarily a
bad thing that the Yerkes-Dodson law, one of the oldest laws in psychology, tells us that a little bit of
stress actually improves the efficiency of your performance.
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So we've actually got to learn to manage stress, and we've also got to teach in schools the difference
between stress and anxiety, which I don't think very many people know. For fun, I often talk to
students about, do you know the difference between sadness and depression or stress and anxiety?
And they don't, and I think this is a failure of our education system. We really need to get those
messages through.

Andy McLean 16:35
Yeah, and as human beings, we've evolved because of our ability to thrive on stress. Stress is an
indicator of danger to some extent, right? So the way our brains have evolved, we think about a
lizard basking in the sunshine thousands of years ago, it would have been swooped down upon and
eaten, right? It's the lizards that were quick to respond to the danger that we've evolved from.

Michael Carr-Gregg 16:57
Yep, yep. And I think the way I talk to, particularly my neurodiverse clients, many of whom have
major problems with anxiety, is just that their threat detection system - that the lizard had - is just a
bit overactive at the moment, but they're things that we can do to calm it down, and that is a really
important part of my work.

Andy McLean 17:17
Yeah, and it's so interesting because we hear talk about ‘school performance’, right? And so often
that is a league table of academic results, but that's just really barely scraping the surface of what
development and progress looks like for teenagers.

Michael Carr-Gregg 17:34
Unfortunately, I think there's a worldwide misunderstanding by a lot of final year students that their
result defines their future, whereas, in fact, it doesn't. And all their final exam does is really test how
good they are at sitting exams. And my response to them is there’s many different ways to get
where you need to go. This is just one route.

Andy McLean 17:59
Yeah, really important reminder, absolutely.
You mentioned early diagnosis and intervention a moment ago, I picked up on that. And I'm thinking
here about conditions like ADHD, autism, dyslexia, which can impact cognitive performance and
development, right? How important then are standardised assessments in the mix?

Michael Carr-Gregg 18:26
If it if it can be measured, it can be managed.
So that's my philosophy as a psychologist - when I get anyone in - my first goal is to try and get some
understanding of where they come on. You know the bell curve when we're comparing this particular
child to six million other children the same age, we get some really useful data.
So I think early intervention is one component. The other is that something I've been pushing for a
long time, which is the introduction of standardised testing in schools.
Why would you do that? Well, just to give you one example, I work in a school which is unique to
Australia, where they take bunch of year nine girls, 100 of them, and send them up a mountain for a
year, no technology, just pure outdoor adventures. (There's an academic curriculum as well.) But
when you put 100 girls up a mountain for a year, you just get some fairly interesting dynamics.
They're 13-14, year olds.
Now what we learned is that we had to screen them to make sure that they were okay before
sending them up there. And this was my first introduction to the resistance to standardised testing,
because it turned out that a lot of parents didn't want their children tested, even though we were
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putting them in a very stressful situation. And that showed me the sort of battle we have ahead.
In an ideal world, what I would love is for every state and territory school, every private school
around the world, to basically get the opportunity to do standardised testing so that we know what
the potential psychopathologies are, what the potential learning difficulties are, so we can address
them.
I mean, to me, it's from the University of the Bleeding Obvious, but parents are resistant to it. And I
think that's part of the whole stigma around learning difficulties, learning disabilities and mental
health. So look, I think we've made some very significant headway, but there's room for
improvement, and I think the introduction of standardised testing would be a major move in the right
direction.

Andy McLean 20:48
Let's keep talking about moves in the right direction. Perhaps you could tell me - we might end on
this note, I think Michael - is there one change that you'd like to see in in the developed world that
would really make a big difference for teenagers?

Michael Carr-Gregg 21:04
I think I'd like to give teenagers back their childhood, because what we did was we replaced a play
based childhood with a screen based childhood, and that was a disaster.
And I think my advocacy around removing mobile phones from first bell to last including recess and
at lunchtime in schools, has been a tremendous success here. And the social media ban - the whole
idea of not allowing the psychological development of our children to be outsourced to Silicon Valley.
And I think that's only going to be a good thing. So I look forward to seeing how those changes
impact the psychological trajectory of those children and teenagers going forward.

Andy McLean 21:49
Yeah, and what's so fantastic, Michael is the advocacy and policy work that you've done in this space
in Australia is radiating out across the world now.

Michael Carr-Gregg 21:58
Yes it’s great see so many European countries following suit: the UK, Spain, France. And we hope this
is a movement that takes over the world.

Andy McLean 22:09
Well, Michael, as a parent of teenagers, please, let me put on record my thanks on behalf of all
parents in Australia, I think, for your work in that space. Because the discussion and the tension over
social media and screens has definitely reduced in my household and in the households of many of
the teenagers who I know. So thank you for that.

Michael Carr-Gregg
That’s great to hear. Thank you.

Andy McLean
And thank you so much for joining us today. It's been a great conversation.

Michael Carr-Gregg
My pleasure.

Andy McLean
Thanks for tuning in to this episode of Moments In Mind, a podcast by Pearson Clinical Assessment.
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If you're interested in professional learning to support ADHD or Child Development assessments,
search for ‘Pearson Clinical Professional Learning’ on Google or your favourite search engine.
We have more episodes of Moments In Mind coming your way soon, so make sure you subscribe on
Spotify, Apple Podcasts, YouTube, or indeed, wherever you get your podcasts. And while you're
there, why not leave us a rating or a review? We'd be very grateful if you did.
Until next time, thanks again for joining us, and goodbye for now.



