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Introduction:
Looking After Your Mind

Modern life is busy. We are all trying to find the seemingly impossible balance of work and home – keeping other people happy, searching for our own happiness, looking after our finances, looking after children, searching for body positivity, juggling to-do lists, trying to slow down. It all requires scheduling, messaging, updating, bullet-listing – all with the background noise of technology that promises time-saving while often creating more demand, alerting you to WhatsApp messages, Facebook and Instagram updates. It’s a bleeping, buzzing world of notifications, where everybody looks like they’ve got it more together than you.

In reality, we are all juggling life, with balls dropping and curveballs being thrown when we least expect it. None of us ever gets it right all the time, and we constantly fluctuate between feeling on top of life and feeling like life is on top of us. I’m not promising you will find the magical balance in this book, but I am hoping you will find ways to look after one of the most important aspects in your life: your mind.

Your mind is at the centre of your story – watching, planning, responding, remembering, developing, interacting and creating as you go along. Looking after your mind might not be the whole story, but it is crucial to your story and you need to nurture it. This book will help you to develop a personal toolkit to look after your mind, to navigate your world, your story and whatever modern life throws at you.
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Debunking myths

The mind is synonymous with mental health, so looking after your mind is also about looking after your mental health. To do this, we need to bust some of the myths that surround mental health. Firstly, we simply need to recognize that we all have mental health that needs looking after.

We need to shift away from the concept that mental health is something that other people have, and that we only need to think about reactively when it goes wrong. Mental health is something that we all have and need to look after proactively. We need to understand that, just like physical health, mental health is changeable and can vary throughout life. It sometimes needs extra care, and given the right (or wrong) mix of situations and person, anyone’s mental health can suffer. Rather than seeing this as a flaw, we need to understand the contributing factors and know how we can help or seek help. We need to recognize that mental health is not all in the brain – it is fundamentally linked to our bodies, as well as the environment in which we live. It’s about learning the signs that our mental health is deteriorating so we can take action to help as best we can.

The mental health jam jar

We all have a mental health jam jar that gets filled with our vulnerabilities (strawberries) and stressors (raspberries). Everybody’s vulnerabilities will be at different levels and their stressors will change throughout life. This analogy has been used to describe genetic vulnerabilities by professor and genetic counsellor Jehannine Austin, but as a psychologist I like to consider a range of vulnerabilities including biological, social, cognitive, environmental and life experiences. We all have a certain limit, and if these stressors exceed our jam-jar level, it triggers mental health difficulties. We can increase the space in our jar by learning and using coping strategies, such as social support, good sleep and exercise.

This concept shows that everyone has mental health to consider and limits to that mental health. Secondly, it demonstrates that anyone’s mental health can suffer, depending on what’s going on in life. Thirdly, it considers people’s background and experience, which can help explain why some people are more vulnerable than others to mental health difficulties. What I like most about this concept is that it is a hopeful model, as it shows that we have the ability to increase our resilience through managing stressors (if possible) and using coping strategies. This book focuses on looking after your mind, by helping increase your jar’s space and by managing the raspberries.
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But what is a mind?

Well, this question is debated and not always clear, so I’ll explain how I understand it. The mind is where you experience your internal and external world and who you are. It’s where you hear your thoughts and where you perceive, feel, understand, remember and view yourself, the world and your place in it. It’s also how you interact with the world. It’s constructed by your brain, but it’s not just your brain.

I see the mind as a three-piece band consisting of your brain, body and environment. It’s a finely tuned band that takes you through life, playing different harmonies, each being required for the full song to sound correct. So to speak about your brain without your body or environment would be to leave out two-thirds of the band: it’s Destiny without her Child. (Yes, Beyoncé – or your brain – is fantastic, but the songs are incomplete without the other members.)

Let’s break this down further, to show how these elements together form your mind. Your brain controls and regulates your physical functions, and is responsible for cognition that allows you to navigate the world: thoughts, memories, planning, organizing, attention, decision-making. It is also where you understand emotions, which you require for a host of functions. Inside your brain are billions of neurons with links to other neurons, communicating with each other through electrical impulses along super-highways at top speed. These neurons enable your brain to be an expert communicator that understands and shapes your world and how you respond to it. But your brain doesn’t communicate only with itself; it communicates with your body and also takes feedback from your body. And on this two-way highway, your body affects your brain and mind, and vice versa. For example, how we think and feel affects our experience of pain: our beliefs about medicine affect how effective they are; chronic stress is linked to lowered immune systems and a range of illnesses; physical exercise can be effective in treating mental health.

Even more remarkably, your body and brain are also closely interlinked with your environment. The world shapes your brain, and therefore mind, and your brain shapes how you see your environment. You perceive it based on what you know about it so far, your experiences. As we are social beings, the people in your environment also influence your brain. Your caregiver as you grow up influences how you respond to the environment and helps shape your beliefs and behaviours. We constantly influence each other’s brains through life – our brains react to what we think other people are experiencing. We imagine and, therefore, feel their pain. Our environment is so linked to how our brain and body function that we cannot think about the mind without taking into account the environment in which that mind exists.

So, when we consider how to look after your mind in this book, we’ll look at the three parts of brain, body and environment. Each part contributes to your mind and, therefore, together they are the basis for looking after it. In the same way, mental health is not considered solely in the brain (or in the mind) – it is considered as a whole body construct.

So, what do we mean by a healthy mind?

Contrary to popular belief, a healthy mind is not one that feels happy all the time and doesn’t feel sadness or other (what we might perceive as) negative emotions. As we will find out, these emotions are necessary in life. To me, a healthy mind is one that can help you look after yourself and treat yourself respectfully, with kindness and compassion. It allows you to understand your emotions and respond to them in a way that is helpful to you, so that you can manage stressors that life throws at you and make the most of your life. What a healthy mind means to you might be different. It’s worth thinking about your own meaning, so you can recognize when your mind deviates from this, and when you may need to take extra steps to look after it.





How to use the toolkit

We all need a bag of mental health tools to get us through life. While there are similarities in how we experience the world, no two people are the same and we will all have our own set of tools that are helpful to us. The tools we need will also change depending on the circumstances at any particular time.

This book will guide you through a range of mental health tools, using evidence-based models. These techniques have been selected based on my experiences of working with a wide range of people. They are the tools that people have told me they find most helpful – those they come back to again and again, to enable them to live their lives more effectively.

As you read through the book, identify and select the mental health tools that are most helpful to you. Your toolkit can be added to at any time: you may find that some tools are getting rusty and need an update, or you may require a completely new one when life takes you somewhere different. It is helpful to keep your notes in the same place (either by scribbling over the pages of this book, or keeping a separate notebook), so that whenever you face challenges you can refer back to the exercises you have done that have been useful to you.

This book doesn’t need to be read in a linear way; you can select the topics that you need right now. Once you have filled your toolkit, it will be a resource you can turn to again and again to tackle the many things that modern life can throw at you.
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Chapter 1

Building the Foundations of Mental Wellbeing

Looking after your mind and mental health proactively – what does that really mean? And aren’t the solutions to achieving positive mental health expensive and complex? Well, yes, mental health can be complex, and it’s not always easy to work out what’s going on and what to do about it. But I want to move away from the idea that looking after your mental health is mysterious and unobtainable, or that there’s a magical elixir that dissolves all your problems, allowing you to ride off into a happy rainbow-filled future, never to feel sad again. Searching for the ‘potion’, or the ultimate answer, can make us feel impotent, as taking care of our mental health seems so out of our control. We also have a tendency to dismiss simple things that have the greatest impact. In reality, while treatments for mental ill health need to be individual to a person’s unique needs, what actually helps your mind and your health on a day-today basis – both mental and physical – are those daily habits that are tangible and obtainable. This chapter guides you through taking small steps to help you manage stressors and find achievable ways to look after your mind.
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Don’t forget the basics

How we feel is intrinsically linked to our bodies. If you are tired, thirsty, ill or hungry, you’re likely to feel bad to some extent. And when you feel rubbish, you are more likely to have unpleasant thoughts, and less likely to do things that make you feel good. On a more complex level, poor sleep, lack of exercise and illness all impact on how your body and brain work. Feeling bad because of the basics can then cascade into other patterns of thoughts and behaviours, which can become a vicious cycle.

Your brain is constantly interpreting how you feel, in relation to your environment and based on your past experiences, so that you can respond. When your body feels unpleasant it can be a sign that something is out of kilter. Many things can affect your body and make you feel a bit ‘wrong’: hunger, thirst, illness, needing the toilet, tiredness, pain. Some of these, like hunger or thirst, are easier to regulate than others and can be remedied quickly. But the brain is not a perfect system, and sometimes in its quest for meaning it misinterprets simple body signals. How often have you been confused about why you are feeling so bad and analysed it endlessly with no outcome? In the middle of analysing, you mindlessly eat a sandwich, then all of a sudden things seem much better. The rush of energy and blood sugar from that sandwich has regulated your body and improved your mood. You felt rubbish because you were hungry, but the analytical brain sometimes overlooks the simple answer in the search for a higher meaning.

It’s important to take care of the physical body to avoid negative consequences for how you feel. But the basics are not just about managing unpleasant feelings; it is just as important to think about creating pleasant feelings. While getting essentials right, like sleep and diet, is more likely to make us feel good, enjoyment, rest and relaxation are also basic needs which we can plan for.

The term ‘self-care’ tends to get overused these days, in ad campaigns for just about any product under the sun, but its importance should not be underplayed. Looking after yourself provides the building blocks that create strong foundations that both strengthen our mental health and provide greater long-term resilience in the face of life’s inevitable rocky road. I’ve chosen to focus on sleep, diet, enjoyment and relaxation in the exercises here, but other basics could include looking after your physical health (e.g. medical check-ups), your living environment, your financial situation and getting natural light. Identify if there are any gaps in your foundations and target these when you can.
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EXERCISE 1

Filling the gaps in your foundations: sleep

Poor sleep can not only make you feel rubbish, it can also affect your cognition and your health. With less sleep, you may be less able to engage in tasks, maintain your focus or remember information. Sleep is also thought to have a specific function in encoding memories, so it’s no surprise you feel more absentminded and forgetful after a poor night’s rest. Recent research indicates sleep may be the nightshift when the brain’s caretakers, the glial cells, are hardest at work, mopping up all the debris. So it’s important to























EXERCISE 2

Filling the gaps in your foundations: diet

















EXERCISE 3

Planning joy and relaxation












The 5 pillars of mental health




















EXERCISE 1

Using the pillars in your life



What do I value?






EXERCISE 1

What do I value?









EXERCISE 2

Incorporating your values into your life





EXERCISE 3

Making decisions – the values signpost
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