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Introduction


‘The unhappiest generation in a decade’, ‘stressed’, ‘anxious’ and ‘hopeless’ – these are just some of the terms that have recently been used to describe young people in the UK. In the past few years, countless studies have reported that depression, anxiety and loneliness are on the increase, as are eating disorders and other self-harming behaviours. Prescriptions for antidepressants are at an all-time high. Levels of happiness and confidence are at an all-time low.


Are things really this bad? And, if so, why? We are more connected than ever before – or so we’re told – so why are we feeling so disconnected and depressed? With increasing prosperity and higher educational and living standards, we should be more not less happy, shouldn’t we? What’s going wrong?


Is it all down to social media – can we just blame it on the internet? Is it the pressure to be perfect, self-criticism and fear of failure? Is the compare-and-despair syndrome online fuelling unrealistic expectations and turning us into nervous wrecks? Or is it simply due to better awareness of mental health issues and reduced stigma around discussing mental illness – and therefore a good sign that it’s all out in the open?


The reasons, of course, are multifactorial and it is impossible to generalize about triggers, symptoms, duration or cures. It is gradually being recognized, however, that mental wellbeing is as important as physical wellbeing. We all have the right to a healthy, happy head.


Defining wellbeing


What do we mean when we talk about ‘wellbeing’? What does it feel like, what does it look like? ‘Wellbeing’ clearly signifies more than just ‘being well’ or not being ill, but the exact meaning can be hard to pin down.


#Wellness is a super-fashionable concept, trending all over social media, but the term ‘wellbeing’ has been around far longer than you might think. It originally derives from the Old English words ‘weal’, meaning ‘wealth, welfare and wellbeing’, and ‘wel’, meaning ‘in a state of good fortune or happiness’. ‘Wellbeing’ was often used in the collective sense and, indeed, still is – politicians frequently refer to public welfare, doctors refer to the wellbeing of their patients – and, as we have seen, it encompasses prosperity and wealth too. They may be centuries old, but these ancient ideas still capture the essence of what wellbeing means to us today.


Moving into the modern era, two pioneering thinkers in the USA really transformed the concept of wellness. In the 1970s, Don Ardell and John Travis began to challenge the traditional medical model, whereby an individual is considered ‘well’ if no symptoms of illness are present. Instead, they focused on the importance of self-responsibility, connection and wellness of the body, mind, emotions and spirit. Travis described wellness as ‘the loving acceptance of yourself’.  Ardell identified ‘reason, exuberance, athleticism and liberty’ as essential components of total body wellbeing. This was the true birth of the modern wellness revolution.


A few decades on and the terms ‘wellbeing’ and ‘wellness’ are back in popular usage, sparking a whole new transformation in how we think about, talk about and treat our physical and mental health. Notions and concepts of wellbeing are casually bandied around by everyone from personal trainers to YouTube vloggers to unqualified celebrity diet gurus. Because of this, wellbeing and wellness are sometimes conflated with the clean eating movement and faddy dieting crazes or are dismissed as empty or meaningless. In fact, with the rising levels of depression and anxiety disorders, the true wellbeing model, in which we strive for optimum physical, emotional and mental health, remains as important as ever.


To me the term ‘wellbeing’ captures a feeling of being truly comfortable in your own skin. Wellbeing does not need to be fashionable, super-fit or photogenic, and it is probably not something you can share on Instagram or vlog about. It’s just a quiet sense of contentment, being at ease in and with your body and peaceful in your mind. This may sound simple but in modern life it is increasingly hard to find.


Why is inner wellness so elusive? Why is personal contentment so fleeting? Why is this holistic, happy equilibrium of mind and body so difficult to hang on to? It depends on more than just eating healthily and exercising regularly, doing well academically or in your career or knowing you have cash in the bank. It’s a delicate balance of the mind and body, thoughts, feelings, emotions, brain, head and heart.


Our wellbeing is affected by the people around us, the important relationships in our lives and our physical environment. These days we live such hyperconnected, fast-paced lives that we often underestimate the importance of the world around us. We travel on dirty, crowded trains, live in tower blocks or work in high-rise glass and steel offices, then wonder why we get stressed or anxious. But setting, ambience and the natural world really matter when it comes to finding mental and physical calm. After all, it’s hard to feel at peace in a war zone, whether actual or emotional.


The physical and the mental aspects of health have long been divided and treated as separate things. For decades in the UK we have accepted that the National Health Service (NHS) deals with our physical ailments, leaving it to counsellors, therapists or charities to deal with any mental illness. There are signs of progress, however. In 2018, the Prime Minister appointed the first ever Minister for Suicide Prevention, with the aim of reducing the number of suicides and addressing the stigma that stops people seeking help. There is also a growing acceptance that mental and physical health are inextricably linked: recent governments have talked of ‘parity of esteem’.  In essence this means according the same respect and priority to patients’ heads (their mental wellbeing) as they do to their bodies.


When you think about it, this makes sense. If you are diagnosed with a life-changing or terminal illness, it’s highly unlikely that this will have no impact on your mood and feelings. For example, depression and insomnia are common side effects in individuals being treated for cancer, yet they cannot be dealt with by the oncology team treating the disease. And so it is with any serious health issue: of course it affects our mental as much as our physical health. We need both physical and mental good health to be truly in a state of wellbeing. What is the benefit of being physically healthy if your mind is unsettled? Or vice versa: how likely are you to find mental peace if you are wracked with physical illness?


Getting to grips with what we expect from our health providers is part of working out what genuine wellbeing means to us as individuals. We cannot expect doctors to fix our broken hearts, but we can and should be able to ask for help with our mental health during tough times.


For too long, mental illness has been misunderstood, overlooked and even hidden. Traditionally, mental ‘problems’ have been surrounded by shame and guilt and shrouded in secrecy. This is changing, along with the public health changes outlined above, but there is still more work to be done. The more we talk about mental health in balance with and as important (if not more so) as our physical health, the more we reduce the lingering stigma that sufferers might feel.


The truth is that mental illness, whether mild or severe, is not unusual. According to the leading mental health charity in the UK, Mind, approximately 1 in 4 people in the UK will experience a mental health problem each year. Many ‘normal’ people struggle with conditions such as depression, anxiety or panic disorders, eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), bipolar disorder or schizophrenia. Many who are outwardly functioning are dealing with these conditions on a daily basis. The symptoms, including changes in mood, personality and personal habits and social withdrawal, are not always obvious to outsiders, but they can have a serious impact on the individual’s life.


Why does mental illness feel so lonely? Emotional distress, worry, despair, obsessions, compulsions and feelings of being unable to cope are far more common than we might think. Yet when we’re experiencing difficulties, it can feel like we’re all alone. It seems as though the rest of the world is ‘sorted’ and you are the only one struggling. Our problems can isolate us, making us feel ashamed or abnormal. That statistic of 1 in 4 is a powerful reminder that, whatever is going on inside your head, you are not alone. Throughout this book I will be sharing case studies from other readers to remind you of that fact.


Terms such as ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ are not particularly helpful in the context of mental health. Whatever we are going through feels incredibly real – as the saying goes, if it matters, it matters. Nevertheless we must try, where possible, to distinguish between everyday ups and downs and actual mental illness. We must try to be realistic about our own (and society’s) unrealistic expectations of happiness. It really is normal to experience life’s upsets, periods of low mood, sadness or anxiety. Almost every one of us growing up will face heartache and romantic rejection, disappointment, exam or work stress, insecurity, worry or self-doubt. Every one of us will face loss, bereavement and grief. These experiences are part of the unique pain and privilege of being human. Our emotional scars are signs of strength, not weakness. Surviving the lowest points in life is something to be proud of – even to celebrate – and makes the high points all the more precious. There will be bumps in the road and that is when our true character is tested. We want to be in control, but we’re not.


These painful times are also a reminder that it is OK to be sad. Sometimes we simply have to sit with the loneliness. Sometimes we should allow ourselves to cry. And always we should surround ourselves with good friends – and if possible, some good wine or chocolate too. (Of course, if low mood becomes prolonged or anxiety feels unmanageable, you should seek professional help.)


We will delve into these and many other aspects of mental and physical health in this book, exploring their impact on our overall state of wellbeing. Topics include body image, self-esteem and personal confidence, social media, food, nutrition and dieting, disordered eating, helpful and unhelpful influences in recovery, exercise and self-care, relationships, family and friends, coping strategies and much more.


What wellbeing means to others


Before we start, let’s look at what wellbeing means to others and at some of the challenges they face in their everyday lives.




[image: Image Missing]“Wellbeing” means happiness, the ability to live day to day as fully as possible in whatever ways matter to you, sustain you and make you feel most alive. Personally I don’t “have it” but it’s a work in progress and I still hold the hope that maybe one day I will get there (whatever my “there” might look like).[image: Image Missing] Yasmin, 24


[image: Image Missing]To me,“wellbeing” means an all-round sense of health and happiness. It means success in my career and being physically and mentally fit and healthy. It means strong relationships with friends and family and living life to its fullest. On one hand, I no longer have a career due to my mental health – however, there are days when I’d say I feel in “perfect equilibrium”. On the other hand, there are days when I feel an absolute mess! … I go through phases. Recently I’ve felt like I’ve regained the old me, when I look back and realize I’ve been happy, organizing events and seeing friends – generally being the life and soul and creating memories – I feel like that is the real Karen. But we lose her quite easily to anxiety/depression/stress. I bottled emotions and thoughts up for a long time before completely breaking down and opening up. I think I’m getting better at maintaining me rather than allowing my mental health to isolate and destroy me.[image: Image Missing] Karen, 30


[image: Image Missing]The way I see it, “wellbeing” means a healthy state of mind and body – not perfect, but healthy enough to perform daily tasks without hindrance. I do not have that state of wellbeing due to health problems such as severe anaemia, anxiety and depression. I would like to achieve it one day, though.[image: Image Missing] Rue, 19


[image: Image Missing]I think “wellbeing” means understanding what one needs to feel in control of oneself and to find relative contentment in the day-to-day. So, for example, I know that cycling rather than getting public transport, seeing friends, knitting, drinking good wine and doing a job with purpose all contribute to me “being well”. I make decisions in my life that prioritize these as I know what a difference they make. I think that wellbeing is different from happiness as wellbeing can help one cope with unhappiness, with uncertainty, without the wheels falling off, so to speak.[image: Image Missing] Letty, 29


[image: Image Missing]To me, “wellbeing” is a state of tranquillity. It is getting up in the morning and feeling safe in my surroundings. It is having my mind, body and spirit generally at ease.[image: Image Missing] Taylor, 19


[image: Image Missing]To me,“wellbeing” is made up of three categories: physical, mental and emotional. Physical pertains to health, safety and basic needs; mental to psychological and intellectual elements; and emotional to one’s contentment, happiness and fulfilment. Personally, I don’t think anyone is in perfect equilibrium, there is always room to grow, develop and improve, and “wellbeing” is a lifelong pursuit. I don’t believe I have reached ideal wellbeing, nor do I think I ever will. I’m currently in a transitional period, looking for a job and living with my parents. I am lacking the social interaction and sense of achievement that would bring me happiness and fulfilment.[image: Image Missing] Rachel, 28


[image: Image Missing]To me,“wellbeing”means being able to get through the day without wanting to go into hiding. To get through feeling comfortable and looking forward to the day ahead. Just generally feeling “well”.[image: Image Missing] Gemma, 21


[image: Image Missing]For me, a normal level of “wellbeing” is taking care and acknowledging the importance of your physical and mental health while avoiding becoming obsessed with how you “should” feel or how you “should” be taking care of yourself. At this stage in my life I’m certainly aware of the importance of my own wellbeing, yet I do not actively prioritize it, despite knowing that I need to.[image: Image Missing] Niamh, 18





Wellbeing means slightly different things to each of us at different times in our lives, but it is clear from these comments that we all recognize what it feels like. Sometimes we take wellbeing for granted, sometimes we put it at risk or don’t bother to take care of ourselves. Sometimes we create health problems for ourselves by drinking or smoking, eating too much or too little, exercising excessively or not at all. Sometimes we fail to take warning signs such as stress or burnout seriously, and sometimes life just hits us and we get in a mess.


But change is always possible, no matter how bad things seem. Anxiety, depression or loneliness are not for ever. All of us can do something today to improve our physical and mental health. Acknowledging that your wellbeing matters – and being brave enough to explore it – is a good place to start. And deciding to take your own health and happiness seriously is a fantastic first step.
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Body image and wellbeing


A healthy body image is fundamental to physical and mental wellbeing, but what does that actually mean?


‘Body image’ sounds straightforward, but its true meaning is surprisingly elusive. It involves our bodies, of course, but it’s more than that. It’s about how we see ourselves in our minds as we move through the world, and not just the physical being we see in the mirror. Body image is at our core – a deeply personal patchwork of how we see ourselves, how we treat ourselves and how we value ourselves. It dictates how we behave and relate to others; it is the foundation on which we build our personality and shape our individual style; it controls the opportunities and ambitions we pursue or don’t pursue.


Body image is also a result of our individual experiences in life, our families and our past. In childhood, did your parents talk about bodies with openness or shame? Their attitudes and behaviour during your early years may have influenced whether you grew up feeling physically confident or inadequate. Our schooldays matter too – for example, whether we were sporty or the last one to be picked for the team – and then in adolescence, our first relationships with members of the opposite (or same) sex. At a more serious level, experiences of neglect or sexual abuse in childhood can also have a profound impact on one’s lifelong body image.


Seemingly trivial factors affect our body image too. Minor things such as clothes influence how we project ourselves outwardly and feel inwardly. Have you ever worn something too tight or revealing or something that is simply not ‘you’ and, as a consequence, felt ill at ease with yourself all day? They say that ‘clothes maketh the man’ (or woman), and the way we present ourselves to the world certainly contributes to our physical self-confidence. Maybe you agreed to try a new hairstyle in a hairdressers and then regretted it for weeks afterwards. Comments or glances from others, the people you’re with, the media images you see, even bad lighting in a changing room – these all affect how you feel about your body on any given day.


But body image isn’t just about bodies. It is the starting point for how we relate to ourselves and the world around us. Nor is body image fixed or static. It changes from day to day, year to year and often fluctuates at different stages of our lives. We all know happy, physically confident children who have gone on to struggle with body image in adolescence. Life events continue to affect our self-image even after the major body changes of puberty. Episodes of weight gain or pregnancy, for example, may affect our body image negatively, for obvious reasons. Depression, anxiety and other mood disorders can also have a detrimental effect.


Body image covers a wide range of thoughts, feelings and attitudes, but for most of us it will include the:




	way we visualize our body not simply the reflection in the mirror but also the mental picture we carry of how we appear to the outside world;



	language we use about our own body ask yourself, ‘Is it critical?’, ‘Is it kind?’;



	way we respond to our body’s essential needs such as food and exercise;



	way we respond to our body during illness or pain;



	self-care listening to our body’s other needs, for rest, warmth, pampering, even hugs.






It is already clear from this that ‘body image’ means a lot more than just what we see when we look in the mirror.


’When I get the perfect body …’


Having a negative body image is simply a response to our physical flaws, isn’t it? If we’re overweight or have bad skin, it’s logical that we feel down on ourselves. If we were perfect, we’d be happy, right?


Wrong. Having the ‘perfect’ body will not give you a healthy body image if you don’t feel it inside. As many models and athletes will admit, their apparent physical ‘perfection’ is not always reflected in their mental wellbeing. They will often talk of the pressure and anxiety associated with achieving and maintaining the ideal body. Many attractive individuals are wracked with insecurity and self-doubt. They fixate on their flaws as much as you or me; they compare up not down, measuring themselves against others whom they perceive to be more beautiful than them. We may long to be as slim or as stunning as them, while secretly they are hating themselves.


You may have discovered this paradox in your own life: being super-thin or ultra-fit does not always correlate with your best-ever body image. For me, and I know that many other women feel the same, some of the most miserable years of my life were spent when I was at my thinnest.


Rather, healthy body image is a combination of emotional and physical input, a complex mix of resilience and optimism, enjoyment in life, nutritious food, good relationships and many other factors that are unique to every individual.


Think of a few people you know, male and female, of different body shapes and sizes. Who seems to be the happiest and most at peace with themselves?


They will probably not be those who are closest to having the ‘perfect’ body, but the ones who have the most positive attitude towards themselves and others. Instead of measuring themselves against society’s unrealistic expectations of perfection or endlessly striving to be a different weight or shape, they have reached a place of self-acceptance and appreciation of their own bodies.


Change your perspective


Here’s a quick thought experiment to get you thinking in a different way. Take a moment to think about your body in the following ways.




	Think of it as a house Visualize your body as the house in which you live. Do you make it cosy, do you look after it and maintain it, do you fix the roof and gutters when they leak, do you consult experts when things go wrong? Do you keep it warm? Do you occasionally buy nice things for it? Do you keep your house looking smart inside and out and are you proud of it?



	Think of it as a car Visualize your body as a well-tuned machine. Would you turn on the engine without putting petrol in first; would you try to make it run on empty? Whether you’re imagining an expensive Jaguar or a little Fiat, you wouldn’t expect it to function without proper fuel.



	Think of it as a friend Take an imaginative leap outside your body and imagine it’s the body of a good friend. Would you be critical of the flaws, wobbly bits and so-called imperfections? Would you use harsh language to describe your friends’ bodies or repeatedly tell them they were fat or ugly? Would those physical imperfections make you like your friends any less; would you even care?






Your body is your dwelling place for the rest of your life. You wouldn’t neglect your house or your car. You wouldn’t verbally abuse a good friend or judge him or her by appearance. Sometimes it helps to take a fresh look at body image, to understand why it matters. Yes, the way you think about your body really matters. It is a sort of obligation to maintain the most important machinery you own, the precious place in which you live. It’s a relationship with yourself and it requires kindness and self-compassion.


Of course, it’s not that simple. In our modern hypervisual, highly judgemental modern culture, it is all too easy to get sucked into the compare-and-despair syndrome. Sadly, having a negative body image is common. These days it is normal to feel critical about your appearance (and abnormal to like your own body). That’s why taking an objective stance, thinking of your body in a different way – as a house, a car or a friend – can help.


Mixed messages


What makes body image even more complicated is that we are receiving mixed messages all the time. Confidence is good, but not too much. Be ambitious, but don’t be pushy. Be assertive, but not aggressive. Is it any wonder we get confused?


It starts early. Most girls and young women grow up with contradictory guidance on how they should look and behave. We are told that girls can be as clever as boys, that we should strive to get high grades and make it to the top of our chosen career, but we are also constantly reminded to dress a certain way, wear the right make-up, stay fit and, above all, slim. The media and wider society bombard young women with an avalanche of different advice; we should be physically confident no matter what we look like, but we should also conform to a certain look. Magazines that tell us to ‘love our bodies’ also body-shame female celebrities. They vilify women for gaining or losing too much weight, zooming in on beach photos or gym pictures, revealing hints of cellulite or sagging breasts, making sarcastic comments about someone displaying a ‘healthy’ appetite, ‘flaunting their curves’ or looking ‘heartbroken’. 


Even if they do not look at these kinds of magazines or the internet, little girls pick up on the anxiety around them. According to teachers and social science research, children as young as three years of age worry about their looks after watching their parents trying to make themselves look perfect in ‘selfies’.  They see their mothers taking ten photos to get the best angle, they hear the casual comments such as, ‘Oh no, I look fat in that one, that’s a terrible one’, they see them using filters to alter their skin tone, to beautify out the wrinkles or lines. Little children are like sponges, picking up on everything around them, and girls in particular absorb this all-pervasive body anxiety. They learn early on that a woman’s self-presentation – her weight, complexion, clothes – is one of the most important things about her.


Watch any of the millions of make-up tutorials onYouTube and you will realize just how identikit and synthetic ‘perfect’ beauty has become. For many girls and young women the daily routine starts with airbrushing out their natural skin tone, darker circles under the eyes, patches or blemishes, to create a very tanned blank canvas, and then layering on concealer, foundation, powder, contouring creams and highlighter.


Experimenting with cosmetics is, of course, a fun and harmless part of growing up. But it is sad to see individuals blanking out their natural radiance in favour of something so fake-looking, erasing the expressive, unusual quirks of their face, painting on dark eyebrows whatever their colouring, airbrushing out freckles and moles and hiding behind this barrier of war paint.


Digital images have created warped expectations of how normal skin should look. Compare your own bare face to any cosmetics advertisement and, for most of us, it is just not achievable. Even if you do not have spots, you probably have pigmentation or patches where your skin is lighter, darker or perhaps a little red. The more we cover up our natural faces, the further we drift away from what normality looks like. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with wearing and enjoying make-up – I marvel at the transformation of my skin from my trusty BB (and CC!) cream, especially when I’m feeling tired or washed out. But when every day starts with a lengthy process of hiding and disguising our so-called ‘flaws’, it is inevitable that we will absorb the message there is something wrong with us. When it starts at such a young age too, we could be storing up a lifetime of body image anxiety ahead.


Self-objectification


It won’t be news to you that we live in a culture where women are routinely judged on appearance, but do you know how deep and wide-ranging this bias is? Numerous studies carried out by economists and sociologists have proved that thinner women, who are perceived as more attractive, are promoted more quickly in all professions. Female attractiveness is a highly lucrative commodity – and unattractiveness is a significant disadvantage. US researchers call this the ‘plainness penalty’, finding that women with ‘below-average looks’ earn approximately 9 per cent less an hour than women rated as attractive.


Nor is this just the case in the fashion and beauty industries, where appearance is at least considered relevant. For women, being perceived as attractive is of overwhelming importance in every walk of life. And it’s not just at work: research has shown that attractive children tend to be more popular and perform better at school, and attractive people are less often found guilty in court. Throughout our lives, looking good matters.


So what does ‘looking good’ mean – what does beauty look like to you?


Ditch the scales


Unsurprisingly, women who weigh themselves on the bathroom scales every morning report greater body dissatisfaction and have a more negative self-image than those who do not. As one reader told me, ‘I weigh myself twice a day, every day. If the scales go up I’ve been known to go out for a late-night run just to shift a couple more pounds. I fight myself constantly. I am tired.’


This attitude and behaviour is, sadly, not unusual. But what’s the addiction to scales all about? Why are we so obsessed with our weight and how can we ditch the habit?


Most women list eating less, exercising more and losing weight among their life goals, but the reality of losing weight is different and rarely makes us happy. As we have seen, many models with ‘perfect’ bodies are not content in themselves or even satisfied with their appearance. Depriving yourself of good nutrition is a wretched experience and genuine beauty does not depend on being thin. Every part of your body suffers when you are not consuming enough calories: undereating results in dry hair, dull skin, low mood and poor sleep. Hardly a recipe for physical health and wellbeing.


It’s not easy, with our weight- and image-obsessed media, but weight must not become an overwhelming preoccupation. After suffering from anorexia for a decade, I no longer own a pair of bathroom scales. At long last I have learned to trust myself, to keep a balance, without recourse to that external judgement, those sinister numbers on the dial!


It is also essential to keep things in perspective. Normal body weight varies in every individual from day to day. Weight fluctuation is especially common in women at certain times of the month, when changes in levels of the hormones oestrogen and progesterone can cause fluid retention. You may have experienced breast tenderness, bloating or swelling before your period. This premenstrual water retention can result in a couple of kilos difference from one day to the next – and that’s completely normal. It’s not even weight gain or loss per se, but simply the kidneys reacting to falling levels of progesterone and passing out less fluid in the urine.


Think about this logically: you do not need to know your weight, to the nearest kilo, every day. As well as hormonal factors, there are plenty of reasons why your body may be slightly heavier or lighter – maybe you went out for dinner, maybe you just drank a litre of water – but it doesn’t matter. You do not need to monitor this constantly. The outside world does not know, still less care, that you are a couple of kilos up or down on where you were yesterday, so why should you?


Look at your body in its entirety. Really look at it – your arms and legs, the skin, fat and muscles, skeleton, teeth and hair, not to mention around 60 per cent of our body that is made up of water. There is plenty of body to absorb those minor weight fluctuations: those few kilos go on all over! You are not livestock or bags of grain being sold at an auction. Your clothes, your mirror, your brain, your friends would tell you if you had gained or lost a serious amount of weight – other than that, let it be.
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