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INTRODUCTION
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I’m assuming that picking up a book called The Mind Manual means you’re interested in your mental health, that you’d like to be proactive about it. You may be doing quite well at the moment, but want to learn more about how to keep things that way. Or perhaps you’re finding life a little challenging and would like some tools to help you to regain a solid footing. Either way, you’re in the right place. Welcome.


If you’re anything like I was when I first started focusing on my mental health, you’ll be wondering, ‘Where do I start?’ ‘What can I do?’ ‘Why don’t I already know this?’. We are taught many useful life skills at school, but unfortunately mental fitness is not one of them. Instead, this area of our health has been kept under wraps, as if a mental health crisis doesn’t affect us humans, which means that – when we feel the wobble of things going south – we believe there must be something ‘wrong’ with us. If we were never taught that life’s challenges will affect our mental health, then we will naturally judge ourselves when they do.


Where do you start? Here. In these pages. This manual will teach you to find a baseline of peace in your life, which can help you to manage the highs and lows that will arrive. It will teach you to use tools to build a life that feels full, not one that just checks all the boxes. It will teach you how to stretch your mental muscles regularly, just as you would your physical ones. It will teach you that you are not alone on this journey. It will teach you how to thrive.






THE FIGHT FOR MENTAL FITNESS



Whether you’re reading this book right now from a place of calm or crisis, I hope you find some help within its pages. I wrote this book for a number of reasons, but, essentially, I wanted it to help readers to find a balance in their lives. When I wrote my first book, Live Well Every Day, I wanted to offer an overview of health and the 360° approach we could take to feel healthier. This book is different. It is about mental fitness and the peace that it can bring.


I have written The Mind Manual because I want to change the conversation about what mental fitness is and how we should approach it. While the national conversation on mental health has seen an improvement in services and how we talk about times of crisis, we rarely (if ever) talk about the everyday effort that is required to keep our mental health in check.


There are countless books, TV shows and streaming documentaries about how to manage your physical fitness. What to eat, how to move, who to follow – there is a guru for everyone. On the whole, we understand that in order to keep ourselves free from disease and injury, we must take care of our physical fitness and do so regularly and consistently. We know our vices and we have also been taught how to counter them with healthier choices, so that the overall balance sheet of our physicality leans towards health. But we don’t do the same when it comes to our mental fitness. I want to change that.


I like to think of mental health as a spectrum. At one end, we have depression, anxiety and all the mental illnesses that make us feel miserable. Let’s consider that end as set at minus five on the spectrum. On the other end of the spectrum, we have happiness, joy, excitement. These would be set at plus five. The centre point of the spectrum is set at zero. This zero is the equilibrium we feel when we’re at peace, it is the baseline we should aim for in life. You might be surprised to hear me say that peace, not happiness, is the goal. I believe that it is more realistic to aim for peace than to expect happiness 24/7. I believe that, for good mental health, we should aim to move away from living with the sharp peaks of highs and deep troughs of lows, and instead ebb and flow more calmly on either side to keep on an even keel.


This is what mental fitness means to me. It’s the middle ground. It’s looking at the balance sheet of all that you do in a day, a week, a month, a year, and assessing whether your mentality is healthy or unhealthy. It’s knowing your vices – your unhelpful mental habits – and learning how to counteract them. It’s using tools to push yourself when you simply ‘don’t feel like’ making healthier mental choices, just as we have strategies to motivate us when we don’t want to go to the gym. It’s essentially creating a personalized toolkit of all the things you need to keep yourself at peace, then actively applying them on a daily basis, not just when you’re in crisis.






WHY ME? WHY NOW?



If you’ve been following me, you’ll know that I’ve been through a particularly rough few years. In July 2020, my 19-year-old younger brother Llŷr unexpectedly took his own life. As you can imagine, it was like a tsunami of pain hit our family, sweeping each of us up into our own journey of grief. Llŷr’s absence left a gaping hole in my life and, at first, I just didn’t know how to cope.


Even before his death, after years of struggling with my own anxiety, I had been creating a ‘mental health toolkit’ that could help others build up their mental dexterity. And after Llŷr passed, while I was grieving and growing, I developed this even further and became more convinced of the need to spread the idea of mental fitness as far as it could possibly reach. Not just as a tribute to Llŷr, but as a tribute to the mental anguish I have faced in life, both before and since his death.


After I began to understand my own grief, I reached out on my social platforms, talking more and more about the importance of mental fitness. In late 2020, the world was experiencing grief on so many levels, as lockdown after lockdown kept us indoors and away from the people we loved. Depression and anxiety rates increased, many sought help from their doctors and I looked on as so many people struggled to maintain balance in their lives. I wanted to help in whatever way I could.


In February 2021 I was given the opportunity to do more, when I was named as the British Government’s Youth Mental Health Ambassador. In this volunteer role, I combine my clinical expertise as an emergency care doctor with my personal experience, to champion children’s mental health and to shape policy on improving support for young people in schools, colleges and universities. This role has allowed me to meet people up and down the country, to hear their stories and learn from them about what they need.


Later in 2021, for the fundraiser BBC Children in Need, I filmed a documentary called Our Young Mental Health Crisis. It explored the impact that mental illness has on young people’s lives and what education can do to help ease pressures before they occur.


Month by month, the more I learned and shared about mental health education, the more opportunities came my way. I grabbed each one, with the goal of getting the mental fitness message out there as far and wide as I could. Writing this book is the culmination of that aim. It’s me gathering everything I’ve learned academically, professionally and personally about mental fitness to create something tangible for you to hold on to. A life raft that you can use to support you when you need it most.








HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



This book is broken down into four parts. I like to think of each one as building on the last, in the same way you think of foundations being laid in a building, before the ground, first, then second floors can go up. The goal is to help you to establish your baseline, to know what peace feels like to you. And then to offer advice and tools to help you maintain that as much as possible.




PART ONE looks at how mental health has become increasingly topical in recent years, how we have been talking more about it and allowing ourselves to feel more of what we actually feel, instead of how we ‘should’ feel. This section will show you that you are part of a growing community of people who are tired of the judgmental narrative and want to learn how to help themselves. From there, we’ll look at how to figure out where your baseline is. What normal feels like for you, specifically. It’s good to get in touch with recognizing your own needs, so that you can best support yourself when issues arise.


PART TWO explores the seven universal truths that I want you to cling to. When you are moving towards the negative side of your mental fitness baseline, experiencing depression or anxiety, your brain can try to convince you of all manner of untruths. It can tell you things you’d never believe when life feels good. It can make you think that you’re not enough, that nobody cares, that you’ll never be happy again, that you don’t matter. The seven truths are here to support you when your mind is telling you lies like this. They are true no matter how you’re feeling, so you can rely on them even when you feel less like yourself. These seven truths are: Connection is your superpower; Sleep will save you; Boundaries are beautiful; Mistakes are a must-have; Stress is the enemy; You are enough; Happiness is an inside job. Swear by these truths and they’ll keep you afloat.


PART THREE focuses on the foundations of mental fitness. In this section, we’ll explore five different areas of life. These include what you eat and drink, how you release stress from your body, how much you move, how to talk out your thoughts and how to approach the medical side of things. You can set yourself up to win by making sure you’re maintaining strong standards within each of these areas.


Throughout these first three sections, you will also find four recurring features, flagged up under the following headings: My Experience, Challenge the Narrative, Take Action and No Time Like Now.


PART FOUR is your mental health toolkit, where you’ll find a wide range of worksheets and activity tools to use. These can help while reading the book, but can also be used regularly in your day-to-day life to check in on how you’re coping.


At the back of the book, you’ll find a list of resources that can help you maintain your mental fitness. You’ll find services listed that can help in crisis and others to assist you in maintaining calm, so you always know there is support for you when you need it.


Read this book as many times as you feel necessary. It’s your mind manual, for your mental health. Your experiences are unique, so your journey will be too.












MY HOPES FOR YOU



One of the most important lessons I’d like to share from this book is that looking after your mental fitness means taking a 360° approach to your physical and emotional health. Living a life where you feel at peace 80 per cent of the time is a wonderful achievement, but you can’t achieve that with a quick fix. It requires consistency and – yes – a little bit of work. I like to look at it this way: feeling miserable most days is an exhausting way to live. Life feels hard. So, although taking care of your mental fitness requires daily effort – which at times can involve hard work – the effect is that life feels really good. Pick your hard. I know which one I’d choose.


If I have done my job, you’ll finish reading this book feeling empowered. You’ll know that, no matter where you are on the mental fitness spectrum right now, you have the tools to reach a baseline of peace. You may not reach that centre point today or tomorrow, but you’ll know that it’s possible and what steps to take to get there.


If I have done my job, you’ll feel so good most of the time that you’ll want to pay it forward.


If I have done my job, together we’ll help pull people out of pain into the life they truly want to live.





Your struggle is valid, no matter how many people have it ‘worse’ than you.
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YOU ARE NOT ALONE


You don’t need to struggle in silence. You are part of a large community of people making choices to improve their mental health.


 


 


 


 








You’d be forgiven for assuming that everyone in your peer group is breezing through life. Daily updates of happy faces on your socials – posting #goals or #blessed – can make us believe that we are the only ones struggling. That, somehow, we’ve failed at this adulting thing.


The truth is that the statistics prove otherwise. In England alone, one in every four people – 25 per cent of the public – experience a mental illness, such as depression or anxiety, every year. If you think about that for a minute, you’ll realize that in a room of 20 people, 5 will likely be struggling. If I think back now to my class sizes at university, I realize that I wasn’t alone in what I was going through. I was likely one of about 70 people – that’s a lot!


If that number of people are living with mental illness, then it is more common than getting the flu (figures from just before the pandemic suggested that roughly 9 in every 100,000 people in the UK showed flu symptoms). Think about how much we talk about the flu and how common it is. Now consider how little we talk about mental illness and how much more common that is. That’s shocking, isn’t it?


You are part of a community of people who’d like a little extra help to find their baseline. Mental struggles are a natural part of life. We all face hurdles and challenges, we all get knocked down a few times in our lives. We are not robots, but living, breathing, mistake-making humans.


In this chapter, we will look at just how common mental health conditions have become. I want you to see that, if you find yourself facing one of them, it isn’t something to berate yourself about. They are a common condition of living in a modern world.






THE PANDEMIC EFFECT



Since the pandemic of 2020, our lives have changed dramatically. I’m not talking about the physical changes – lockdowns or the need for vaccines – I’m talking about the habits we have now developed as a society. Habits that are exacerbating existing mental health conditions and making life that little bit harder, as if it wasn’t already hard enough.


The effects of the pandemic are long-lasting, not just in terms of how we protect ourselves from infection, but in how we operate in our daily lives. Our social lives have been affected; our communities have dispersed. The pandemic saw many people migrate back to their home towns, out of cities, meaning that those left behind were faced with isolation. Our work lives have been turned upside down, as remote and hybrid working suddenly became the norm. And while many celebrate spending less time commuting, few factor in the mental cost of working from home, the blurred lines between your place of stress and your place of rest. Our wellbeing has been affected by these changes. External factors, which all made sense at the time they were enacted, have now led to a mental health crisis, in which people feel isolated, lonely, always-on … and yet entirely disconnected. Now, more than ever, we need to know how to find what peace means to us – and proactively work to include it in our lives.







TALKING ABOUT MY GENERATION


Millennials are those born between 1981 and 1996. The generation is characterized by technical savviness, fondness for transparency, inclination towards collaboration over hierarchy, adaptability to change and passion for learning. They are free-thinking and creative.1


Generation Z, more commonly known as Gen Zs, are those born between the years 1997 and 2012. This generation is characterized as technical natives, who see diversity as the norm, are politically progressive, pragmatic and the most sociable generation yet.


Both these generations have traits that have been challenged by the pandemic. The collaboration that Millennials crave, and the socializing of Gen Zs, are both now in shorter supply.


More and more studies are focusing on the effects the pandemic has had on Gen Zs and Millennials. They show that those aged 18–40 across the world appear to be experiencing the same thing, that their emotional health and wellbeing have been greatly affected.2 The certainty about their future that they possessed before 2020 has all but vanished. Instead, they are left with concern over their careers, the cost of living (nearly half are living pay cheque to pay cheque), the climate and the general state of geopolitical discord. To them, the future doesn’t look as bright as it once did. No wonder that this has changed how they feel about life.









WHAT HOLDS US BACK?



Good physical and mental health are intertwined: one can’t exist without the other and a balance between the two is key to wellbeing and happiness. But even the phrase ‘mental health’ is sometimes infused with a negativity that ‘physical health’ is not. Often, when people speak about ‘mental health’ what they really mean is ‘mental illness’; too often ‘mental health’ is used in conjunction with the words ‘issues’ and ‘problems’. This tendency to interchange the meanings has the result that, as far as a lot of the general public are concerned, there’s no positive state for mental health. You rarely hear of people talking about being in good mental health, though they commonly talk about robust physical health.


Stigma is sticky, and takes a long time to dissolve. Thanks to the views of our great-grandparents, who lived through world wars, we’ve been handed down a belief that it’s best to keep a stiff upper lip. To keep calm and carry on. This was to dispel the fear of being seen as weak, the concern that if – for some reason – we showed our human side, we would expose our underbelly to the enemy and be defeated. It was a fear of displaying vulnerability, that somehow we would be challenging our safety if we showed the least sign of that. But in the modern world, our resilience is not found in a grin-and-bear it attitude, but in a share-and-grow-from-it one.


Thankfully, stigma surrounding mental health is slowly falling away, but until it has gone completely, opportunities to have frank discussions are often limited. It helps when people in the public eye talk about their own experiences, so it is encouraging that celebrities such as Lady Gaga and Stormzy have come forward and spoken about their own struggles with depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The thing to remember is that we all sometimes hit a bump in the road and we all need to ask for help when it happens. That doesn’t mean we have failed or are ‘less than’ others, it just means we’re human and we’re alive. And that’s a good thing.





You haven’t yet experienced all of your happiest days!
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MY EXPERIENCE


GRIPPED BY PANIC


Last year, I went away for a night to film a TV appearance in Manchester about the youth mental health charity HEADucation. I arrived at my hotel the day before the shoot, had some food and went to bed at a sensible time. I wasn’t particularly anxious about the filming. It was live, but I was okay with that and I got to sleep with no problem.


At around 4:30am, I suddenly woke with a sense of impending doom, as if I was about to die. I was experiencing a panic attack. My heart was beating out of my chest, my skin felt as if it was on fire, I was finding it hard to breathe. I couldn’t lie still, so I got up and paced around. I was feeling faint and the tightness in my chest made me want to scream out for help. I was in the hotel room alone, worried that it was too early in the morning to disturb anyone. Even then, as a mental health advocate, despite the advice I gave to others, I failed to contact anyone else. I struggled through it alone.


I tried out the tools I’d been sharing with everyone else, how to become present in the moment, to distract from the fear that had triggered the attack. I slowed down my breath and was mindful of each inhale and exhale. Then I used the Five Senses Technique to name items in the room, helping me to be more present and less in panic. The palpitations did eventually abate, but I couldn’t get back to sleep and still felt awful when the car came to take me to set a few hours later. Once I got there, I’d calmed down a bit and after speaking to the producers I felt normal again.


Fortunately, nothing like that has happened since, but it did have a huge impact on me. As an emergency care doctor, I think I’m pretty tough on the whole, but that experience really gave me a new perspective and appreciation for what people who struggle with anxiety issues go through. It made me think how terrible it must be if such experiences are part of your daily existence.


It’s also a good example of how on the outside things might look okay, while on the inside all is not well. There I was, on live television, talking to teachers and pupils about how they can improve their mental health education, when just a few hours earlier I had experienced a full-blown panic attack.


I can pin the reasons for that particular episode down to overwork and a triggering few days. On my tour of schools around the country, I had visited my brother Llŷr’s old school earlier that week, and that, no doubt, had affected me. But if I really unpick it, my acute anxiety was a culmination of everything you’re going to read about in this book. Fear of failure, loneliness, impostor syndrome – they’re all things that I’ve experienced in my life and, to a lesser degree, continue to experience.






EARLY INTERVENTION IS PARAMOUNT



When I was in the middle of my panic attack, having the tools I needed to calm myself down helped significantly. And while the attack came as a warning sign that I needed to make some adjustments, what I had to question was: ‘Why did it come to that?’


Mental Health Foundation research has proven that early intervention is the best way to tackle a mental health crisis.3 The idea is to spot signs or situations that may challenge a person’s mental health, then step in to provide help before they reach a crisis point. For children and teenagers in the UK, this could take the shape of Early Support Hubs. They provide information, advice, guidance and access to evidence-based support, delivered by council staff and partner agencies. Children and teenagers can drop into these centres to access help for their mental health and wellbeing and they’re also a community space, where people can feel like they belong. In my role as Youth Mental Health Ambassador, Early Support Hubs have been and remain a key ask to the Government in supporting young people’s mental health.


As adults, we need to consider our own ways of approaching early intervention. We need to create our own form of support system. More than anything else, we need to be sure we have a number of options to reach out to in times of crisis. Of course, we may only need them on rare occasions, but knowing they exist prevents us from dipping too far into isolation. For me, that support system includes my family, a handful of really close friends, my doctor, my therapist and the range of tools I use on a regular basis to keep me balanced.


I’ve included everything I’ve learned about maintaining mental fitness in this book, so you should have your toolkits covered by the time you’ve finished reading it. You’ll also learn who to reach out to and when. Just keep in mind that you should create a support system before you need it, not after. So start building it now.





Asking for help is not a sign of weakness, it’s a sign of strength.
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#POSTYOURPILL



Back to that hotel room in Manchester. Even though it hasn’t happened again, I took that panic attack as a sign. So, I went to see my doctor and she prescribed a number of lifestyle changes, along with an antidepressant.


Since losing my little brother Llŷr, my increased workload and the pressures that came along with it had kept me from looking after certain areas in my life as well as I should. For a lot of people, me included, there are times in life when you get shaken, something happens and you fall out of sync with yourself. My medication keeps me balanced, so I can sort out those areas that need attention while still getting on with the day-to-day.


I think of these medications as fuel for the brain: they give you the energy to deal with those things that make your brain tired. They quieten the anxiety, which allows your mood to improve and gives you the mental energy you need to be yourself again. And because you feel better, you’ll want to do those things that are good for you, such as exercising, eating well, engaging with your friends… all of which are hard to do when you’re stuck in a difficult mental space. They help you get back on the right track.


There are many people who have mild or moderate depression or anxiety who would benefit hugely from medication. That said, there’s a stigma attached to it, an idea that taking it – or having therapy – somehow prevents you from being successful and happy. I believe the opposite is true. It’s this judgement and discrimination that inspired me to start the #postyourpill campaign on social media in 2021. I asked people to join me in taking a proud stance against medication stigma by posting a picture of themselves and their pills every month on social media, whether that be Instagram, Facebook, TikTok or Twitter.


People all over the world started sharing their medication stories and the hashtag shows that taking medication for mental wellness is in fact incredibly common. Thousands of people have already joined the movement, so the proof is in the posting! Hopefully, people struggling with feeling they are alone in taking medication will see that they’re not.
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