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Introduction


 


Welcome to Your Mental Health First Aid Kit!  


 


Across the globe, 2020 has been a year of significant upheaval for many on a personal level. Our values and morals have been challenged, both internally and externally. Our ideas about who we are and our significance in the world have been destabilised, our boundaries have been questioned and our most intimate relationships – whether with ourselves or significant others – have become our only option to meet a variety of human needs. So it seems imperative to get some solution-based information to you now, so that you can recover from the rollercoaster we’ve all been riding and feel psychologically strong enough to embark on my five-week programme in May 2021.


 


Our usual social anxiety triggers were removed when we went into lockdown and we found that our stress reactions were different – some felt more rested, others craved structure or became reliant on screens to meet both work and social needs. We struggled with being divided, needing human connection. As a result, there was an increase in uncomfortable feelings, for instance fear, as our situation forced us to reassess our way of life, way of thinking and way of learning. The mental health workouts delivered here are designed to help you move into your new normal.


 


For a significant part of this year, COVID-19 has forced us to stay home and stay alert; we got used to a restrictive way of living and had to learn to cope with the huge amount of loss it brought. We have been driven to find ways of enduring grief, loss and change due to global events we could never have predicted. And now, as the world opens up again, we are faced with another potential pandemic: a possible rise in recognisable mental health challenges – in particular, anxiety, fear, stress, anger and self-esteem issues.


 


Many who did not consider themselves vulnerable just about handled the situation, only to find that the relentless sense of uncertainty has the capacity to leave them feeling anxious, helpless, lonely, frightened and angry, time and time again. This first aid kit will support you to feel psychologically healthier using a range of therapeutic tools and solution-based actions, programmed in a way you may already be familiar with: a step-by-step workout.


 


About me


 


I gained my Masters in Psychology in 2013, when I was twenty-six, and my work since then has revolved primarily around treatment centres for eating disorders, addictions and trauma. It is the blend of my own mental health struggles and my work as a therapist and mental health consultant – the personal and the professional – that qualifies me to provide the information in this book, drawing together the effective parts of a therapeutic healing experience to destigmatise mental health and make working on the mind accessible and acceptable to everyone. 


 


My own mental health journey involved finding recovery from eating disorders, self-harm, addictions, anxiety and depression. I was a young woman with no idea how to look after herself and that lack left me with a yearning for love, a desperate need for connection and an absence of self-worth and self-respect. As I slowly came to terms with the fact that it was up to me, I worked very hard to retrain my mind. I must have tried a dozen different therapeutic approaches, each time expecting ‘this one’ to be the magic answer. But what really worked was getting to know the parts of me that were asking for help. Attuning to myself has allowed me to navigate my adult life with grace and ease, so I could go on to use platforms like this to help others who don’t have access to the recourses to do the same. 


 


Why we could all use a mental health workout


 


As we move into a new way of living, this is the right time to be supporting as many of you as possible to find your own new normal, inside and out. It has been a long journey for me, and I hope that by sharing, not only the information I have gathered as a mental health professional, but also the exercises and insights that I have personally found helpful along the way, I can provide you, firstly, with hope that it is possible to change, and also with the tools and resources needed to make that happen.


 


Throughout 2020, the Covid pandemic along with the sudden rise in awareness around movements such as Black Lives Matter, meant that there was an appetite for the approaches I’ve included here. I have used these workouts to support teams and individuals through change and uncertainty and have helped to manage high-level emotion while coping with things we do not fully understand.  This is my chance to do make sure that this information is available to all.


 


The concept of a Mental Health Workout takes therapy out of the therapy room and makes psychological work available wherever we are. And it works – for anyone who is motivated enough to stay committed and trust the process, just like any other personal development journey.


 


At times like these, it can be easy to get caught up in the intensity of what is going wrong rather than the – granted, sometimes difficult-to-see – opportunities for change. I hope that by becoming strong, healthy and happy on the inside you will be more available to stand up for what you believe in, use your feelings as a call to action and contribute to the change that is very much needed in the world right now.


 


The fact is, there are no differences when it comes to looking after your mental health: everybody deserves access to this information, regardless of age, gender, sexuality, economic status, race or religion. You deserve, right now, the opportunity to focus on having a healthy mind. Yet both history and present-day events inform me that there is likely to be a division based on systemic issues, and some of us will feel ashamed and embarrassed that our mental health needs the same – if not more – attention than our physical health. 


 


We have an opportunity to do things differently on the way back to normal living; we have a chance, if we want it, to create change. Yet we can only build our new external reality and encourage social change if we allow ourselves to realign our minds.


 


I hope that you are able to consider the undeniable psychological effects of COVID-19 and other events of 2020, both positive and negative, and that the work you do on yourself and your feelings will not only benefit you, but also others. 


 


For all the coughs, colds, bruises and breaks of our physical health, there are as many, if not more, psychological sads, bads and negative thought patterns. My mission is to make looking after your mental health as available and acceptable as looking after your physical health. I think this seems particularly apt in 2020, the year of a public health crisis and an unprecedented level of change. This book is your first step towards your five-week programme to a happier, healthier mind.


 


 


You deserve the opportunity to focus on having a healthy mind.


 


How this is going to work


 


This mental health first aid kit is designed to help get your mental health in good shape, particularly with the effects of 2020 in mind. We will work to strengthen your self-esteem (the stability to your mental health) and increase your range of motion through your psychological boundaries and vulnerability (the mental health equivalent of strength and flexibility training), as well as looking at how you manage stress reactions and anxieties about change and uncertainty. I have also included some modified versions of the workouts from Your Mental Health Workout: 5 Weeks to a Healthier Mind, in preparation for a bigger journey next year.
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