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Introduction


Have you ever reached over to grab the last piece of chocolate in a bar, only to find out you’ve already finished it, or gone upstairs to fetch something and forgotten what it was you wanted? My own personal nemesis was arriving at the supermarket minus shopping list (left on the kitchen table), forgetting about a third of what was on the list, then getting home and realizing my credit card was still in the card reader. Any of this sound familiar?


All the above are perfect examples of the kind of mindless behaviour we all exhibit regularly when we’re on autopilot and not paying attention to what we’re doing. Time and again, we’re not truly ‘present’ in our daily lives as we’re so busy with work, family, friends and ever-increasing pressures coming at us from all sides that we don’t notice what’s going on around us and don’t listen when our bodies are telling us to slow down. It’s not surprising that so many of us find our moods are unpredictable and seem unmanageable.


Mindfulness teaches us to take time out and understand more about who we are, what’s going on in our lives and what we want. Just concentrating on what we think and feel may not initially appear to offer a solution, but if we do this without judging ourselves or others, it’s a tremendously empowering experience and one that can change our lives for the better. Mindfulness helps us recognize what the triggers and warning signs are for our mood swings, so we can be more in control of them. Not only can mindfulness work wonders on our mood swings but it can also strengthen our relationships, improve our performance at work and give us a much-needed sense of calm.


Over the last decade or so, the popularity of mindfulness has grown substantially and many high-profile celebrities, including Oprah Winfrey, Davina McCall, Emma Watson and Angelina Jolie, have revealed that they practise it. There’s barely a week that passes without a mention of mindfulness in the press. For example, Greater Manchester Police offered some lunchtime mindfulness meditation sessions to its members of staff,1 to help them counter anxiety and depression and cope with a number of gang-related deaths. The American comedian Ruby Wax,2 who also holds a Masters degree in mindfulness-based cognitive therapy from Oxford University, has led an all-party mindfulness session for MPs and peers at Westminster to explore a potential role for mindfulness in health, education and criminal justice. Teachers at a primary school in Brighton3 have started up 15-minute mindfulness sessions for the children to help them learn self-regulation, calm them down and boost their spirits. The evidence base for mindfulness is steadily increasing, too, with many clinical trials already proving its efficacy and indicating that further research is warranted.


Anyone can take up mindfulness at any age. You don’t need any qualifications, nor any particular equipment or special clothing to start. You just need somewhere comfortable to sit and a bit of peace and quiet.


This book is a guide to how to handle your mood swings better with mindfulness, and is suitable for people with no prior experience of mindfulness as well as those who have previously ‘dabbled’. It takes a look at what mood swings are and how they can affect us, explains what mindfulness is and how it works, discusses how mindfulness can help with mood swings, offers some practical mindfulness exercises for you to follow in relation to your mood swings and, finally, suggests a few simple lifestyle changes that may help. The information given here about mood swings is an overview of what can be a complex mechanism of interacting processes and is not intended to replace medical advice or diagnose any medical or psychological condition, so if you have any concerns, please consult your GP.
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About mood swings

What are mood swings?

We all have mood swings – they are a natural part of life. At their simplest, mood swings are just a change in how you feel. We have all experienced a shift in our mood from angry to relieved, happy to sad, lively to lethargic. Such shifts can vary in intensity from subtle and barely noticeable to extreme and all-consuming. Mood swings can happen when you’re just having a bad day, are nobody’s fault and normally subside over time. A certain amount of stress is inevitable and can be a good thing, as it motivates us to get things done and achieve deadlines. More problematic are mood swings that become extreme, change rapidly and start to interfere with your daily functioning, often having an impact on others’ lives too.

Who gets mood swings and what causes them?

As we have seen, anyone can get mood swings. They may occur in response to a particular trigger, be caused by a combination of factors or just come out of the blue. Statistics for mood swings are hard to determine, as people tend not to visit their GP specifically to talk about mood swings, but the UK-based mental health charity Mind estimates that 1 in 4 people in the UK experiences a mental health difficulty of some kind each year.1 By 2030, it is estimated that, in the UK, there will be approximately 2 million more adults with mental health concerns than in 2013, if the prevalence rate of 1 in 4 remains the same.2

Several theories have been proposed as to what it is exactly that causes mood swings. Many researchers believe an imbalance in neurotransmitters (chemicals in the brain, such as serotonin, dopamine, noradrenaline and gamma-aminobutyric acid – GABA) cause mood swings, and several brain-imaging studies indicate that the structure and function of the brain differs in people with mood disorders. Many people get low moods as winter approaches, which is likely to be related to the reduction in sunlight, or there may be a genetic tendency towards mood swings. Equally, it might just be that mood swings are part of your personality.

Significant life events

Mood swings are much more common when we experience bereavements, job changes, conflicts, relocation, parenthood, separation or divorce, as it takes time to adjust to a new and sometimes unwanted lifestyle. Longer-term mood swings are likely to occur at times of chronic stress caused by unresolved sexual, emotional or physical traumas.

Lack of sleep

People who do not get enough sleep are generally more irritable and emotionally volatile as a result. Researchers investigating the relationship between insomnia and bipolar disorder have demonstrated that sleep deprivation causes increased activity in the amygdala, which is a key area in the brain responsible for processing emotional reactions, including anxiety and aggression.3 They have further suggested that the rapid eye movement (REM) phase of sleep, known to be negatively affected by insomnia, is vital for processing emotions.

Food, alcohol and drugs

Surprisingly, some everyday foods can be responsible for mood swings, including highly processed foods, chocolate, cakes, biscuits, crisps and sugar-rich soft drinks. Comfort eating causes a rapid rise in blood sugar levels, providing a quick energy hit, but the subsequent surge in insulin release results in the inevitable slump, low mood and irritability (see page 98), especially after overeating. Caffeine-rich drinks and foods can cause the heart rate to increase, especially after consuming large amounts, often leaving you feeling jittery (see pages 100–1).

Although we generally associate drinking alcohol with being more outgoing, it acts as a depressant in the body, and excessive use can lead to depressive episodes (see pages 101–2). Anyone who has tried to give up smoking will be aware of mood swings, in particular irritability, which is associated with nicotine withdrawal. Illegal drugs (see page 102), such as cocaine and amphetamines, increase the heart rate and can trigger anxiety attacks, with the come-down and associated mood changes lasting perhaps days. Ecstasy can leave you feeling anxious and confused, and some users experience panic attacks. Cannabis, often considered to be a ‘milder’ drug, may induce anxiety as well as paranoia, and there are conflicting opinions among researchers and health professionals regarding its association with depression.

Age-related mood swings

The likelihood of experiencing mood swings increases during certain phases of our lives, often for physiological reasons. As toddlers reach various developmental milestones, they learn many social, emotional and physical skills all at once, and frustration and tantrums inevitably ensue. Mood swings in school-age children should be investigated, as this may indicate bullying. Exam periods can be particularly troublesome for some youngsters, as can the period leading up to results day.

Puberty brings rapidly surging levels of sex hormones, which play havoc with teenagers’ ability to regulate their emotions (as well as with the emotions of their families!). Much research has shown that the teenage brain continues to develop structurally; this is particularly true of the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for reasoning and impulse control. Understanding that the brain undergoes significant changes over a period of years explains the mood swings, angry outbursts and apparently irrational behaviour of many teenagers. Pregnancy is renowned for mood swings, as are the perimenopausal and menopause periods, as hormone levels fluctuate dramatically. Particularly susceptible to low moods, elderly people often withdraw socially and, as many believe that mental health issues carry a stigma, they are likely to hide how they feel.

Medical conditions

Mood swings may be symptomatic of a medical concern, but it does not mean you have a medical disorder if you get mood swings. It is vital not to self-diagnose or self-medicate if you believe a medical condition is causing your mood swings – you must get a proper diagnosis from a medical professional, who will help you to access the enormous amount of support available. Many people view being given a diagnosis of, for example, bipolar disorder as a relief rather than a negative label: it is confirmation that they are not losing their mind or having a nervous breakdown.

Intense and uncontrollable mood swings are more likely to indicate an underlying medical concern. Bipolar disorder, previously known as manic depression, is probably the most well-known mood disorder and is characterized by severe episodes of mania and low mood lasting weeks or longer. Often starting with sleeplessness, irritability and loss of appetite, the mania phase carries a certain appeal in that increased levels of creativity and capability are experienced, so you feel like you have huge amounts of energy and could conquer the world. Mania, however, encourages risky and impulsive behaviours and may be associated with delusions, hallucinations and even psychosis.

The depressive phase may begin with a sensation of something switching off in the brain, almost as if you know what’s coming. During this phase, you are likely to become withdrawn and uninterested, feel worthless, hopeless and lethargic, lack confidence, have suicidal thoughts and dread getting up in the morning – everything seems much more of a big deal than previously.

Bipolar disorder is relatively common and does not appear to be more prevalent in either sex. The NHS estimates that 1 in every 100 adults will be diagnosed with bipolar disorder, although it is uncommon to develop it after the age of 40.4 Celebrities have brought much-needed publicity to and more understanding of this condition in more recent years. Stephen Fry’s courageous battle with the condition, for example, hit the headlines and was featured in the 2006 BBC documentary The Secret Life of the Manic Depressive.5

Extreme mood swings are common in borderline personality disorder (otherwise known as emotionally unstable personality disorder), in which people also exhibit impulsive behaviours, have abandonment issues, tend to form unstable relationships, struggle to control anger, can self-harm and may experience suicidal thoughts and paranoia. The UK-based charity Rethink Mental Illness estimates that 1 in 100 people has borderline personality disorder.6

In addition to chronic low mood, depressive disorders may involve changeable moods, including agitation and anger. The fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5),7 the leading authority on psychiatric diagnoses, lists further medical conditions in which mood swings are a key symptom, such as cyclothymia (a milder form of bipolar disorder), dysthymia and anxiety disorders. Damage to the frontal lobe of the brain, which helps control emotions, can occur following a stroke or traumatic brain injury or with certain kinds of dementia, and may lead to angry outbursts. Fluctuations in mood can also be caused by low blood sugar, thyroid imbalance, anaemia, seasonal affective disorder, postnatal depression, multiple sclerosis, meningitis, brain tumours, conditions where the brain has been deprived of nutrients or oxygen and some cardiovascular and digestive tract diseases. In children, mood swings are a key symptom of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (which also occurs in adults) and oppositional defiant disorder.

What happens to the body during mood swings?

People who experience mood swings are only too aware of the emotional impact and long-term effects – frequent headaches, recurring aches and pains, difficulties concentrating, feeling lethargic, too much or too little sleep, excessive sweating and reduced libido are all common. Mood swings cause many different physical responses too, as briefly discussed below.

In the brain

Many of the physiological effects of anger and anxiety are similar. When we feel very anxious, the part of the brain responsible for survival instincts, the limbic system (specifically, the amygdala), recognizes a potential threat and the body’s fight–flight–freeze reaction is initiated. In a highly complex cascade of reactions, various hormones and neurotransmitters (for example, catecholamines such as adrenaline, noradrenaline and dopamine) are released, which ultimately raise blood pressure, increase blood sugar levels and provide a surge of energy – responses designed to prime your body to confront the threat (fight), run away from it (flight) or dissociate from it (freeze). Also released by the brain are endorphins, the body’s natural painkillers, which reduce the impact of any pain you may experience.

All these physical reactions occur within a few seconds of perceiving a threat and we have very little control over them. This incredible energy rush is responsible for the impulsive feeling that makes an angry person’s reactions unpredictable. After this initial surge of activity, certain areas in the brain, which modulate our reasoning, then evaluate the threat and allow us to moderate our actions. These responses can be life-saving when the threat is real; however, with extreme mood swings, the body is constantly on alert. Being in this state for short or longer periods can leave you feeling exhausted and prone to low mood.

Low mood itself can be associated with reduced levels of the neurotransmitters that regulate pain perception, meaning you are more susceptible to feeling pain sensations, particularly in the back. Chronic low mood is thought to be connected with a lack of concentration and poor memory. A study carried out in 2014 showed that people with chronic stress can develop long-term alterations in the brain rendering them more susceptible to extreme anxiety and mood disorders.8

In the circulatory system

Stress and anger induce the release of hormones such as adrenaline, cortisol and adrenocorticotrophic hormone, leading to an increase in the heart rate and blood pressure; these may cause physiological effects such as your face flushing, a tingling or twitching sensation in your muscles or chest palpitations. In long-term regular mood swings, these hormones are present for protracted periods of time, giving a higher risk of heart disease, blood clots and stroke (the increased risk of a heart attack in the 2 hours following an angry outburst is well documented and long-term low mood is thought to be associated with an increased risk of heart disease). The higher cortisol levels cause the immune system to function less effectively, explaining why people who are chronically stressed or angry are frequently ill.
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