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Thank you to everybody who’s tolerated my
stumbling around on this journey. Thank you for
offering shelter, feeding me cookies and sharing
your knowledge about how to cross the rivers ahead.




INTRODUCTION


IF YOU DON’T RUN, IT’S NOT WEIRD IF YOU CAN’T RUN


This is a book about everyday actions you can take to maintain and improve your mental health. We all have varying levels of improvable mental health, and we improve mental health in the same way we improve physical fitness – by working our way through difficult experiences and developing our abilities and skills to handle those experiences.


When I say that improving your mental health is just like improving your physical fitness, I’m not suggesting that mental illnesses aren’t real biological experiences. Physical fitness is all about biology.


Imagine we select a random, 30-year-old, average guy that doesn’t exercise. He hasn’t exercised since he left school. He says he’s allergic to exercise. He hates it. But life has a way of throwing him into situations where he’s forced to exert himself. Just as he arrived at his office building the other day, already a few minutes late for a meeting, the lifts broke down so he had to carry his bags up 30 flights of stairs to the office. By the third floor his heart was pounding and he was gasping for breath. He could feel the sweat soaking through his shirt.


There was no ambiguity in his mind about what he wanted to do, but no matter how much he berated himself to get up those stairs as quickly as possible, he kept stopping to catch his breath. His muscles burned. He felt sharp pains in his knees with each step. There was no way he could hope himself into easily handling 30 flights of stairs. It wasn’t a cognitive choice. He couldn’t simply choose to have the strength, flexibility and endurance he needed right then. No amount of positive thinking would have given him the skills or speed to get up those stairs any faster.


Now, if we could measure the cortisol, adrenaline and blood oxygen levels in his body at that moment, we could say that he had a ‘chemical imbalance’. His hormone and neurotransmitter levels would be all over the place. If we did a brain scan on him and compared that to scans of people who exercised regularly, it’s likely we would see obvious differences in brain activity and structure. But none of those biological indicators would mean that he necessarily has a disease. They wouldn’t indicate that he’s incapable of developing the skills and physical capacity to handle that experience. We wouldn’t label that guy as having an Endurance Disorder. Even if he was forced to run up the stairs every day for a week and he failed every time to do it without stopping, that still wouldn’t indicate the presence of a chronic disorder. With a month or so of sweaty, difficult practice, while making changes throughout his life to support that practice, he could make that climb without stopping.


This is true with any fitness challenge. If you don’t run, it’s not weird if you can’t run. But you can learn how to do it.


A RADICAL IDEA


I’ve mentioned all of this to propose something radical that we’ll explore throughout this book: It’s not weird to struggle with your mental health if you’re not doing things regularly to maintain and improve it.


As a society, we seem to understand this concept when it comes to physical fitness. You can’t take your physical fitness for granted. If you don’t maintain it, you won’t have it. The same is true with mental health, but for some reason we expect to be in great mental shape without doing any work or learning any skills. And when we realise we’re struggling, we look for a quick and easy fix.


Currently, our society takes an illness-first approach to mental health. Help isn’t available until you’re lying drunk and naked in the middle of the street in a puddle of your own vomit talking to invisible monkeys. We pretend everybody who’s not obviously stumbling painfully through life and failing at it doesn’t have any issues with their mental health. But everybody has a brain, so everybody has mental health. I learned this the hard way …


I HAVE A BRAIN


Ten years ago, if you’d told me I’d be writing a book about overcoming mental illness and building better mental health, I would have said you were crazy. I didn’t know anything about mental health, and I certainly didn’t have a mental illness. But I was very wrong.


By the time I was in my late twenties, reality was increasingly something with which I struggled. Whenever I left my apartment, I’d go through a series of rituals to check the stove was off; I’d check that appliances were off, that they didn’t feel hot, unplug anything I could unplug, check the windows were locked, and then, finally, leave the apartment. Then I’d lock the front door, check that the front door was locked, then debate with myself about whether my memory of checking the stove moments earlier actually came from a few moments ago or the day before. I’d leave, then go back to check that my laptop was hidden under my bed so thieves wouldn’t find it, and then, realising that the curtains were open, I would close them because the thieves might have seen where I had hidden my laptop. Then I’d take it from under my bed and put it in my cupboard under some clothes before leaving the building by a different door than the one I came in by (to trick the thieves that were watching me). But then I’d have to go back to check the lock again, because I was so focused on my escape route I couldn’t remember if I’d locked the front door, and since I was back at the apartment, why not check the stove again, the back door, maybe the toaster, check if there was anything near any of the plugs that could catch fire, and then jiggle the door again on the way out, then once more because the first time might have unlocked it. I’d finally peel myself away, preoccupied with imaginary conversations in my head between me and people I was upset with because of something that had almost happened the day before.


When I walked up stairs, I would see myself falling and splitting my jaw apart on the steps, teeth scattering everywhere. The bones in my face would ache like it had actually happened. When I was at a crossing, I would see cars run right over the pedestrians in front of me, splashing guts and bones across the road in front of me. I would feel like I was going to vomit.


I saw violent things happen to other people or myself all the time, and the violence was often my fault. I was afraid to carry knives in the kitchen if anybody else was around because I would see myself stabbing them. I couldn’t carry a knife in the kitchen if my room-mate’s cat, Glick, was there because I’d see the knife go right through Glick’s head. If I was cutting vegetables I’d feel my fingers getting sliced off.


Reality was a subjective, viscerally painful experience. I developed stereotypical symptoms of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD), such as repeatedly washing my hands under scalding hot water, along with lesser-known symptoms such as checking my ID repeatedly and wondering if the person pictured on it was actually me. I was convinced I would someday hand it to a police officer and get thrown in gaol because I was impersonating somebody. This is a small selection of the extreme end of the symptoms with which I struggled. Most of the time I was just drowning in anxiety, for no particular reason. I spent all of my time and energy either ruminating or trying to find somebody to hook up with (but then not actually meeting them because of my insecurities and health anxieties).


But I didn’t even think my behaviour was strange. When I first went to see a counsellor, all I told her was that I was experiencing some depression and sex issues. Those were the only problems in my life. I was very smart. I was not crazy.


Eventually, as I stumbled through the system, I had a load of mental illness labels stuck on me: OCD, Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), depression and addiction. Those labels were as much about each therapist’s areas of expertise as they were about what I was aware of or willing to share.


The specific symptoms I struggled with might make for great suffertainment or illness porn – everybody loves to gawk at a good car crash as they creep by on the highway of life – but, believe me that the far more interesting journey is the one of being healthy. I no longer struggle with any of those diagnoses that got stuck on me. This is not a book about my past. Nor is it a book about having mental illness. We’ll get into some more of the symptoms I dealt with – because that will shed light on steps we can all take to improve our mental health – but if you’re looking for a confessional memoir about what it’s like to suffer from mental illness, this is not the book for you.


WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?


You, your friends, your partner … Anybody with a brain can find value in this book because it is about practising great mental health and fitness – and everyone can improve on that. It’s about learning how to experience thoughts, emotions and urges, accept them, and to keep on running into life. It’s about learning how to pick up heavy emotions and carry them with you while you do the things you love with the people you love.


I’ve taken a journey from being very sick to being very healthy, like the mental health equivalent of somebody who goes from being dangerously out of shape to running marathons. It might have been an extreme journey but what I learned can help anyone who is interested in taking care of his or her mental health and preventing the depth of challenge that I faced.


I don’t offer instant, mystical secrets to overcoming mental health challenges. Mental fitness is hard work, just like its physical counterpart. Changing your brain takes time and effort, like changing any other part of your body. I’ve never taken any medication for my mental health, so I don’t have a perfect chemical to share or a gene for you to blame for your problems. I am not going to promote any magical supplements or special mantras. And I’m certainly not going to tell you to burn all of your possessions and trek into the rainforest in a loincloth to chew some roots while you rub an iguana on your forehead. This is simply a book about actions. If you’re ready to develop practices in your life that help you handle difficult experiences as you take action to do things you care about, then this book is for you.


HOW THIS BOOK WORKS


This book is divided into two parts. The first part is all about learning basic mental health skills, and unlearning the ways of thinking and behaving that cause mental health challenges in our lives. The second part will help you make the switch from a fear-fuelled, anxiety-driven life to one that’s based on your values, and is focused on creating and building what you want to see in your life instead of trying to avoid and control what you don’t want to see.


At the end of all of the chapters except for the last one, you’ll find an exercise. Do the exercises – don’t simply read them. When you actually do the exercises in this book, not only will they become more useful to you, but you’ll be able to engage more with the content of the book because you’ll have shared the experience of tackling the challenges I discuss.


Some of the exercises are there to underpin changes you may need to make to your life. They’re human-centred design and change-management exercises adapted from the business world. Improving and maintaining great mental health and fitness is a big, complex process but don’t let that put you off. It’s similar to complex changes companies are making all of the time to innovate successfully. We can apply the same tools to innovate in our own lives.


So test the exercises: play around with them, get them to work in your life. Focus on what works to help you with the challenges you’re overcoming in your life. Find where your limitations are and use these exercises to push into what’s difficult. Modify them. Talk about them.


Now, before you’re tempted to head straight to Chapter 1, bear with me – the following section is important.


THE FUNDAMENTAL EMOTIONAL FITNESS EXERCISE


There are many different ways to improve your cardiovascular fitness. You can run, bike, swim, play table tennis, do interval training, lift weights, do jazzaerobics, whatever. Any exercise for cardiovascular health does one very specific thing: it raises your heart rate. Weightlifting is also about a variety of ways to do one simple thing: put tension on your muscles. You do that until it’s difficult to continue. And then you do it some more.


There are fundamental principles to improving your physical fitness, regardless of the exercise. Physical fitness is about finding that moment of discomfort, feeling it, believing it means you can’t go further and need to stop, but then pushing on through. Keep that in mind with emotional fitness.


I define emotional fitness as your capacity to experience emotions while continuing to make choices aligned with your values. It’s analogous to cardiovascular fitness. It’s an indicator of your ability to keep taking steps towards your goals in life while experiencing whatever emotions come up. It’s not about avoiding feelings or controlling them. It’s actually about feeling much more.


The fundamental practice, when working on our emotional fitness, is to stay with whatever internal or external experience is occurring and then follow it up by doing something you value. Essentially that means pushing into experiences you find difficult while you practise being yourself. To continue the exercise analogy, instead of increasing your heart rate while continuing with an exercise, you increase your feelings while still functioning.


As you adapt the skills and concepts from this book to fit into your own life, always keep that fundamental exercise in mind.


FAIL


As with physical fitness, failing is part of improving your emotional fitness. If you find the exercises in this book difficult, that’s wonderful! If you fail at them, great! Keep going. Those moments that feel impossible are actually when change happens. In a sense, taking on any fitness challenge is impossible with the brain or the body we have, but pushing through them in a healthy way changes us, and we develop the body and brain we need to make overcoming those challenges possible.


Have you ever done a burpee? It’s a deceptively cute-sounding exercise. To do one, you drop your chest to the ground, push up into a plank, jump your feet forward to your hands, then jump up in the air, clap your hands over your head, drop back down into a plank, and bring your chest to the floor again. At the gym I attend, the workout of the day sometimes includes fifty burpees as a warm-up.* We do them ten at a time, with a thirty-second break between each set.


Fifty burpees used to sound like a complete workout to me, not a warm-up. If I had tried to do fifty burpees, I would have failed. I would’ve ended up with my head between my knees, gasping for breath and trying not to vomit. But now, because I’ve failed through many workouts that included burpees, I can do them. All of the failures helped me get to a point where fifty burpees are a warm-up. This is as relevant to mental health and emotional fitness as it is to physical fitness. Even when practising skills like meditation or mindfulness, which we’ll get to in the first part of the book, if you’re new to them, expect to fail often at them. The capacity to do anything is on the other side of failure.


Those anxiety-ridden experiences of failure can become ways to measure progress, not by decreasing them, but by increasing them. Instead of letting anxieties and uncertainties fence off your life, they can become signposts showing you where to turn to do what really matters to you.


If you avoid sweating, eventually everything makes you sweat. If you avoid anxiety, eventually everything makes you anxious.




SUPPORT YOUR EMOTIONAL FITNESS PRACTICE


When you embark on any process of complex change, it’s important to gather supports in your life for that journey. Here are a few supports that can help you with implementing the changes we’ll explore:


Peer support


Connect with people on similar journeys to your own. They might have done the journey at a different time, or taken a slightly different route, but they’ll have insights into the challenges ahead of you and, most importantly, how to overcome them.


No matter how unique you may think your struggle is, many people have overcome the exact same issues, and many people are doing the work to overcome them right now, all around you. Connect with them.


Food


You run on energy. Whether you’re a human, a robot or a tomato plant, you need energy to do anything. If you’re doing a strenuous activity, you need more energy. Making changes in your life is an incredibly strenuous activity. So fuel that practice. You can’t have mental health without food.


It’s important to note here that food can easily become wrapped up in the types of behaviour that make mental health worse. As we explore those behaviours throughout the book, consider how they apply to the way you eat. Watch out that you are not trying to use food as a magic pill to solve mental health challenges. If you think you’ve discovered a too-good-to-be-true diet that promises to make anxiety and depression disappear, it’s far more likely that all you’ve discovered is a potential eating disorder to slap on top of your existing issues.


Eat to fuel being yourself and doing what you love.


Exercise


Exercise is another support, similar to food, that you can use in a way that benefits your mental health or makes it worse. It is not a replacement for the changes you need to make. You can be in amazing physical shape while also struggling with serious mental health challenges. When we start thinking that simply exercising more will fix the problems in our life, we’re slipping back into the trap of searching for a magic pill that will solve all of our troubles.


Sleep


You have to have adequate sleep. Not only is it necessary for everyday functioning, but particularly when you’re doing something like changing your brain – which is what we’re going to be doing – you need to sleep. It allows your brain to flush out all of the toxins that build up in there during the day, and allows it to build new connections and absorb the things you’re learning. Sleep helps you handle your emotions better: you can react less and be less disturbed by things that normally might bother you.1 As we get to exercises on accepting feelings or thoughts that you might have avoided in the past, having enough sleep will help to make them a little bit easier.


Your breath


This is the most important support you’ll need on this journey. Your breath is your unbreakable tether to the present. You’ll often forget that it’s there, but you can always find it again, right where you left it. Come back to your breath when you encounter a challenge, or when you meet something beautiful, or when you take a step. If you notice you’re floating off into the past or the future, follow your breath back to the path.


A recovery-focused therapist


It’s so important that any therapist you work with has a focus on recovery and helping you do the things you want to do in life. If you get a therapist who says you’ve got a chronic disease and all you will ever do is manage it, that’s like asking a personal trainer to help you train for a marathon and him telling you it’s not possible, you’ll never be able to do it and that the most you can hope to do is manage the symptoms of being out of shape – have you tried diet pills?


Personally, I wouldn’t recommend working with that trainer. In the same way, I wouldn’t recommend working with a similarly negative healthcare practitioner. If you work with a professional on your fitness goals, whatever they may be, make sure that professional has a demonstrable track record of helping their patients to achieve the goals you’re pursuing.





BE EMPOWERED


Take responsibility for making changes and empower yourself to make them. Recognising that you can make changes to improve and maintain your mental health is not about blaming yourself for mental health challenges you’re experiencing. It’s about taking back the power that anxiety and fear rob us of.


I was very lucky when I finally found help that I worked with Dr Maureen Whittal and one of her students. They never suggested that I couldn’t get over the challenges with which I was struggling. They expected recovery, and they gave me the tools to recover.


When I hear people say that mental illness is a chronic disease, it’s as strange to me as if there were people standing outside a gym shouting: ‘Exercise is a sham! You’ll be out of shape for ever! You’re unfit because you have a chemical imbalance!’


We know how to help people get into great physical shape. You can go to any gym and see people who have access to the skills and knowledge to do that. We’re already at the same point with recovery from mental illness. People recover from OCD, they recover from schizophrenia,2 they recover from Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD),3 they recover from eating disorders,4 they recover from depression,5 they recover from addiction.6 But just like physical fitness, it doesn’t happen through magic. You have to work at it. Not everybody succeeds, which is why I’m sharing this book with you so you’re more prepared to take on this challenge. Of course, not everyone has a mental ‘illness’ but the same applies: even if we are simply seeking the ability to handle anxiety in our lives – it requires effort.


Feeling empowered to make a change can still seem like a daunting task. But one of the most beneficial lessons I learned on my own journey was that I could make changes everywhere, even with seemingly normal, everyday activities. With the first exercise we’ll dive into, below, you’ll get to see how an activity you do many times daily (possibly over a hundred times each day) can be an opportunity to make changes that support your mental health. This exercise covers many of the fundamental techniques that we’ll build upon in the chapters ahead.






EXERCISE: Learn how to catch an urge


The most basic mental fitness skill is learning how to catch an urge, accept it, and then make a conscious, mindful decision about what you want to do. Everything we practise after this is simply an extension of accepting your internal experience and making a healthy decision. If you can master this skill, your productivity, your ability to pay attention to the people you care about, your ability to make decisions that support your romantic relationships, and your ability to use your free time in a way that makes you feel good about yourself can all improve. You’ll be able to handle whatever pops into your head, no matter how intense, keep your attention where you want to focus it, and make choices to build long-term health and happiness instead of reacting impulsively to short-term discomfort.


One of the simplest ways to practise this exercise is with your mobile phone (but you can adapt it to anything you do automatically, such as checking things on your computer, automatically turning on the TV when you get home, etc.). Here’s how it works:




	
Carry your phone with you at all times. There’s nothing wrong with having a phone on you. It’s how you interact with it that causes the problems.


	
Experience the urge to check your phone. Maybe you want to see if you received a text message you were waiting for, or maybe you want to check for a response to an important email, or your lottery numbers, or your dating profile for a message from ‘the one’ – whatever it is, don’t try to get rid of the urge, but also don’t check your phone! Feel the uncertainty. So much of improving your mental health is about learning to handle uncertainty.


	
Choose when you want to check your phone. This is about putting you back in charge of how you spend your time and energy. Urges don’t have to dictate your actions. You are not a dog. You do not have to chase every stick your brain throws for you. When you notice the urge to check your phone, accept that urge – it’s totally fine for it to be there – but set a time and place when you’ll check it. And then follow through on that, whether you feel you need to or not when that time arrives.


	
Practise. Keep practising until you no longer check your phone as an automatic reaction to the urge to check. Only use your phone when you choose to use it. You may need to practise this exercise for a week or two before it begins to be normal. But only go back to reacting to the urges your brain throws at you if compulsively reacting to urges is something at which you hope to become incredibly skilled.





If you don’t feel you have a problem with checking your phone, or it’s not something that bothers you, that’s great. This should be very easy for you then. But try this exercise before you decide it’s not a struggle for you. If you can learn how to handle a simple uncertainty like, ‘Did I get an email?’ you’ll be much more prepared to handle a big uncertainty like, ‘Should I end this relationship?’ or ‘What if I’m about to die?’ If you find that not checking your phone causes you noticeable discomfort, or that you check it so automatically you don’t even notice quickly enough to stop yourself, keep an open mind to the possibility that there are other behaviours in your life you’re unaware of that are contributing to poor mental health and fitness.








[image: image]




PART ONE


The Basics




STEP 1


Understand that you are not a rock


I want to share a true story with you. It’s about some rocks, and it goes like this:


One day, early in the twenty-first century, up on a mountain in the Italian Alps, there were two very large rocks. They sat on the side of a mountain, overlooking a farm on the road between Ronchi and Cortaccia, Strada Provinciale 19 (in case you’re planning a roadtrip).


On that particular day, there were external, contextual factors affecting the rocks, factors over which they had no control. Those contextual factors caused a landslide. And the rocks fell off the mountain.


They tumbled down the slope towards the farm. There was a single-lane country road at the bottom of the slope, running alongside the farmhouse and the adjoining barn. One of the rocks landed on the road and stopped, directly in front of the entrance to the farmhouse. It was a massive rock. It reached up to the roof of the farmhouse. With some extra momentum, it would have destroyed the house and everything (and everybody) inside.


The other, similarly enormous rock, however, didn’t stop at the road. It rolled right across it, into the old barn on the other side. The force of the impact destroyed the barn, scattering wall planks and whole sections of the roof across the yard. The rock continued on down into the valley, getting an inefficient head-start on the annual wine pressing, finally coming to rest beside an even larger rock that had fallen off the mountain many years before.


If rocks could feel, how do you think that rock would have felt after it did that? Embarrassed? Guilty? Desperate to blame the landslide? Angry at the other rock for not following through on their plan? Do you think that other rock obsessed about the carnage it would have caused if it hadn’t stopped when it did?


How would you have felt if you were either of those rocks? Have you ever spent an hour thinking about what to write in a text message because you were afraid of saying the wrong thing and ruining a relationship? Have you reread and rewritten work emails, over and over again, anxious about getting fired or seeming incompetent? Does responsibility make you anxious? Do you spend days obsessing about mistakes in your past? Do you wish you could get rid of those memories? Do you hear people in your head shouting at you for screwing up? Do you spend hours trying to rationalise why you’re not to blame for things going wrong in your life?


So here’s my point: those are all very human experiences. Those rocks in that valley in Italy will never have any of those experiences. I said ‘If rocks could feel’. They can’t, they’re rocks. You are not a rock. You feel things.


BE HUMAN


You probably approach physical fitness like a human. If you want to build strength, you lift heavy things that make you feel weak. If you want to increase endurance, you run until you’re sweating and aching and ready to stop, and you keep running a little bit further so that next time it won’t be so difficult. If you want to be more flexible, you stretch into stiffness again and again until your flexibility increases. You try to go beyond last week’s limits. You fail and fail and call it ‘practice’. You do squats and deadlifts until your legs are wobbly and so sore the next day that you can’t stand up, and you call that a ‘good workout’.


This paradoxical practice of doing a difficult thing so that the difficult thing becomes less difficult is how humans change. This is a concept most people understand. If you told somebody that you plan to become stronger by avoiding strenuous exercise, even people who don’t exercise would know that was ridiculous.


But there are probably many people around you that encourage you to approach mental health in the exact opposite way. They tell you not to do the difficult things. Avoid anxiety, feel less stress, don’t think bad thoughts, watch out for triggers, get rid of uncertainty, man up, don’t be so emotional, don’t feel bad (everything will be OK). This is not how humans develop their ability to handle difficult challenges. Trying to avoid difficult things makes difficult things more difficult.


This is so important to understand as you start to build better emotional fitness. You can develop your ability to handle emotions by feeling more, and especially by feeling more of the feelings that challenge you. By lifting heavy emotions, lifting heavy emotions becomes easier. You can feel a greater range of emotions and you can feel them more deeply.


Poor mental health doesn’t fall from the sky. Mental illness is like heart disease – you work your way up to it through a complex mix of environmental, genetic and educational factors combined with each decision you make at home, at work, at school, in relationships – wherever you might be, every single minute of the day. Turning away from feelings, trying to control them, cover them up or chase after them are the deep-fried pepperoni sticks, triple-decker cheeseburgers and super-sized pizzas of the mental health world. Sure, you might crave them, and they’ll feel good, and you’ll never be able to blame a specific junk food for giving you a heart attack, but when they become a regular part of your everyday life the end results are always nasty.


In these first two chapters, I’ll cover two concepts that are fundamental to building better mental health and emotional fitness. It’s important that we have a shared idea about what exercises for mental health look like and why we do them. So I’ll repeat:


You are not a rock. You feel things.


I WANTED TO BE A ROCK


In the past, I constantly chose to do things, inside my head and outside it, to not feel things. I didn’t want to feel uncertain, or hated, or alone, or broke, or trapped, or ugly, or hurt, or unhappy, or guilty, or anxious … There were so many feelings I didn’t want to feel! I basically wanted to be a rock.


Rocks don’t have varying levels of improvable mental health. Rocks don’t imagine stabbing other rocks. Rocks don’t get jealous, or struggle with their sexuality, or question the meaning of existence. Rocks don’t convince themselves that other rocks are trying to poison them.


When we’re trying not to feel things, we’re trying to be rocks. So it’s not surprising that we sink the moment we’re thrown into uncertainty. Rocks sink.


Rocks will always feel less anxiety than you. They will beat you every single time at feeling less guilt and regret. No rock will ever make as many mistakes as you will. No matter how much you practise meditation, you will always be more easily distracted and less focused than the most mediocre pebble in a muddy ditch. You will never worry as little as a rock worries. You will never be able to suppress your cravings as well as a rock does. No rock will ever relapse as many times as you do. No rock will ever fail as many times as you fail.
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As you work through the exercises in this book and you live your life, remember that rock* in that vineyard in Italy not thinking or feeling about the antique barn it obliterated. You are not like that rock. You cannot be like that rock. You can spend your entire life trying to be like that rock but you’ll only make yourself more miserable, and you’ll probably destroy much more than a barn.


You cannot build better mental health by trying to avoid being human. If you want to improve your mental health, it won’t happen through wanting to avoid uncertainty, anxiety and all the other feelings you don’t like. It’ll happen by learning how to have those experiences. If you want to avoid human experiences, this is not the book for you. If you continue to pursue escape from those experiences, you will only have more of them, at ever increasing levels of severity and complexity.


WHAT IS YOUR GOAL?


We often set goals for ourselves that might be better suited for rocks than humans. We want to feel less anxiety, we want to feel less guilt, less sadness, to obsess less, to engage in compulsions less, be less lonely, less paranoid … But we will never be able to do any of those as well as rocks do. Have you ever seen a rock addicted to drugs or gambling? I haven’t either. Rocks are so disciplined!


Understanding that I am not a rock frames how I approach every mental health issue in my life. As a human, I can feel and think things I don’t like. Translating this understanding into actions has been an incredible support for overcoming mental illness and continuing to improve my mental health. In particular, it shapes the goals I pursue. For you, with your mental health, and even with this book, I strongly recommend that you don’t pursue goals that rocks can do better than you.


Avoiding unhappiness is not the same as experiencing happiness. You can pour the rest of your life into trying not to be anxious and trying to prevent your worries from coming true, and all you’ll have done is focus your energy on things that didn’t happen and you didn’t even want to think about. Use this book to do things that rocks can’t do better than you. And to help you do that, use the next exercise to set some creative human goals. These will be goals to keep in mind throughout the rest of the book and beyond. Each of the subsequent chapters will help equip you with the knowledge and the skills to achieve these goals. But as you take steps towards your goals, always reflect on this question: Am I trying to do something that a rock can do better than me?






EXERCISE: Creative Human Goals


Rocks can do anything less than you can. But they can’t do anything more than you can. So rather than setting goals around what you want to avoid, it can help to set goals around the things you want to build and create. Health is creative, not destructive. That doesn’t mean we don’t eliminate barriers, such as compulsive behaviours that get in the way of us achieving our goals, but eliminating barriers isn’t the end-state. Unhealthy behaviours simply become things we don’t do anymore because we’re spending our time and energy on creating health and happiness and a life that’s aligned with our values.


So grab something to write with, and articulate creative human goals for yourself that rocks can’t do better than you. Here are a couple of ideas to help you:


•   If you had one overarching goal for your entire life, what would it be? If you looked at the different areas in your life, such as health, relationships, work, education, etc., what would your goal be for each? What would your goal be for today? What’s your goal for this moment right now? Take a look at the examples below, comparing goals for rocks and goals for humans, to see some possible directions for your goals:






	Goals for rocks

	Goals for humans






	I’ll use this book to learn how to get rid of anxiety so I can finally start doing things I care about.

	I’ll use this book to learn how to handle more anxiety while I do things I care about.






	Not be lonely anymore.

	Attend at least one group social event every week.






	I don’t want people to judge me.

	Be more accepting of others out on the street and online.






	Stop feeling so much guilt and regret.

	Learn how to practise feeling compassion towards myself and others.






	Get rid of this uncertainty about whether my partner loves me or not.

	Practise expressing myself honestly in a relationship, even when I’m afraid of being hurt.







•   In any situation it’s possible to have a goal you’re working towards, even if that goal is simply to breathe. The goals we carry into a situation shape our expectations. Aligning our experience with our expectations determines whether we laugh, shout or cry. So, what is your goal with this book? Did you pick up this book in the hope of getting rid of a feeling? Because every rock is already much better than you when it comes to not experiencing that feeling. What’s something that only you can do? What’s something that you care about that you want to do more of in your life? How will you know if you’ve achieved that goal?


Make sure your goals are visible. Put them where you’ll see them. You might want to write them out on individual pieces of paper so you can put relevant goals where they’re more likely to remind you to take action. If you have a goal to sleep more, maybe you need to stick that to your computer so you remember to go to sleep earlier. Take your work goals with you to work. If you have a goal to improve your capacity to experience anxiety, where can you put that goal, physically or digitally, as a reminder to push into anxiety instead of avoiding it?










STEP 2


Recognise your problems






‘Most of my anxieties were linked with uncertainty and feeling uncomfortable. The amount of time and effort it took to avoid these feelings inevitably led to missing out on a ton of opportunities to do other things, things I loved and cared about. By exposing myself to uncomfortable experiences, I’ve learned that it is possible to accept uncertainty as part of life and stop wasting my time trying to avoid it or control it.’


Daniela








The fact that it’s a totally human experience to have feelings has implications for how we approach mental health. It means we’re not going to invest our time and energy in trying to avoid or control thoughts or feelings. We can experience whatever happens in our heads. So the focus of our work to build better mental health and maintain it isn’t targeted at symptom relief. Instead, we need to shift the focus to the problems that interfere with your ability to do what you want to do in life. We need to recognise our problems and not get caught up in the superficial symptoms. That’s the second important concept we’ll explore.
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