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A Note From the Authors


We live in ever-changing times and sometimes life can be tough. We’re constantly being pulled in different directions and can struggle to cope with the pressure that we’re put under by external factors and, most importantly, by ourselves. With greater choice comes greater responsibility and occasionally this can be a breeding ground for stress, unhappiness and self-doubt. There are very few people (if any at all) who feel they operate perfectly in their work, relationships and life in general. Most of us could use some help now and then – a nudge to show us how to improve our mood, to change our approach to life and to feel more content.


This series aims to help you understand why you feel, think and behave the way you do – and then gives you the tools to make positive changes. We’re not fans of complicated medical jargon so we’ve tried to make everything accessible, relevant and entertaining as we know you’ll want to see improvements as soon as possible. These concise, practical guides show you how to focus your thinking, develop coping strategies and learn practical techniques to face anything and everything in more positive and helpful ways.


We believe self-help doesn’t have to be confusing, worthy or patronising. We draw on our professional experience and the latest research, using anecdotes and examples which we found helpful and hope you will too. Titles are split into particular areas of concern such as sleep, happiness, confidence and stress, so you can focus on the areas you’d most like to address.


Our books are based on a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) framework. CBT is an incredibly successful treatment for a wide variety of issues and we’re convinced it will enable you to cope with whatever you’re facing.


Within the books you’ll regularly come across diagrams called mind maps. They are easy to use and simple to understand. Based on CBT, mind maps show how your thoughts, behaviour and how you feel (both emotionally and physically) are all connected, breaking the problem down so it doesn’t seem overwhelming, and laying out options for making changes.


There are exercises and checklists throughout, to guide you through the practical steps of altering how you feel. We’ll make it easy to make these changes part of your routine because reading the theory is only going to get you so far. The only way to ensure you’ll feel better long-term is to put everything you learn into practice and change how you experience your day-to-day life.


You can choose to feel better and these books will show you how.


Good luck! Let us know how you get on by contacting us on our website: www.jessamyandjo.com
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Introduction


Hello there. How are you? Good? Yep, us too. Isn’t it wonderful how everyone’s always fine, good or even great? It makes everything seem so nice and normal. Except feeling permanently fine isn’t normal. Our ability to experience and process a range of thoughts and emotions is what makes us human, but unfortunately those thoughts and feelings can often be pretty dark. In reality everyone feels rubbish sometimes. Life can trip you up anytime it fancies, blindsiding you with dramas and dilemmas that can make you feel low, sad and depressed.


But don’t panic, there’s good news too …


Firstly, you can feel happier. There are strategies and tools contained within this book that will help you change negative thoughts, feelings and behaviour. If you’re truly willing to invest a bit of time on yourself then you can completely change your life – and we’re not just saying that. Keep reading – we’re confident we’ll convince you.


Secondly, you’re not alone. Low mood is a common mental health problem and one in four people in the UK will experience some kind of mental health issue in the course of a year. Put another way, 25 per cent of people living in the UK have sought medical advice for concerns about their emotional well-being. While this stat won’t prompt anyone to crack open the bubbly, it should be reassuring to know that at least some of the shiny happy people surrounding you might not be quite as shiny and happy as they make out. As far as feeling unhappy is concerned you’re totally and utterly normal.


And thirdly, people generally don’t sprint in the opposite direction when the phrase ‘mental health’ is mentioned any more – the stigma surrounding depression and feeling low is disappearing. Unfortunately, it does still exist in some areas, but in recent years there has been a dramatic increase in people’s awareness of emotional health issues. Celebrity sufferers, such as Stephen Fry and Catherine Zeta Jones, now speak openly about their experiences of depression. There are countless campaigns from mental health charities, television programmes and magazines which all raise awareness. It is becoming as common for someone to want to look after their emotional health as it is for them to resolve any problems with their physical health – which is where this book comes in.


So why has unhappiness picked on you?


Feeling low happens to different people at different times for different reasons. You may have experienced a catastrophic life event, received some terrible news or be having a delayed response to something that happened a long time ago. Alternatively, feeling down may be your default state of mind – you’re a glass half empty kind of person. You feel dissatisfied and disillusioned with life and with your situation. Or you may just be having a bad day, week or month. This happens to all of us sometimes and understanding why can help you to manage those moments and feel happier.


Sadness can become a crutch – a justification for avoiding real life. You feel so lonely and down that you’re absolutely and 100 per cent convinced that something is inherently wrong with the way you were built. The ‘having it all’ and perfectionist culture we live in can make us feel guilty for feeling sad – as if it’s somehow an admission of failure. Which is why we’re glad you’re reading this book! Things can get better and they will.



Who we are and what this book is about



Depression and sadness is a subject very close to our hearts. We have both experienced depression amongst our friends and families and believe that a book such as this could really have helped. We use the terms low mood, sad, feeling down and depression interchangeably because we believe the strategies we use will help you to feel better regardless of how long you’ve been feeling this way. We want to give practical and effective advice in a meaningful and accessible way. If you’ve been feeling monumentally crappy for a very long time please do try our suggestions, but also visit your GP and get things checked out in case you need more specialist help.


We believe looking after your emotional health is an integral part of having a good life. It’s bizarre how most people think it’s totally normal and natural to look after their physical health, going to the gym, eating healthily etc., but as soon as there’s a whisper about paying attention to mental health people become suspicious and fearful as if caring about how your mind works is a bit weird. It couldn’t be less weird – it’s absolutely essential for feeling happy and for enjoying your life.


How the book works


This is a really practical book. We are determined to make a difference to your life and to help you feel happier. It’s important that you become really familiar with every chapter and absorb the necessary information and skills as you go along. Each chapter builds on the next so we recommend that you read them in numerical order rather than jumping around, so stuff makes more sense. There’s a method to the madness: the strategies at the beginning are simpler than the ones at the end. We adhere to the whole not running before you can walk shtick – doing things in order will be easier for you.


This is a manual, guiding you through what you need to do to feel happier, why you need to do it, and then reviewing each step. You need to give it the time it deserves. Don’t get us wrong – a lot of these techniques will produce immediate results, but practising is what will ensure it becomes second nature. Take the strategies on board, practice them and then integrate them into your daily life; we’re certain you’ll feel happier.


How to get the most out of this book




	Try all the strategies out rather than just skimming over them. These techniques are proven to work. Some may suit you better than others, but by trying them all you’ll give yourself the best possible shot at feeling happier. The strategies are identified by this symbol [image: ].


	Breaking bad habits and adopting new positive ones takes a while (twenty-one days according to most experts) so you’ll have to practise and repeat the strategies to encourage a lasting effect.


	Buy a new notebook and dedicate it to this book. Several of our strategies involve writing or drawing stuff out. It’ll be motivational to be able to flip back to what you’ve written and see how far you’ve come. Also, the very act of writing things down aids memory and will make your determination to change more ‘official’ in your head.





We believe depression, sadness and low mood are beatable. It’s not something you have to just accept and live with forever. You can take back control of your life. Just wanting to make a change is a huge step and something to be proud of.
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The Low-Down on Mood





Low mood can hugely affect your life. Here we explain what it is, where it might have come from and why it’s got its claws into you. Understanding the whys and hows of unhappiness is an essential part of feeling better.





Why do we feel low?



Everyone feels sad, unhappy or low sometimes – and that’s not even a bad thing. You can’t know what it is to feel joy if you’ve never felt sorrow. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t experience a range of emotions.


Mood naturally fluctuates. Picture a line with ‘ridiculously happy’ at one end and ‘depressed’ at the other. We slide up and down this line all the time depending on what’s going on in our lives. It’s all about balance. However, if you find yourself stuck down the unhappy end of the line for a while, then it’s time to start asking questions. Once you’re in a slump it can feel impossible to snap out of it and your bad day can turn into a bad week, month or year. But no matter how long you’ve been feeling grim, you can turn things around. There’s no reason why you have to accept your mood as a permanent fixture. Once you understand why and how you feel the way you do, you’ll be in a much better position to change it. Accepting that you do feel bad and that you want to feel better is a big deal. Recognising yourself in the explanations given below might also feel like a relief, a confirmation that you’re not alone and that other people with similar experiences have come out the other side.


Depression, in all its many guises, is old. Ancient, in fact. Discussions of its origins usually start with the Greek physician, Hippocrates, who wrote, ‘prolonged fear and sadness means melancholia’, specifying that sufferers will have ‘an aversion to food, sleeplessness, irritability and restlessness’. This diagnosis still stands up to scrutiny today and the symptoms Hippocrates and his disciples identified are as relevant now as they were in 400BC.


We all have the capability to feel sad, but some people are more predisposed to feel unhappy than others. It’s something that can creep up on you out of nowhere, or stem from a specific event or trauma that can trigger more long-term feelings of melancholy. Depression doesn’t only affect how we feel emotionally, but also how we think, behave and feel physically.


Clinical manuals characterise depression as a disorder that represents an alteration from previous ‘functioning’, such as a distinct change (for the worst) in how you’re behaving and feeling. Sufferers will be experiencing five or more of the following symptoms during a two-week period (one of which must be low mood or diminished interest or pleasure):




	Low mood


	Diminished interest or pleasure


	Change to appetite


	Lack of sleep


	Purposeless motions like pacing, wringing your hands or excessive fidgeting


	Fatigue or loss of energy


	Feelings of worthlessness or excessive/inappropriate guilt


	Diminished ability to think or concentrate


	Recurrent thoughts of death or suicide





The symptoms will be causing significant distress and impairment in social situations, work and other areas of your life. (It’s important to rule out other causes, for example: mind-altering substances or a general medical condition.)









A note on bereavement



Some of these symptoms can be directly attributable to grief, which is a very different beast. While grief can lead to depression it is not the same thing; there are specific treatment methods dedicated to dealing with bereavement. If you have lost someone you love and recognise the above symptoms then please don’t despair and/or disregard this book! We are dealing with low mood and depression rather than grief, but there will be techniques and strategies in here that can help you.





Barriers to seeking help


Women are far more likely to seek help for low mood than men. Perhaps this is in part due to men suffering from the embedded societal illusion that admitting something is wrong will be seen as a form of weakness. Maybe they believe that there’s something slightly embarrassing in not just being able to ‘man up’ and get over it. Or perhaps it’s because society has for years viewed mental health problems as something to be hidden. If it’s not a physical problem – if you can’t see it or fix it with surgery – it’s somehow not ‘real’ and is therefore shameful. There is an inherent guilt linked to feeling low for both men and women – you should just pull your socks up and get on with it. Unfortunately, long-term low mood isn’t likely to improve or disappear without treatment. If you have an ear infection you get antibiotics, if you have muscle ache you get a massage. Depression and low mood are no different – there are things you can do to feel better.


Work can be another reason to want to hide depression. According to mental health charity, MIND, one in six workers in the UK will be experiencing depression, anxiety or stress at any one time. While depression is classified as an illness, there’s unfortunately still a stigma attached to admitting to employers and colleagues that you have a mental health issue. There’s the terrifying fear that people might start treating you differently if you were to be signed off work because of your mood rather than, say, backache. Please be assured this kind of thinking is slowly, but surely changing. High-profile mental health campaigns such as ‘Time to Change’, England’s biggest programme challenging mental health stigma and discrimination are doing wonders for educating people about the facts of feeling low. The truth is, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone who hasn’t experienced some form of depression, either themselves or among their friends, family and colleagues.


What causes low mood?


The role that brain neurotransmitters play is still poorly understood, however most experts agree that depression cannot be diagnosed as simply the result of a chemical imbalance. Medical conditions have been known to trigger low mood. For example it can result from an underactive thyroid (hypothyroidism) or be a rare side effect of certain drugs such as beta blockers or some anti-epileptic drugs. (Please visit your GP if you believe this might be the case for you.) However, more commonly it is caused by a particular current stress, a culmination of stresses, a trauma or the impact of an early relationship (i.e. a destructive relationship with a parent or sibling).


Inevitably nature and nurture play their parts too. Research has found that in some cases genetics can influence our susceptibility to low mood, although not all depression is inherited. However, how you were raised will have shaped how confident you feel within yourself, how you deal with problems and how well you feel you can cope with emotional distress.


Our beliefs and impressions of the world and our view of ourselves and others are formed and developed in childhood. These beliefs tend to be centred round ideas of self-worth, achievement, acceptance and lovability. When you’re a kid you accept what you are told (on the whole by your parents or those closest to you) as you often have no basis for comparison. Some of these childhood beliefs predispose us to low mood. For example, if you were given the impression that you were an ugly child or not clever enough, those thoughts may have been festering under the surface throughout your life leaving you feeling you don’t quite measure up. While rationally you know that you’re not ugly or stupid it’s become a belief that you trust and on which other convictions are based.
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