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INTRODUCTION
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WELCOME TO YOUR Mental Health Workout: A 5-Week Programme to a Healthier, Happier Mind.


Historically, in order to get help with their mental health, a person would have been referred for therapy, taking place with a therapist, in a dedicated room, behind closed doors. As a result, therapy became stigmatised as something that we only do when we are unwell or there is a specific problem. The notion that we only work on our mental health at these times gives us the message, when we do look for help, that there is something wrong with us! And it is this messaging that has caused us to feel shame around asking for support – shame around the possibility that there is something going on with our minds that we are unable to cope with; and shame around not being ‘good enough’. This is what drives exactly the parts of us that need attention further into hiding.


If there was something ‘wrong’ with your body – if you had a headache, a broken wrist, a tummy ache or something even more sinister – you’d most likely either know how to treat it or seek out the relevant help without too much difficulty. Mental health should be the same. I want all of us to know exactly what to do when we feel sad, anxious or depressed and when we are grieving or there is a big change happening. I want to supply the kit and skills needed to cope with difficult life transitions, to understand and adjust unhelpful or self-destructive behaviours. I want to make your mind a happier place to be.


Because of the stigma that to some extent still surrounds getting psychological help, many people try to use willpower in an attempt to control the things they are ashamed of (and have no reason to be) and prove that they are ‘strong’ enough to ‘beat’ it. But if you use willpower and brute force in an attempt to ‘fix’ your mind, it will, like any other muscle, fatigue and collapse quickly, causing you to resort to old, unhelpful, unhappy behaviours.


Your Mental Health Workout will help you to develop consistency, commitment, accountability and responsibility for your psychological wellbeing, so you do not have to rely on willpower alone. It supports you in seeking and navigating both internal and external maintenance systems, leaving you feeling more energised, with better knowledge about your own mental health and armed with the tools you need to feel happier and healthier in the long run.


My mission is to help change the way we approach mental health, taking therapy outside of the therapy room and making psychological work available wherever you are. Having the tools to work on your mental health is not a privilege – it’s a human right.


Having said all this, over the past decade there has been a huge increase in the number of people talking about mental health. There have also been many significant changes to the way we function as a society which have challenged us and opened our minds. We have seen people of all ages speak out about their mental health struggles and boldly share how they cope and what help they receive, if any. The millennials, in particular, and those who have followed, have helped to change things. They are eager to heal and tell people about it, busting the stigma and shame that have been attached to mental health, talking about difficult things and laying the groundwork for less stigma going forward. It is my belief that the millennial generation, and Gen Z in particular, are attempting to heal from not only the destructive effects of challenging events in their own lifetimes, but also the traumas of the generations before them that have been left unaddressed, negatively impacting mental health in the present day.


There is also a new breed of therapist on the rise – the millennial therapist – of which I am one. We want to make an impact, and with our familiarity with social media we can reach people across the globe. Mental health bloggers, vloggers, advocates and campaigners have also made a massive difference to how we support each other psychologically. But there are, relatively speaking, just a handful with the qualifications and extensive experience required to provide accessible information and treatment to all who need it. This is important, as there are thousands of people on social media offering advice, but many are not qualified to do so.


This is where Your Mental Health Workout comes in: a 5-week plan that promises to move you towards a happier, healthier and calmer mind. And it works – for anyone who is motivated enough to stay committed and trust the process. Just like any other personal development journey, if motivation and commitment are exactly the things you struggle with, we will work on them too. 


This all started when I became aware of all the information available about what to eat and how to eat it, what type of exercise to do in order to get specific results and how readily all this information is consumed. There is a lot of information about mental health out there too, but nothing that really tells you exactly what to do, how to do it and what to expect. How come we have so much information about looking after our bodies and not our minds? Your Mental Health Workout is uniquely structured to fill this gap. It is an easy and actionable programme – something I wish I had had put in front of me all those years ago when I was struggling with my own mental health. 


Of course, there are nuances for each individual and I hope this programme allows for that. Generally the steps here are directive and specific and also designed with the awareness that you need the space to find ways to make this work for your mind.


Psychological wellbeing should be available to everyone, regardless of age, gender, sexuality, economic status, race or religion. I shudder when I hear about people with eating disorders who cannot get funded treatment because they are not considered ‘sick enough’ and when I see those with other psychiatric issues not receiving the robust support they need. And I also feel disappointed that so many of those who just want to take better care of their mental health don’t have access to or even know how to use the available support systems. I want that to change. That’s why this programme is designed for anyone and everyone – those who want to achieve an overall enhanced sense of mental wellbeing, as well as those who want to target specific problems.


About Me 


Born in London in 1987, I am the eldest of two, my sister being five years younger than me. I lived with my sister and parents until I was twenty, when my mental health was at its worst and we all agreed I could no longer live at home.


What happened during those twenty years is a challenge to put down on paper, but I’d like to fill you in a bit, so you know where I am coming from.


I was a painfully shy child, who could hardly speak. I still remember that shyness now; it is visceral. I attached myself to the ankles of my mother for the best part of the first ten years of my life and have always struggled with attachment and separation anxiety. Through the years, I sought out intense attachments in teachers, mentors and friends. I was searching for something to make me feel loved and whole from a very early stage in my development.


School was tough. I just couldn’t keep up academically and was diagnosed with dyslexia when I was eight years old. I was lucky that this was identified early, and I received the assistance and support I required to get through the basic academia during primary and secondary school.


School is not something I look back on fondly. I moved around a lot – partly because of the dyslexia and trying to find somewhere that could help me learn in a way that made sense to me, and partly because when I was thirteen, I was on the receiving end of some pretty horrendous bullying. This left a mental health scar I am not sure will ever fully heal.


Although I believe I always struggled with my mental health – that it is, in part, to do with genetics and does, indeed, run in my family – it was the mixture of difficulties at home, academic challenges, painful attachments with friends and this experience of being bullied colliding that resulted in the symptoms of my mental health decline. In order to survive, my only option was to shut down on myself. I became depressed and anxious and I lost faith in those who were supposed to protect me. 


Sooner rather than later (thankfully), I left the school I was bullied at and went to a stage school, which is what I had always wanted. I wanted to dance! But a year on, I started self-harming and making myself vomit. I was fourteen.


Between the ages of fourteen and twenty I was diagnosed with a number of things, including – but not limited to – eating disorders (in as many forms as you can imagine – undereating, overeating, purging in a variety of ways) and self-harm. Both these behaviours helped me to manage the anxiety and depression that I was living with, but eventually they became my main troubles as I lost control of my behaviour. Throughout various stints in therapy and rehab I was told I was addicted, had a personality disorder, lacked a conscience.


I am not big on labels these days. They can be very helpful, but ultimately, it was only when I understood that my mental health was as much a part of me as my body and that I had to find the skills to support it in a way that was sustainable for me, that I got better. 


Things were very up and down in those adolescent years. I had a turbulent relationship with my family while suffering from my eating disorder, and because I was so desperately insecure and either behaving compulsively or isolating myself in order to cope with being alive, I did not make or hold on to many friends. Despite all of this, I was relatively successful in setting up a dance company when I was sixteen. In many ways, I used dance and choreography to express my inner world because I had found no other way of doing it. I really wish people had been talking about mental health back then as openly as we are now. There was so much shame for both me and my family about what was going on and that just exacerbated the issue.


I struggled to make friendships throughout this time because my compulsive behaviours and the way they helped me cope were far more important to me than connecting with others; maybe this is why I am so eager now to help people understand the importance of connection – both with ourselves and others. I also feel that the level of separation anxiety I experienced and the mental scars from the bullying, among other traumas, left me unable to imagine why people would want to be friends with me. I hated myself so much … how could anyone else possibly like me?


Because of this I have very few friends who have seen me on both sides of my mental health journey. I had to build up my support network as an adult and my family and I often talk about how extraordinary it is that I am, basically, a totally different person now. It is the internal work that made a huge difference to how I treat myself. That painfully shy child, the teenager full of shame and self-loathing – they are still in there; but I have learned to care for them internally, so that I can fulfil my potential in my external world. It may sound cheesy, but it’s true: as long as I take good care of myself, my potential appears to be endless. Sometimes I wonder if it was this that frightened me about being alive.


The people who were there for all of this were, of course, my family. We are a pretty solid unit of four, but boy, have we had a rough ride in terms of mental health, and family dynamics are difficult. Each of us has our own stuff, and we have all contributed to each other’s highs and lows. It was my family who bore the brunt of living with someone who had an eating disorder and was self-harming, and it was they who witnessed my decline.


Just after I turned twenty, we agreed I needed more help. I had already been in therapy on and off throughout my life, and regularly since I was eighteen. We decided I would go to an in-patient treatment programme for my eating disorder. I thought I was going for a week … I stayed for a year. 


While in treatment, doing intensive therapy each day, I learned more about myself than most do in a lifetime. I worked on my relationships with my body, my mind, my history, my relationships with others, my attachments. I was young enough that I had the time to invest in my recovery – I can’t say it was a pleasant experience, but the results in the years to follow were definitely worth the challenge.


Coming back into my life was not easy either; I struggled for many years afterwards. What that intensive experience gave me were the foundations to build my life on. I continued with my dancing for a couple of years. Then, one day, I found myself sitting in a park realising that my mind was not made for the dance industry. My mental health was not improving, and I couldn’t see it working for me in the long run. On a whim, I decided to apply to university to get a master’s degree in psychology and counselling.


I was turned away the first time I applied because, at twenty-two, they said I was too young for the master’s course and lacking in life experience. It was suggested that I do a foundation year in psychology or counselling to see if I enjoyed the subject and wanted to commit to four years of studying. Throughout 2009, I followed that advice, while continuing with my dancing career. I went back the next year, still committed to the subject, and they gave me a place. I knew I’d found my calling when the same night that I was worrying about funding the course I got a call to say I had been successful in one of the scholarship applications I’d submitted, The Esmond Robinson Scholarship. I am forever grateful and still have a strong relationship with the couple who funded my master’s. 


I finished my master’s degree in psychology in 2013, when I was twenty-six, and I was lucky enough to find work in treatment centres as a group and one-to-one therapist, working with eating disorders, addictions and trauma. I loved it. It was tough and draining, and I cried most days for the first few years, but it was both invaluable experience and very rewarding at the same time. It is this work and all the people I have met along the way – other mental health professionals and clients alike – that have contributed to not only my professional skill set but my own mental wellbeing too.


Nowadays, I work independently in private practice and I consult for brands, companies and teams in the UK to help bring mental health to the forefront.


How to Use This Book 


The unique blend of my own mental health struggles and my work as a therapist and mental health consultant is what qualifies me to create and promote the ideas that underpin Your Mental Health Workout. In the programme, I draw together the effective parts of therapeutic healing and use the workout metaphor to explain complex psychological concepts in a way that everyone can understand.


If you read my eBook during the 2020 pandemic, Your Mental Health First Aid Kit: Quick and Easy Techniques for Coming Out of Lockdown, you’ll already have a vague idea about what is going to happen here. Like any good training programme, it is important you know what the plan looks like and how to use it; it is even more important that you identify the results you want to get out of it – for you.


You might be tempted to flick through the book and jump to the workouts you like the sound of. If that is the case, consider the following questions:




[image: Image] What is a feeling?


[image: Image] What exactly is a thought?


[image: Image] Do you feel in control of your behaviours?


[image: Image] How do you create and maintain self-esteem?





If you are unsure of any of the answers, you’ll need to read the book from start to finish. In fact, regardless of whether you think you know the answers right now or not, I’d suggest you read the book in its entirety.


After laying the groundwork, which will help you to understand what mental health actually means, without judgment or stigma or specific diagnoses attached to it, we will set your mental health goals, followed by a warm-up and then eight different mental health workouts. I will introduce you to each one in detail and explain how and why we are doing them.


All the workouts included here involve techniques that I have learned over my time as a therapist and as a human being on the same planet as you. I have mixed together various therapeutic models and concepts from pioneers in the wellness industry, as well as my own mentors’, and packaged them in an easy-to-understand metaphor. Each ‘workout’ is designed to build on the last, and although each can be used in isolation, you will experience a happier and healthier mind if you follow the structure offered to you here. Put simply: work on your mind in the same way that you would your body.


Every chapter leads with the workout steps, followed by the ‘why’ we do it and the ‘how’ to get it working for you. You’ll also notice I ask questions about you throughout. The intention behind this is to keep your focus on you. All too often, when we gather new information, we immediately start assigning it to other people in our lives: ‘Oh, my mum has that’, ‘My brother would benefit from this’, ‘That’s what was up with my friend that time’ … I want your focus here to be on you.


One way to enhance your experience of this programme is to do it alongside another person or even a group of people. You can use each other as workout partners to ensure your focus stays where you need it to be, and it also helps to make you accountable to someone other than yourself. Of course, this is optional, and the programme will work just as well if you prefer to do it as an individual.


The last practical part of the book contains two appendices, comprising a physio section for your feelings, along with some modifications and progressions for some specific mental health ailments. This is where you can dip in and out to get what you need when you need it. If you do notice a particular bias towards a feeling, judgment or disposition, making it difficult to see opportunities for change, this section can support you with moving through this; use it to help strengthen those parts of your mind that seem to be having more trouble than others.


Along the way are some myth busters, where we break down some of the stigma around mental health and take the time to understand the reality of what goes on in our minds and why we no longer need to feel afraid of it. These are designed as stand-alone pages, but will also be relevant to the workouts in which they appear. And every now and again during this process I offer you journaling opportunities, too. 


Finally, should anything in particular have sparked your interest, you will find a comprehensive section at the back of this book to inspire any further reading, as well as a list of resources for additional support.


Despite the aim here being for you to eventually include all eight mental health workouts over a period of five weeks, I would first encourage you to take things slowly, introducing each workout as and when you feel ready. There’s nothing more demotivating than being overwhelmed by a new process. I encourage self-respect, gentleness and kindness throughout. If your mental health is something you have never paid this much attention to, start small and do what you can, just as you would with any other muscle. Your full five weeks might come a little further down the line than it does for others, and I completely and kindly support you in that. Please carry this kindness with you; it is the most underrated but powerful agent of human change. 


After you’ve completed your first full five weeks, you can decide what works for you: what you’d like to integrate into your life going forward and what you’d rather leave behind. 


USING THE CHECKLIST AND PLANNERS 


You will find planners and a checklist here. These are also available to download via my website (see here). You are welcome to print them off as many times as you like and use them as you see fit. There are also checklists at the end of each workout. These are in no way intended to point out whether you are doing it ‘wrong’ or ‘right’; they are simply suggestions, and you may find a different way that works best for you.


In fact, there is no wrong or right, although you can make it tougher on yourself (and not in a helpful way) if you are not honest about how you approach the programme, the level you work at and the effort you hold yourself accountable to. One of the major ways we create dishonesty for ourselves in this sense, is when we make these changes for someone other than ourselves. You must be working on your mental health for the good of yourself. Your Mental Health Workout is YOURS! It will not save your relationship, change your mother or make your friends behave differently. It is true that people around you may benefit from the positive changes you make, but that has to be a bonus effect of you working on yourself for yourself.


The trick is to be curious about what makes a particular workout easier or more challenging for you. You can use the planners to identify any patterns, habits and cycles. The more interested you are in yourself along the way, the more you will learn and the more opportunities for change you will create.


Just like a physical workout, if you get tired, lose momentum or your commitment falters, you can pick up where you left off at any time – no judgment involved. Just start a new planner and remember that maximum change happens when you are focused, committed and challenged. There’s a phrase in fitness: ‘fight fatigue with focus’ – and that is all the planners and checklists are there to do: to keep you focused. When you get tired, focus in on something specific. For example, if your energy levels are such that all you can do for a few days are a couple of gratitudes or a minute’s worth of mindfulness each day, then do those and really stick to them, while the rest of you recovers.


Mental health doesn’t really take time out, but rest days are totally part of the plan!


The checklist opposite allows you to tick off each workout as and when you have completed it. You can update it each week.


The five weekly planners overleaf will help you to schedule and structure Your Mental Health Workout around your life. 
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Use these, or print copies off from my website and stick them somewhere visible to you – say, on your fridge or by your bedside. Or you can even take a picture of them on your phone and put them in your favourites, so you can fill them in and access them with ease. 


Working on your mental health is not all flowers and rainbows. It is pretty hard work some of the time and, thankfully, there is an online community of people who can support you at www.instagram.com/yourmentalhealthworkout. Please do share your journey with us.


You, and everyone else around you, right now, deserve the opportunity to focus on having a healthy mind. Together, we can open up new possibilities to help us allow and acknowledge our own feelings and thoughts about life, make healthy emotional connections and experience the present moment as it is, right now, rather than colouring it with historic experiences. And by changing the unhelpful beliefs, attitudes and behaviours we cling to, we can see the world in a whole new way. This book is where we begin.





 

 




MENTAL HEALTH MYTH







‘You can overcome difficulty using willpower and discipline alone’





It is true that willpower is a good starting point for most changes you want to make in life. Nevertheless, changes in your mental health, good and bad, are not something that always happen consciously or have anything to do with the essence of who you are. That is, your mental health difficulties do not define you or tell us anything about your worth or willpower. 


In part, busting the stigma around mental health also means helping people to understand that when thoughts, feelings and behaviours are in question, if we can ‘snap out of it’ using willpower we will tend to do that. Yet most often, we actually can’t. It’s not as simple as stopping ‘if you try hard enough’ with mental health stuff – because a lot of it is less conscious than we appreciate. You wouldn’t be able to recover from a physical wound just by telling it to stop being injured. The same goes for psychological healing. We are not always in control of our minds and we do not always have a say in how long they take to heal. The workouts in this book will get you to a place where you have more choice over your mental health; they will create windows of opportunity for healing that bypass the issue of how much willpower or self-discipline you have.









    


      





PART ONE





UNDERSTANDING MENTAL HEALTH
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Chapter 1: Getting to Know Your Mental Health


Chapter 2: Goal Setting











Chapter 1



GETTING TO KNOW YOUR MENTAL HEALTH 
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THE MIND NEEDS as much of a workout as the body, and I have found that when judgment and jargon are removed and we destigmatise mental health, people feel empowered to take more care of their minds and allow themselves to create goals, so that they can work towards achieving the results they desire. It is not an easy road to take, I’ll give you that. Anyone who invests time and energy in their mental health knows how active you need to be around it, and has my utmost respect.


Throughout this programme the metaphor of the mind as a muscle is used to draw a comparison with physical workout programmes to help you understand simple ways of moving towards a happier, healthier mind. It is important to note, however, that the brain, in reality, is an organ, and is far more complex than any muscle in the body. It is what contains your mind and what we refer to as your mental health.


With regards to the body–mind comparison, Your Mental Health Workout will help you to consider them as one entity. We tend to think of the mind as being separate from the body, but it is part of it. I would love for people to add the mind into their physical training programmes as a matter of course: arm day, leg day, full-body day, rest day and brain day! 


Most of us have tried changing our bodies at one time or another because we believe it will make us happier and healthier. (And it might.) But if our minds are out of shape, it is unlikely that we will be able to see our bodies for what they are and feel content with them. Changes in the physical body are hugely dependent on mindset, so while the focus on body works in the short term, we can sometimes treat them as a short cut to ‘health’, and they become the target for the unprocessed things going on in our minds. This leads to mental health declines, as evidenced by the rise of eating disorders of all kinds, increased reports of anxiety and more and more people coming forward with stress-related physical troubles like irritable bowel syndrome, panic attacks, hair loss, insomnia, muscle soreness and skin problems. I cannot tell you how many clients I have seen who have already consulted every other type of health practitioner, taken every type of vitamin, adjusted their nutrition and had more than their fair share of attempts at fixing what’s going on in their minds via external forces, such as changing jobs, taking time out, moving house, ending relationships, starting relationships – the list goes on. Then they come to therapy and discover that they are carrying heavy emotional loads that need processing. The way we look after our minds and our internal world clearly needs to be addressed alongside how we look after our bodies and use external factors to keep us happy.


Working on your mental health is about being curious and open to learning about how your mind works. At times, clients have come to me for therapy and we have both been surprised at how quickly they heal. One client, years ago, arrived with a huge weight on their shoulders, feeling so unable to take any more that they felt they were only staying alive for those who relied on them. It was desperately sad. Yet all they needed to hear was that they were allowed to prioritise themselves – to put themselves first. No one had ever suggested this to them. All of a sudden, their self-esteem seemed to kick in, boundaries were easier to hold and their emotional wellbeing was on the mend. They already had the answers inside of them, but just needed help accessing them. 
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