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Introduction 

If I ask a group of people, and I’ve tried this with quite a few different 
kinds of groups, what words they associate with the term ‘mental 
health’, they invariably come up with words like madness, 
depression, stress, mental illness, psychiatric hospitals. And then 
when I ask about the term ‘good mental health’, words like 
happiness, wellbeing, fulfilment, achieving things, active, motivated 
… come up. 

So it’s become really apparent to me that the words ‘mental health’ 
which really should apply in a general sense just like physical health, 
have somehow become linked with all the stigma, fear and ignorance 
which characterises our lack of understanding of mental ill-health. 

 

 I believe we all have mental health, just like we all have physical 
health, and that there’s a spectrum of good to poor mental health, 
and there’s mental ill-health which can be disabling and extremely 
distressing. Most people will go up and down that spectrum during 
the course of their life experience, and many will go through a period 
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that they may call a really low point, a breakdown, losing it, 
whatever…..  and may feel unable to work or carry out even basic 
daily living tasks during this period. 

 
And just as with physical health, there are some very clear and simple 
messages we can take on board about how to take care of our mental 
health, NO MATTER WHAT YOUR STARTING POINT.  
 
With our physical health we all know what we’re supposed to do to 
stay healthy – we might not do it but we know that we need to have 
a good diet, not drink too much alcohol or smoke, get regular 
exercise and so on. If we become physically ill, we (or the people 
caring for us) will pay extra attention to these actions, not because 
they will ‘cure’ us but because we know this will aid our recovery. We 
may take small steps, for example with exercise, to build ourselves 
back up to good physical health. 
 
But if we get stressed, depressed or anxious, research shows that 
most people either ‘do nothing, just live with it’, ‘eat comfort food’ or 
‘spend time alone’. All things which are pretty much guaranteed to 
make things worse. Our knowledge and understanding of what helps 
support good mental health is woefully lacking. 
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How big an issue is this? 
 
So, let me say a bit more about the scale of poor mental health and 
mental ill-health, and how important it is to share knowledge and 
understanding about good mental health. 
 
The figures which illustrate the virtual epidemic of mental ill-health in 
our society are staggering. It’s estimated that one in four people 
experience mental ill-health such as depression or anxiety, that 30% 
of GPs time is spent dealing with mental ill-health, that the single 
biggest reason for claiming incapacity benefit in the UK is mental ill-
health. And these figures don’t include the physical ill-health issues 
which are known to be commonly related to stress. 
 
Here are some other figures: 
  

 Mental ill-health affects some 6 million adults in the UK, equally 
among men and women 

 Only 25% of those experiencing depression or chronic anxiety 
are receiving any kind of treatment 

 Nearly three million people go to GP surgeries each year with 
depression or anxiety. Most receive drugs or nothing. 

 About a million people are on incapacity benefits because of 
mental ill-health, that’s about 40% of the total number  

 People who suffer mental ill-health are twice as likely to lose 
their job as people with any other disability or illness 

 In 2008/9 over 11 million working days were lost because of 
stress, anxiety or depression 

  
 
Historically a very low priority is given to support for people 
experiencing mental ill-health from the NHS. Most of the funding 
allocated to mental health services is targeted at the 1% of the 
population with more extreme, or socially unacceptable mental 
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health problems – and that’s a whole other debate which I don’t 
want to get into for now! 
 
What’s changing? 
 
At the same time there’s a lot of really exciting new developments 
which have the potential toy transform the way we look after our 
mental health and wellbeing. And many changes are happening in 
the way in which mental health treatment and support services are 
being provided. 
 
Our knowledge about how our brains work has grown massively in 
the last 20 years and is still evolving.  
 
The Positive Psychology movement has transformed our 
understanding of what contributes to our sense of wellbeing, and 
psychological strength and resilience.  
 
There’s been a wealth of research done into the factors which 
influence the levels of happiness and wellbeing in communities. 
Research has shown that it’s not all about economic prosperity – 
indeed some of the wealthiest economies have shown no 
improvement in the wellbeing of their populations for the last 30 
years.  
 
There are new approaches and recognised therapies which have 
come from people who have experienced mental ill-health 
themselves to support the ideas around ‘recovery’.   Well known 
examples of these are Wellness Recovery Action Plans (WRAP) or 
Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT), or Recovery Colleges. 
 
Mindfulness, which you may have heard of outside of mental health 
service circles, is increasingly being used across many different health 
services, and some specific programmes are now recommended by 
the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) as the treatment of 
choice for severe recurring depression. Outside of the NHS, courses 
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on mindfulness are increasingly common in libraries, adult education, 
health and social care services and even schools to help tackle stress, 
depression and anxiety, and build emotional resilience. 
 
What about me? 
 
Before I go on, I’d just like to say a little about how I came into this 
line of work. You could say I’ve been studying people’s mental health 
and wellbeing for over 30 years, having qualified and worked as a 
social worker since 1981. 
 
But in 2006, I decided to leave my full-time job and become self-
employed. In 2007, a month before the so-called credit crunch, I 
opened a training and wellbeing centre in Southsea called The 
Parlour. Three years later in 2010, I closed it down because the lease 
ended and I couldn’t afford to keep it going. I was at a very low ebb, I 
felt that I’d failed with my business. And I knew I really needed to 
work hard on my own mental wellbeing, so as not to become 
overwhelmed with stress myself.  The reason I knew this was so 
important was because some 20 years previously I had experienced a 
mental health breakdown which resulted in my losing my job and 
career at the time. 
 
Out of the process of reflection I went through in 2010, I developed 
what I call a framework for good mental health, the 5Cs. This is a tool 
I was able to use myself and subsequently with group workshops and 
one-to-one clients. It promotes a strengths based, solution focused 
approach, moving people towards good mental health, whatever 
their starting point, rather than focusing on their problems and 
dysfunction if you like. 
 
 In 2013, I wrote a book called The Layperson’s Guide to Good Mental 
Health, and became a founder director of a new social enterprise 
called The Good Mental Health Cooperative.  
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What do we mean by a ‘framework? 
 
Having a conceptual framework can help us make some sense out of 
complex ideas. There are two definitions of a framework which are 
particularly relevant here. First it’s a set of coherent ideas or 
concepts organized in a way that makes them easy to communicate 
with others, and second a framework can provide a basis for thinking 
about what we do, and about what it means, influenced by the ideas 
and research of others. 
 

 

  
 

A framework can be used rather like a travel map. Like a map, a 
framework can help us make decisions about the route we want to 
take, and it can show us that there may be many different paths to 
get to the same place. Using a conceptual framework, we can explain 
why we would try this or that path, based on the experiences of 
others, and on our own particular circumstances. 

 
*************************************************************************** 
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First let’s think about our legs and particularly our feet. Our feet 
ground us, keep us balanced, help us walk tall and straight. We 
neglect looking after our feet at our peril. 
 
Let’s think of this right foot as Character – this is about knowing 
ourselves, self awareness, having a strong sense of values, knowing 
the strengths, skills and resources we bring to the table. Plus its 
about how we tell our own story. 
 

 
Good mental health is about having a strong sense of self, secure in 
our values, taking pride in our achievements, feeling confident about 
where we’re heading in life. Poor mental health is about those times 
when we feel like a victim of circumstances, buffeted around by life. 
Someone experiencing mental ill-health will often have lost sight of 
their own story, feel fragmented, powerless, lack self-awareness and 
so on. 
 
One of the key features of many therapies is to help someone piece 
together their sense of self, their personal story, and reframe this 
more positively. For example moving from a story about being a 
victim to being a survivor – a shift which emphasises qualities of 
strength – endurance, courage, persistence and so on. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
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The left leg represents Composure. This is the other aspect of our 
mental health which keeps us grounded. I describe this as the 
distance between our sense of self and our thoughts and feelings. 
Have you ever found yourself reacting to your thoughts and feelings 
in ways that feel out of control or disproportionate to the situation? 
Are you what might be called a mental time traveller – you spend a 
lot of time doing things automatically but your mind is busy thinking 
about things that have happened in the past or worrying about 
things that might happen in the future. 
 
Composure is about being present in whatever you’re doing, being 
mindful of what’s happening in the here and now, responding rather 
than reacting to our thoughts and feelings. We can practice this 
through meditation, spending time in nature, finding ways to connect 
with our inner peace or spirituality. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
 
Our arms represent the ways in which we reach out to the world 
around us. 
  
Let’s think of the right arm as Connection – this is about our 
relationships, not just close ones but our wider social network too. 
Feeling part of our community through work, friendships, groups, 
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common interests – these are all really important for our sense of 
belonging, social status and so on.  

 
We learn how important this is very early in life. Being ‘sent to 
Coventry’ is one of the worst punishments to endure as a child at 
school. Solitary confinement is considered a form of torture.  
 
Someone with poor mental health tends to spend more time alone, 
often isolating themselves from friends and avoiding meeting new 
people. Redundancy and retirement are two major life changes 
which carry a high risk of depression and social anxiety because of 
the loss of social networks which are work related. 
 
An important aspect of Connection is our contribution to the world. 
Giving your time and energy to help and support others is a very 
powerful way to improve our mental health. The word ‘kindness’ 
derives from the old English word ‘cynd’ which means ‘nature’, 
‘family’, lineage’ and ‘kin’, a sense of people being connected through 
common humanity and community. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
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The left arm represents Creativity. This is about remembering how 
to play, use our imagination, laugh and have fun – something we do 
naturally as children but can all too easily forget as adults. Maybe we 
want to develop a creative talent but all too often tell ourselves we’re 
just not good enough. Being self-critical in this way can stop us from 
exploring our creative interests. 
 
Creativity has been described as an antidote to existential loneliness 
– a condition everyone experiences and which certainly links to our 
mental health. Art, music, dance, drama – these are all forms of 
expression which connect with our deepest feelings, provide solace, 
inspire us. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
 

 

The 5
th

 C has to be linked to the head which represents Challenge. 
This is what we need to grow in confidence and develop a sense of 
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competence and capability. Challenge is about learning, setting 
ourselves goals, stepping outside our comfort zone, taking risks.  
 
Challenge can be an uncomfortable place – you need a level of self-
confidence and self-motivation to get you through to the other side, 
to learn or experience something new.  
 
If we’re feeling stressed or anxious, we tend to want to stay safe, try 
to avoid, resist or deny change.   This may have its psychological 
benefits, but we become closed off to new opportunities, create 
barriers between ourselves and others and feel afraid of anything 
different. Our comfort zone can get smaller and smaller. 
 
The alternative is to expand our comfort zone, gently if necessary, 
taking small steps to gradually become used to different experiences 
and new ways of doing things. 
 
*************************************************************************** 

Finally, my 6
th

 and 7
th

 Cs are about how we approach these first 5 Cs.  
 
First, we need to approach these with Compassion – be kind to 
yourself. Notice what you’re already doing to take care of your 
mental health, things that you might not have recognised in this way.  
 
Remember to look after yourself so as to keep your energy bucket 
topped up. In a recent workshop, someone said to me that being 
self-critical is like poking holes in the bucket too! Treat yourself as 
you would treat your best friend – in a tolerant, kind and loving way. 
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Lastly, treat all this, and everything in life with Curiosity. Ask 
questions, be interested, notice what’s going on around you. It’s 
virtually impossible to be curious and depressed at the same time.  

 

 
 
You may recall the phrase ‘Curiosity killed the cat’ but the origin of 
this phrase was actually ‘Care killed the cat’ where Care meant worry 
and anxiety in the 16

th
 century. The phrase changed in the 19

th
 

century as ‘curiosity’ became an undesirable trait, disapproved of by 
the establishment.  
  
It’s high time curiosity was rehabilitated as being good for our mental 
health. 
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For more information about useful on-line 
resources for good mental health and 

wellbeing, go to 

 

www.goodmentalhealth.org.uk/gmhresources 
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Seven More Habits of Mentally Healthy People 
 

1. Appreciate Every Day (vs. noticing the problems) 
 

Practice noticing the good things 
Keep a gratefulness diary 
Appreciate the kindnesses of others 
 
Exercise: Before going to bed, write down 5 things you’re grateful for that day. 
 

 
2. Practice Curiosity (vs being self-centred) 

 
Exercise your Noticing Muscle 
Be interested in others 
Ask questions 
 
Exercise: Stop for just a minute at intervals during the day, and notice your 
surroundings, the 
activity you’re doing, how you’re feeling and what you’re thinking. Be curious. 
 

 
3. Play to Your Strengths (vs focusing on your 

weaknesses) 
 

Know your strengths, skills and resources 
Get feedback from others 
Do more of what you’re good at 
 
Exercise: Identify one thing each day that you’re good at, or that others like about 
you, or a 
quality that you value in yourself. 
 
 

4. Connect with Others (vs cutting yourself off) 
 

Keep in touch with close family and friends 
Grow your social network 
Be generous and giving to others 
 
Exercise: Carry out an act of kindness every day. 
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5. Find Meaning (vs drifting and feeling life’s 
pointless) 
 

Know your own values 
Give yourself goals 
Explore your beliefs 
 
Exercise: Write down as many values as you can think of e.g. honesty, kindness, 
hardworking,fun loving, loyalty(find at least 20). Then choose 5 of these which are 
most important to you personally. Then choose 3 of these and consider how your top 
three values influence the choices you’re making in your life right now. 
 
 

6. Have Fun (vs taking life too seriously) 
 

Learn to play 
Have artists’ dates 
Exercise your imagination 
 
Exercise: List 9 things you enjoy doing. Try one of these each week which you 
haven’t done for some time. 
 
 

7. Pay Attention to the ‘Now’ Moment (vs ‘mental 
time travel’) 
 

Find activities you get absorbed in 
Practice breathing and relaxation 
Learn to accept emotions 
 
Exercise: Practice a breathing exercise every morning for 10 minutes. Breathe out 
for longer than breathing in – e.g. 10 deep breaths, counting 2 on in-breath and 4 on 
out-breath. 
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