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For Matthew.

If mine is the ink then yours is the paper. Like all
our adventures we got here together.



Introduction

I’m sitting in my therapy room across from a young woman. She is
relaxed in the chair, her arms open and loosely moving as she speaks to
me. A transformation from the tension and nerves of her first session.
We have only had a dozen appointments. She looks into my eyes and
starts to nod and smile as she says, ‘You know what? I know it’s going to
be hard, but I know I can do it.’

My eyes sting and I swallow. The smile sweeps across every muscle in
my face. She has felt the shift and, now, so have I. She came into this
room, some time ago, fearful of the world and everything she had to
face. Pervasive self-doubt led her to feel dread for every new change
and challenge. She left therapy that day with her head held a little
higher. Not because of me. I have no magical ability to heal anyone or
change their life. She had not needed years of therapy that unravelled
her childhood. In this situation, as in many others, the major part of my
role was as an educator. I passed on insights about what the science says
and what has worked for others. Once she understood and started using
the concepts and skills, a transformation began. She felt hope for the
future. She started to believe in her own strength. She started dealing
with difficult situations in healthy new ways. Each time she did,
confidence in her ability to cope grew a bit more.

As we revisited the things she needed to remember in order to face
the week ahead, she nodded, looked at me and asked, ‘Why has nobody
told me this before?’

Those words stayed with me, ringing in my head. She was not the first
or the last person to say them. The same scenario repeated itself over
and over. Individuals were coming along to therapy believing that their
strong painful emotions were the result of a fault in their brain or



personality. They did not believe they had any power to influence them.
While longer-term, more in-depth therapy is appropriate for some
people, there were so many who simply needed some education about
how their mind and body work and how they could manage their mental
health day-to-day.

I knew the catalyst was not me, it was the knowledge they were being
introduced to. But people should not have to pay to come and see
someone like me just to get access to that education about how their
mind works. Sure, the information is out there. But in a sea of
misinformation, you have to know what you are looking for.

I started campaigning into my poor husband’s ear about how things
should be different. ‘OK, go for it,’ he said. ‘Put some videos on YouTube
or something.’

So we did. Together we started making videos talking about mental
health. As it turned out, I was not the only one who wanted to talk about
this stuff. Before I knew it, I was making almost daily videos for millions
of followers across social media. But the platforms where I could reach
the most people seemed to be those with short-form videos. This means
I have a large collection of videos with no longer than 60 seconds to get
my point across.

While I have been able to catch people’s attention, share some insights
and get them talking about mental health, I still want to go one step
further. When you make a 60-second video there is so much that you
have to leave out. So much detail that gets missed. So, here it is. The
detail. The ins and outs of how I might explain some of these concepts in
a therapy session and some simple guidance on how to use them, step by
step.

The tools in this book are mostly taught in therapy, but they are not
therapy skills. They are life skills. Tools that can help every single one of
us to navigate through difficult times and to flourish.

In this book, I will break down the things I have learned as a
psychologist and gather together all of the most valuable knowledge,
wisdom and practical techniques I have come across that have changed
my life and those of the people I have worked with. This is the place to



get clarity on emotional experience and a clear idea of what to do about
it.

When we understand a little about how our minds work and we have
some guideposts on how to deal with our emotions in a healthy way, we
not only build resilience, but we can thrive and, over time, find a sense of
growth.

Before leaving their first therapy session, many people want some sort
of tool they can take home and start using to ease their distress. For this
reason, this book is not about delving into your childhood and working
out how or why you came to struggle. There are other great books for
that. But, in therapy, before we can expect anyone to work on healing
any past traumas, we must ensure they have the tools in place to build
resilience and the ability to tolerate distressing emotions safely. There is
such power in understanding the many ways you can influence how you
feel and nurture good mental health.

This book is all about doing just that.
This book is not therapy, in the same way that a book about how to

maximize your physical health is not medicine. It is a toolbox filled to the
brim with different tools for different jobs. You cannot master how to
use them all at the same time, so you don’t need to try. Pick the section
that fits with the challenges you face right now, and spend time applying
those ideas. Every skill takes time to become effective, so give it a
chance and plenty of repetition before you discard any of the tools. You
cannot build a house with just one tool. Each task requires something
slightly different. And however skilled you get at using those tools, some
challenges are just much harder than others.

To me, working on maximizing our mental health is no different to
working on our physical health. If you put health on a number scale with
zero as neutral – not unwell but not thriving – a number below zero
would indicate a health problem and any number above zero would
indicate good health. In the last few decades it has become acceptable
and even fashionable to work on maximizing your physical health
through nutrition and exercise. Only more recently has it become



acceptable to openly and visibly work on your mental health. This means
you don’t need to wait until you’re struggling before you pick up this
book, because it is OK to build upon your mental health and resilience,
even if you are not unwell or struggling right now. When you feed your
body with good nutrition and build up stamina and strength with regular
exercise, you know that your body is more able to fight infection and
heal when faced with injury. It’s just the same with mental health. The
more work we do on building self-awareness and resilience when all is
well, the better able we are to face life’s challenges when they come our
way.

If you pick a skill from this book and find it useful, in hard times don’t
stop practising that skill when everything starts to improve. Even when
you are feeling good and don’t think you need it, these skills are nutrition
for your mind. It’s like paying a mortgage rather than rent. You are
investing in your future health.

The things included in this book have a research evidence base. But I
do not rest on that alone. I also know they can help because I have seen
them help, time and time again, for real people. There is hope. With
some guidance and self-awareness, struggle can build strength.

When you start to share things on social media or you write a self-help
book, lots of people get the impression that you have it all sorted. I have
seen a lot of authors in the self-help industry perpetuate this idea. They
feel they have to look as if the things life throws at them leave no dents
or scars. They suggest that their book contains the answers – all the
answers you will ever need in life. Let me demystify that one right now.

I am a psychologist. That means I have read a lot of the research that
has been produced on this subject and I have been trained to use it to
help guide other people in their quest towards positive change. I am also
a human. The tools I have acquired do not stop life throwing stuff at you.
They help you to navigate, swerve, take a hit and get back up. They
don’t stop you getting lost along the way. They help you to notice when
you have lost your way and bravely turn on your heel and head back
towards a life that feels meaningful and purposeful to you. This book is



not the key to a problem-free life. It is a great bunch of tools that helps
me and many others find our way through.

The journey so far …

I am not a guru who has all the answers to the universe. This book is part
journal, part guide. In some ways I have always been on a personal quest
to discover how it all pieces together. So this book is me making use of
all those hours spent reading, writing and speaking with real humans in
therapy to understand a bit more about being human and what helps us
while we are here. This is only the journey so far. I continue to learn and
be amazed by people I meet. Scientists keep asking better questions and
discovering better answers. So here is my collection of the most
important things I have learned so far that have helped both me and the
people I work with in therapy to find our way through human struggle.

So this book is not necessarily going to ensure that you live the rest of
your days with a smile on your face. It will let you know which tools you
can use to make sure that when you do smile, it is because you genuinely
feel something. It will describe the tools you need to keep re-evaluating
and finding your direction, returning to healthier habits and self-
awareness.

Tools might look great in the box. But they only help when you get
them out and start practising how to use them. Each tool takes regular
practice. If you miss the nail with the hammer this time, come back later
and try again. As a fellow human being, I too continue to do this, and I
have only included techniques and skills that I have tried and found
useful both for myself and for the individuals I have worked with. This
book is a resource for me as much as it is for you. I will keep returning to
it time and time again whenever I feel I need to. My wish is that you will
do the same and that it can be a toolbox for life.







CHAPTER 1

Understanding low mood

Everyone has low days.
Everyone.
But we all differ in how frequent the low days are and how severe the

low mood.
Something that I have come to realize over the years of working as a

psychologist is how much people struggle with low mood and never tell a
soul. Their friends and family would never know. They mask it, push it
away and focus on meeting expectations. Sometimes people arrive at
therapy after years of doing that.

They feel like they’re getting something wrong. They compare
themselves to the people who appear to have it all together all of the
time. The ones who are always smiling and apparently full of energy.

They buy into the idea that some people are just like that and
happiness is some sort of personality type. You either have it or you
don’t.

If we see low mood as purely a fault in the brain, we don’t believe we
can change it, so instead we get to work on hiding it. We go about the
day, doing all the right things, smiling at all the right people, yet all the
time feeling a bit empty and dragged down by that low mood, not
enjoying things in the way we are told we should.

Take a moment to notice your body temperature. You might feel
perfectly comfortable, or you may be too hot or too cold. While changes
in how hot or cold you feel could be a sign of infection and illness, it
could just as easily be a signal of things around you. Maybe you forgot
your jacket, which is normally enough to protect you from the cold.



Perhaps the sky has clouded over and it has started to rain. Maybe you
are hungry or dehydrated. When you run for the bus you notice you
warm up. Our body temperature is affected by our environment, both
internal and external, and we also have the power to influence it
ourselves. Mood is much the same. When we experience low mood, it
may have been influenced by several factors from our internal and
external world, but when we understand what those influences are, we
can use that knowledge to shift it in the direction we want it to go.
Sometimes the answer is to grab an extra layer and run for the bus.
Sometimes it’s something else.

Something that the science has been confirming to us, and something
people often learn in therapy, is that we have more power to influence
our emotions than we thought.

This means we get to start working on our own wellbeing and taking
our emotional health into our own hands. It reminds us that our mood is
not fixed and it does not define who we are; it is a sensation we
experience.

This doesn’t mean we can eradicate low mood or depression. Life still
presents us with hardship, pain and loss and that will always be reflected
in our mental and physical health. Instead, it means we can build up a
toolbox with things that help. The more we practise using those tools,
the more skilled we get at using them. So when life throws us problems
that hammer our mood into the ground we have something to turn to.

The concepts and skills covered are for us all. Research shows them to
be helpful for those with depression, but they are not a controlled drug
that you need a prescription for. They are life skills. Tools that we can all
use as we go through life facing fluctuations in mood, big and small. For
anyone who experiences severe and enduring mental illness it is always
optimal to learn new skills with the support of a professional.

How feelings get created

Sleep is bliss. Then my alarm offends my ears. It’s too loud and I hate



Sleep is bliss. Then my alarm offends my ears. It’s too loud and I hate
that tune. It sends a shockwave through my body that I am not ready
for. I press snooze and lie back down. My head is aching and I feel
irritated. I press snooze again. If we don’t get up soon the kids will be
late for school. I need to get ready for my meeting. I close my eyes and
see the to-do list lying on my desk in the office. Dread. Irritation.
Exhaustion. I don’t want to do today.

Is this low mood? Did it come from my brain? How did I wake up like
this? Let’s trace back. Last night I stayed up late working. By the time I
got into bed I was too tired to go back downstairs to grab a glass of
water. Then my baby woke up twice in the night. I haven’t slept enough
and I’m dehydrated. The loud alarm woke me from a deep sleep, sending
stress hormones shooting through my body as I woke up. My heart
started pounding and that felt something like stress.

Each of these signals sends information to my brain. We are not OK.
So my brain goes on a hunt for reasons why. It searches, it finds. So my
physical discomfort, brought about by lack of sleep and dehydration,
helped to create low mood.

Not all low mood is unidentified dehydration, but when dealing with
mood it is essential to remember that it’s not all in your head. It’s also in
your body state, your relationships, your past and present, your living
conditions and lifestyle. It’s in everything you do and don’t do, in your
diet and your thoughts, your movements and memories. How you feel is
not simply a product of your brain.

Your brain is constantly working to make sense of what is going on.
But it only has a certain number of clues to work from. It takes
information from your body (e.g. heart rate, breathing, blood pressure,
hormones). It takes information from each of your senses – what you
can see, hear, touch, taste and smell. It takes information from your
actions and thoughts. It pieces all these clues together with memories of
when you have felt similar in the past and makes a suggestion, a best
guess about what is happening and what you do about it. That guess can
sometimes be felt as an emotion or a mood. The meaning we make of
that emotion and how we respond to it, in turn, sends information back



to the body and the mind about what to do next (Feldman Barrett,
2017). So when it comes to changing your mood, the ingredients that go
in will determine what comes out.

The two-way road

Lots of self-help books tell us to get our mindset right. They tell us,
‘What you think will change how you feel.’ But they often miss
something crucial. It doesn’t end there. The relationship works both
ways. The way you feel also influences the types of thoughts that can
pop into your head, making you more vulnerable to experiencing
thoughts that are negative and self-critical. Even when we know our
thought patterns aren’t helping, it is so incredibly hard to think
differently when we feel down, and even harder to follow the rule of
‘only positive thoughts’ that is often suggested on social media. The
mere presence of those negative thoughts does not mean that they
came first and caused the low mood. So thinking differently may not be
the only answer.

How we think is not the whole picture. Everything we do and don’t do
influences our mood too. When you feel down, all you want to do is hide
away. You don’t feel like doing any of the things you normally enjoy, and
so you don’t. But disengaging from those things for too long makes you
feel even worse. The loop also occurs with our physical state. Let’s say
you have been too busy to exercise for a few weeks. You feel tired and
low in mood, so exercising is the last thing you want to do. The longer
you avoid the exercise, the more you feel lethargic and low on energy.
When you are low on energy, the chance of exercising goes down, along
with your mood. Low mood gives you the urge to do the things that
make mood worse.


