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What is Mental Health? 
Mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, 
can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a 
contribution to his or her community. 
Not just absence of mental illness.  
We all have mental health. 
 
Mental health made up of our thoughts, feelings and impact on what we do. 
Thoughts, Feelings and Behaviours influence each other and do not exist in isolation. 
 
Challenges and Demands 
Why shouldn’t we ignore our mental health? What we do makes a difference like for our 
physical health.  
We constantly encounter challenges and demands. 
Some stress can be good.  
However, we are primed to respond for survival. More likely to see danger when there isn’t 
any. Our body goes into fight or flight.  
It is a problem when our reaction is to the wrong thing, too extreme, lasts too long, 
interferes with task eg not sleep/concentrate.  
So what happens when we become overwhelmed by these challenges and demands and 
ignore the strain on our mental health? 
 
Stress Container 
Stress builds up so we cannot ignore it. 
Anything can be found to be stressful. Our experience of stress is individual. 
It may not be one big thing, but could be a build-up of lots of small pressures. 
Therefore it can be harder to identify the stressor or explain it to other people. 
You cannot let stress build up indefinitely (or your container will overflow). 
Need to use coping strategies. 
It’s something we can change and we need to keep working on it.  
Why? 

- Stop overflow 
- Will impact how we feel and assume you all want to be as happy as possible! Richard 

Layard - Mental Health biggest contributing factor to happiness 
- Manage life’s stresses and build resilience 



- Enhance our performance 
 
To cope we concentrate on changing our thoughts and behaviours.  
 
ABC Model 
Research has shown that main obstacle to resilience is our thinking style.  
Activating Event 
Beliefs/Perceptions/ Thoughts 
Consequences 
 
A – Failed test 
B – I’m worthless and Stupid 
C -  Feel depressed 
or 
A – Failed test 
B – I can do this, I just didn’t study 
C – Not feel depressed 
 
Therefore if we can stop and identify our unhelpful thoughts/beliefs, we can affect the 
consequences including how we feel. 
 
Cognitive Distortions 
Unhelpful or unrealistic thinking patterns. 
We do not see the world as it is but as we think it is.  
The mind draws on experiences (which is easier) and looks for familiar patterns. 
We are prone to a number of cognitive biases and thinking errors that we need to be aware 
of, especially when under pressure. 

 All or Nothing Thinking – see things in black and white.  

 Should statements – living by fixed rules. Feel guilty at self, or angry at others.  

 Overgeneralisation – see a single negative event as a sign that everything will go wrong.  

 Jumping to Conclusions - Make a negative interpretation even though there are no facts 
to support it.  

 Personalising – You see yourself as the cause of an external negative event you are not 
responsible for.  

 
Addressing Cognitive Distortions 
Check – Check your thought 
Challenge – Is this thought helpful? 
Change – Is there another way of looking at the situation? What would I tell my friend? 
 
 
Locus of Control 
Locus of Control – extent to which people feel they have control over events in their lives. 
Internal vs External (but on a continuum). 
Affects how you respond to events and your motivation.  
Internal – take more responsibility, work hard to achieve what they want, more confident, 
happier, physically healthier, achieve greater success in workplace 



External – credit success to luck, feel powerless, don’t believe they can change their 
situation. 
Can change – remember your choices 
 
Behaviours for better mental health 
Build in recovery – can’t function at peak performance all of the time. See athletes. 
Performance alternating with recovery. Otherwise performance is steady but far less 
optimal. Can be rest, or exercise, different task, meditate. The longer the time in high stress, 
the harder to recover.  
 
Exercise – related to self-esteem, concentrate, sleep, feel better 
 
Social connections – relates to feeling happy, support is very good coping strategy.  
 
Sleep – Affects short term memory, verbal reasoning ability, overall cognitive performance 
 
Mindfulness is a form of meditation that involves paying deliberate attention to what is 
happening, as it happens.  
 
Physical health – eg healthy eating. Stable blood sugar levels improve cognitive 
performance, compared with junk food that mimics stress and contributes to fatigue. 
 


