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For those we have lost

Sursum corda (Lift up your hearts)




‘I balanced all, brought all to mind,

The years to come seemed waste of breath,

A waste of breath the years behind,

In balance with this life, this death.’

‘An Irish Airman Foresees His Death’ – W.B. Yeats
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Introduction

Beginning Your Whole New Plan

This book is about our shared search for wellness, and my hope is that it will help very many people. Some of us have been going through more hardship than others, but all of us have been looking for greater equilibrium in a world which seems so uncertain. Several people have asked me to recommend them an authentic guide to better health – one that is clearer and more helpful than before, something that is sensible, scientific and well informed. In the end I decided to write such a guide for myself, and this book is the result. It is about the pursuit of a better way of living. There have been many past attempts to define what it means to be well, but in this book we will consider how to be well, and how to achieve this in the here and now.

I also hope that this will be an uplifting, motivating and empowering book. While all of us seek a healthier way of living, perhaps because of my experience as a psychiatrist I have my own perspective on the issue. It is this: I believe the key to the search for wellness is the search for better mental health. Central to our experience of wellbeing is the achievement of ‘balance’, and so the hallmark of a healthy life is balanced mental health.

We will all experience challenging times in our lives – everyone goes through some distress and none of us is immune to the difficulties of living. Still, I believe that every human being has a right to live a mentally healthy life, and so somehow, we all need to learn how to take better care of ourselves and of each other. To do this we need a whole new plan for living. This new plan is about acquiring the tools to be well and increasing the skills we need to stay well, especially when we become distressed. In this book we will explore some of these skills, skills that will help us – each reader and myself included – to describe our own whole new plan for living. Awareness of the skills for wellness will help us to balance the stress we experience with the opportunities for health that we share.

That’s not to say that there is only one way to live well – it’s not my intention to direct anyone to live by some ordained route. When it comes to living a well and healthy life, there is no North Star, no guide for everyone to navigate the same way. But there are some skills and tools which, if applied, could lead any human being to greater contentment. I do not intend to limit your new plan for healthy living, rather I hope to empower you to make your own, personal plan, one that is most likely to give you the healthy life you are entitled to.

One in every six of us will have a mental health disorder this year.i All the common mental health difficulties have been exacerbated by the global COVID-19 pandemic, which has plunged the world into a state of emergency and panic. At least one member of every family is in mental distress at this very moment, and for those at the extreme end of that distress, suicide has become the most common cause of death under the age of fifty. None of this is inevitable; all of this could change. We could learn to take better care of ourselves, to worry less and to forgive more. This is not a utopian ideal – with a whole new plan for living we could learn to live with each other in a more balanced, robust and resilient fashion.



Three skill sets will come up again and again as we work together to make a whole new plan for living. These principal tools are:

•The eight dimensions of healthii

•‘CHIME’ – the five features of recoveryiii

•The five ways to wellnessiv





No one alive today can deny how challenging life has become. Of course, life has never been fair or easy, but in the twenty-first century life does not need to be ‘nasty, brutish and short’, as English philosopher Thomas Hobbes once described it. It could also be wonderful, surprising and rewarding in ways we never imagined. This more hopeful, resilient vision is justified by my experience of mental health recovery, and this witness of recovery is still true even after a long career and many a health crisis. With a whole new plan for living it will be possible to turn the growing awareness of our difficulty into greater action for our recovery. This action will require a much better understanding of our health, and this will give us more hope, more compassion and a greater ability to take care of ourselves.

To achieve this understanding, we need to learn more about our health and its complexity. Good health is complex, and so the solutions to our recovery will also be. Our health is not one-dimensional; in fact, it has at least eight dimensions. Despite this complexity, better health is not a difficult concept to grasp. I like to compare good health to a bright star in the sky: as we imagine better health in this way, we will begin to see its glowing shape. As we travel towards this star, we will see it shine and appreciate its many sides. The good news is that better health is much nearer than the stars.

The sides of this glowing star, this healthy polygon, reflect the eight dimensions of wellness or what we will refer to as the whole of health (as outlined by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration or SAMHSA):


1.Physical

2.Financial

3.Occupational

4.Environmental

5.Intellectual

6.Social

7.Emotional

8.Spiritual
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To reach for this star, we need to start afresh by talking more positively about our goals and our targets. We need to re-harness our means and rethink our new strategy. We need to move our health conversation from a past filled with pessimism to a new and more hopeful place.

We do not need to be resigned about our existing health: better health is something we can plan for. Through research we have come to know what makes one healthcare initiative work and another fail. The characteristics of any successful recovery plan have been well described and they are best remembered using the acronym CHIME, a shorthand for the features of healthy recovery:
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CHIME is a good description of what works. Many years of experience in healthcare have taught me that our plans for our health are more likely to succeed if they CHIME! We will talk more about the elements of CHIME in Step Eight of our whole new plan (page 201).

None of this will happen in a vacuum: the environment for better health begins with better communication. It is facilitated by what I call ‘the listening conversation’. By making this healthy dialogue part of our everyday lives, we will give the communication of our health the priority it deserves. Listening conversation is different from the ‘nod and wink’ conversation we are so used to. It means hearing each other and growing in understanding of one another, a connection that can be achieved through greater acknowledgement of each other’s thoughts and feelings. Through this approach, we can come together in human fellowship and with this we will discover greater compassion for ourselves and for each other. There is no single right way to live, but a better plan for living will connect us with each other in many better ways.

During the Great Recession that began in 2008, a group of economists affiliated to the New Economics Foundation (NEF) took up the challenge of describing the ways to greater wellness. For centuries those in medicine and psychology had struggled to agree about health and failed to put into easily understandable words the essence of what it is to be well. Some of the ancient classical scholars described ‘the life well lived’ and talked about ‘the healthy mind in the healthy body’, but a modern, practical understanding of what healthy living really looks like eluded us for thousands of years. In the nineteenth century, the psychoanalysts came closer when they described good health as the ability to live, to work and to love. Still, the detail of wellness has never been clear enough. Even now in this age of information overload, we are still not sure what it means to be well. So, the NEF economists came back with their answer: ‘the five ways to wellness’ – the characteristic ways of being well. These are behaviours seen in people who describe themselves as well and who actually live healthy everyday, ordinary lives. Healthy people characteristically do these five things:


*They connect with each other.

*They keep active.

*They take notice.

*They keep learning.

*They give.
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We will talk about these in more detail later in the book, but for now I will say that my favourite of the five ways to wellness is ‘giving’. This ‘giving’ is not just the charitable giving that is so familiar to us. There is no doubting the value of giving to charity, but the healthy giving of wellness is much greater than this. This healthy way to live is by giving to each of us. Giving is a form of self-love and it is a life-giving therapy for each person. It’s about learning to give way. Learning to give ground. Learning to give credit to ourselves and to give that credit to others in whole new ways. An inanimate object such as a table or a chair has little ‘give’. If enough pressure is put upon such an object, the only outcome is that it will break, simply because the object has no flexibility, no give, within it. Human beings, on the other hand, have flexibility – we can learn how to adapt, and so with our elastic capacity for ‘give’ we can prepare for whatever life throws at us. Well people already understand this. They give themselves more time and they give themselves more space. Essentially their giving is a kind of love. By starting to give this love to themselves they recover and go on to find love in their surroundings and in each other. In health we learn that kindness to ourselves and to others balances most things and so it restores us to wellbeing.

Life is still a struggle for most of us. Psychologists tell us that we live in a world characterised by the acronym VUCA: a world that is volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous. Our VUCA world cannot simply be ignored or denied. A VUCA world must be engaged with, so we need a strategic plan. A volatile world needs greater balance – it will not just settle for us. An uncertain world needs more than one certainty, which is the inevitability of further change. Our complex world needs more than one simple truth, which is that we are all struggling, and so from our ambiguous world we need to form a whole new plan for a more balanced, healthy life.

These three healthy principles – the eight dimensions of health, five ways to wellness and CHIME – will be well described in this book but my interest in them is more personal than you might imagine. Let me tell you why.

I first came across the idea of a whole new plan for living in a conversation with someone who was very ill. He was an elderly man with a very serious health problem, and it was my task to tell him the final news of his diagnosis. As I gave him the sad truth, he listened to me very carefully, and then after a long pause, he began to speak to me.

‘If what you’re telling me about my health is true, Jim,’ he said, ‘then there is something I want you to do for me.’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘I want you to give me a whole new plan for living.’

This elderly man was my late father and we were talking about his last illness. In the middle of this conversation about his death, he encouraged me to talk to him about life, and about a whole new plan for living.

I remember thinking to myself, ‘How can I give him a whole new plan? I don’t have any such plan. I certainly can’t prescribe a plan …’

But the more I thought about it, the more I realised that a whole new plan for living was exactly what we both needed. He might have added the phrase, carpe diem (seize the day) but now I know that his point was greater than this cliché. In responding to me he was doing more than stressing the urgency of a plan for his treatment, he was encouraging me to believe in the hope of living.

Why shouldn’t we make our plan for living? Why shouldn’t we do this now, at this stage of our lives? There never was a successful initiative without a great plan. Surely now we must realise that there is no point in postponement. Something so important as our health should not be delayed or left to chance. It is a mark of our right to human autonomy that we each take responsibility for our health. And so our whole new plan for living could be based on a more balanced understanding, one that is grounded in a combination of science, experience and common sense.

When we acknowledge our need for such a plan, we do this not only for ourselves, but for our world too. Now more than ever we need new ways of thinking about the whole of our health, including our environmental health and our mental health. 20 per cent of the people presenting to general practice have a mental health difficultyv and worldwide one in every ten adults has a mental health disorder.vi Our greatest unmet needs involve the mind. The way forward does not have to be random or muddled, even if our lives are complex. Healthy living can come about if we learn and make changes, finding new ways to recover together, and for this we will need a whole new plan.

Developing a healthy plan will take some time, but taking this time is good. We all prefer the promise of quick fixes, of easy ways and easy solutions, but these often-promised shortcuts to wellness are inauthentic because they leave out one essential ingredient – time.

In planning for our healthy living, we will embrace time and do this mindfully, regardless of how little we may have of it left. It is a mistake to regard time as our enemy – time spent on making a whole new plan will always be time well spent; a more mindful understanding of our time will allow us to acknowledge its passing now. This mindfulness is not a form of denial, it is a healthier understanding of time and health. To love time more, we must feel it now, and then let it go. This is true at every stage and for everything in life, even near its very end. This mindful gift of time is one of the many paradoxes in a healthier, more balanced life. Planning with time means accepting that so much of our hoped-for experience is transient. Everything passes, and so planning for a better life means recognising that this life is always passing. That is the beauty of it. Planning with time is the most mindful experience of all.

Each day, we face new and unforeseen challenges – to our health, our life and our habitats. The old ways of living and working will no longer meet our current needs and so we cannot wait for others to come up with new solutions. If we do not plan for this change for ourselves, we will become more anxious and more distressed. We must plan for new ways to be well, to be social, to be collective and to be productive.

In my own life, I have experienced many changes, including retirement from a busy leadership role, transition to a more clinical one, and other inevitable changes in my health and in my family life. These events have brought me back emotionally to my late father’s last instruction to me, ‘make a whole new plan for living’, and so I have been re-evaluating things.

Hopefully through this book we will help each other to discover our whole new plan for living, a plan that is so necessary for each of us at this time. We will start by acknowledging the challenge. This plan will not be a final or a complete notion of our health, but it will be a fresh start. Healthy living for each of us has become a more varied and more dynamic challenge, and so our new plan will be about living in a better present and preparing for a better tomorrow. Every one of us has a right to hope for a better future, and the key to that better future is a whole new plan for health and wellness today.

In order for our plan to work, we will need to achieve greater balance in our lives, with increased harmony between our abilities and our disabilities. We will need to live a life with more equilibrium – a healthier life is one that respects our human identity and values our social experience. Our whole new plan will include a renewed respect for the unique narrative of our lives, for who we are and where we come from, for how we love and how we live. It is about building upon our ability to live with ourselves and to live with each other at the same time in an ever more crowded world. It’s time for a whole new plan for living and so I hope that we will begin to make it today.

Moving from contemplation to action: Your blank page

Throughout this book I will be encouraging you to take practical steps for your health and wellness. Some of these steps will be easier than others, and so a great deal depends on how you feel. Do not worry. Remember that you can always come back to an earlier step and benefit from it. Take your time. Each step will have its pros and its cons. As we proceed, we will be considering in more detail some issues (of health and wellness). Some are hidden in the background and others are revealed in the foreground and are emerging throughout the whole of life. Any successful strategic venture will need some periods of thought and some extra moments for greater preparation. There will always be things for you to consider before taking any particular step, and even then there will be moments when you will need to reconsider how you will proceed, but making a strategic plan for our health is a process in itself. As we go ahead, we will take into account aspects of our shared experience and also our reading of the scientific data.

Maybe, like me, you have been considering a way forward for some time, but just not getting around to it. It doesn’t matter; this time will be different because this is the right time. We must not chastise ourselves – there have always been false starts. A period of increasing awareness is essential before any successful action begins. This period before the plan is called the ‘pre-contemplation phase’. During this time, a bolder set of decisions grows within us and in time the detail of our decisions becomes apparent, leading us to the next era known as the ‘contemplation phase’. Pre-contemplation and contemplation are both necessary. In the eyes of others, nothing has happened, and yet we know that an important part of the work has begun. Now we are ready to take the first steps for our wellbeing.

I hope you have decided to make your whole new plan for living. This decision to begin is the most important step of all. It’s time to make a start, and to do it simply, by placing a blank piece of paper and a pencil before you. This is where your whole new plan will be written; you will write it on this blank page, equipped with only a hopeful heart and an open mind. This is all you need for now. It’s time to begin.
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