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I N T I M E S O F T RO U B L E
PAT R I C I A CA R SW E L L O F F E R S 1 0 TO P T I P S FO R K E E P I N G YO U R
S P I R I TS U P W H E N T H E G O I N G G E TS TO U G H

W

e’re living in unprecedented
times of stress and uncertainty.
And this means we all have to
take good care of our mental health, so
it’s wise to have a few tricks up your
sleeve to see you through the dark times.
Happily, according to Cheryl Rickman,
a positive psychology practitioner and
author of The Happiness Bible and The
Little Book of Resilience, mental resilience
isn’t just something you’re born with: you
can learn it. ‘Just as we can strengthen our
physical muscles by going to the gym, we
can strengthen our resilience with training
and personal mastery.’
Here are 10 things you can try to keep
your chin ﬁrmly in the up position.

1

STAY I N TO U C H

Maintaining contact with other people
is vital to your mental health – loneliness,
quite simply, isn’t good for you. When you
can’t get out to see people face to face, there
are plenty of ways to stay in touch.
‘WI members already have a community,’
says Eve Menezes Cunningham, author
of 365 Ways to Feel Better, and an online

therapist.‘And now technology can keep
us connected while we’re physically apart.
It doesn’t have to be anything fancy – even
an email group can help people feel less
emotionally isolated.’
If you have the skills, or are prepared to
have a go at learning them, why not join
your friends for a cup of tea and a natter
on video-calling software such as Zoom or
Skype? There’s plenty of advice on getting
started – and how to take your WI meetings
and sub-groups online – on My WI.
And with so much time on your hands,
it’s good to rediscover the joys of a long
one-to-one phone chat, or perhaps sending
a letter in the post.

2

LEARN A NEW SKILL,
O R T E AC H O N E

A period of conﬁnement is a wonderful
opportunity to learn something new.
YouTube is packed with tutorials on
everything from whistling through your
ﬁngers to tap dancing; and language
apps are a surprisingly effective way
to learn a new language.
If you have others living at home with
you, teach them something they don’t know

how to do – cooking, playing a card game,
or a dance move from your youth.

3

TAC K L E T H E
TO - D O L I ST

4

R E V E L I N N AT U R E

There’s something supremely satisfying
about getting on top of that niggly list
of jobs you’ve never quite found time
for. Take one task at a time so you don’t
get overwhelmed: mend a broken vase,
perhaps, or sort out a box to give to the
charity shop later, and enjoy the sense
of achievement when it’s done.
Edit your digital photographs, contact
friends you’ve lost touch with, swap your
winter and summer wardrobes (mending
and cleaning as you go); deep-clean the
bathroom and have a cosmetics clearout.
Finish by writing a list of goals for
2020-21. Focusing on the future is great
for putting you into a positive mindset.
Spending time surrounded by nature
is a well documented way to improve
your mood and reduce feelings of stress
and anger. If you have a garden, make
a point of getting out into it, even if
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5

R E ST R I CT W H AT YO U
WATC H A N D R E A D

At times of stress it’s more important than
ever to carefully curate what you read,
watch and listen to.
‘With uncertainty comes a stronger
desire for information,’ says Cheryl
Rickman. ‘But too much news
consumption is a sure way to increase
anxiety levels. I suggest only
watching the news at tea time, and
not ﬁrst thing in the morning or
last thing at night before bed.
‘We can’t control what’s
happening in the world but we
can control our response and how
much information we consume.’
Try instead to stay in the present
moment. If you feel anxious, take a few
minutes to focus on your breathing and
practise observing your thoughts rather
than allowing them to spiral off.

neglect healthy eating, either.
Step away from the biscuit tin
and make a conscious decision
to eat nutritious food; your mind
will be calmer and moods more
stable without the sugar rush.

7

E X P R E SS
YO U R S E L F

Expressing yourself creatively
does wonders for your sense of
wellbeing. Not only will it give
you a sense of calm, but it can
help you to explore your feelings
and release emotions you’ve
been holding in.
You don’t need to be hugely
artistic or musical to be creative.
A project like sanding and
painting an old piece of furniture can be
tremendously therapeutic, as is something
as simple as singing along to the radio.
If words are more your thing, writing a
poem or short story can reveal a lot about
your mental state, and a daily journal or
‘thought jar’ can provide a creative and
emotional outlet. Why not enter our short
story and photo competitions on page 25?

‘When we come out
the other side, we’ll
appreciate everything
a whole lot more ’

6

H E A LT H Y H A B I TS

It really is true that a healthy body
and a healthy mind are connected.
‘Physical health is incredibly important
for mental resilience,’ says Eve Menezes
Cunningham. ‘Anything we can do to
improve our heart-rate variability not only
helps your heart health but also emotional
strength too. If you can’t go out to exercise
as much as you’d like, think about things
you can do inside. Dance around the living
room, create or reinvigorate a yoga home
practice or follow workout videos online.’
Rest when you need to: the constant
stress of a crisis is enormously draining,
both physically and mentally. Don’t

8

ACC E N T UAT E T H E
P OS I T I V E

It can be hard to stay positive when there
are so many people suffering, but there
are plenty of good things to think about
too, according to Eve.
‘Focusing on the amazing people
helping to make the world a better place
– our NHS frontline staff, community
workers, loyal friends – is better for our
mental health than (and I know this is
hard) judging the people making things
worse by panic buying or not heeding
government advice.’
It’s about focusing your energy on
the positive and turning away from any
negativity, hysteria or hype. The same
goes for what you share with others.
‘Take responsibility for what you share
on social media,’ says Eve. ‘We can avoid
contributing to our own and others’ anxiety
levels by communicating responsibly.’
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the weather is poor – you’ll soon feel the
beneﬁts (and if you do some gardening
while you’re at it you’ll get healthy
exercise). There’s still time to send off
for seeds for a variety of plants and
ﬂowers, even into the summer.
Take a moment to just ‘be’ in the garden:
a few minutes to deep-breathe and focus
on the reassuring cycle of nature. There’s
strong evidence that sunlight and natural
environments can enhance cognitive
abilities, such as memory and problem
solving – more time in the garden will
help you feel stronger mentally.
If you’re stuck indoors and the weather
is good, throw the windows open; spend
a little extra time nurturing your house
plants, or stroking your pet, which will
release much-needed endorphins.

9

R E AC H O U T FO R H E L P

If you’re the member of your family
everyone relies on to carry on cheerfully,
no matter what life throws at you, it may
be difﬁcult to admit you’re not coping.
‘It’s second nature to women to keep
soldiering on and to put our needs last
in favour of keeping our families going,’
says Cheryl. ‘But it’s important to put
down whatever isn’t ours to carry.
It’s OK to ask for help, to admit when
we’re struggling and to stop.’
If you’re reaching your limits, be sure
to seek help. Open up to someone you
trust or get in touch with your GP.

10

REMEMBER, THIS
TO O W I L L PA SS

Even on low days, remember that the
current situation won’t last forever. Plan
some future activities to look forward to
– a list of speakers you’d like to invite to
your WI next year; an outing you would
enjoy with your friends; or a project or
competition you’ll eventually be able
to take part in together.
‘When we come out the other side of
this, we’ll appreciate everything a whole
lot more,’ says Cheryl.
‘I see this as a gratitude reset, to help
us better appreciate the things, people,
experiences we’ve been taking for granted.
There’s a lot of joy around the corner.’
• For more ideas, check in regularly
with My WI. For information on the
WI’s mental health campaigning,
Make Time for Mental Health, and
Alleviating Loneliness,
visit: thewi.org.uk/campaigns
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