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INTRODUCTION

It always seems impossible until it’s done.

Nelson Mandela

Whoever you are and whatever reasons you may have, it’s great that you are seeking information or help through this book. In terms of mental health, men are affected by everyday stress, high workloads, anxiety and depression, loss of confidence or identity, relationship breakdown, family disruption, addictions and trauma to name a few. And men have found it hard to seek help in the past because of a sense of shame that, in fact, stems from the society we live in. We know that too many men are suffering in silence, and male suicide rates are very high. If you watch the media, you will regularly hear the current worrying statistics about men and mental health issues.

Written for men of all ages, The Changing Man provides a collection of tried and tested tools to tackle mental health issues. The book aims to help men become as resilient as possible in life, to prevent issues from arising in the first instance, or stopping them from recurring. There are not a huge number of resources available for men, and the majority seem to be on building muscles and not much else! This is an indication of the sort of messages society gives about what it is to be a man. However, men deserve more than this and need more than this.

Thankfully, times and men are changing! They are redefining what it is to be a man and reaching out for information about themselves and the life issues they are experiencing. Not too long ago, I took an Uber to go to an event. The first driver, who was 37 years of age, told me that he and his wife were thinking about having a family, but he wasn’t confident about being a father. We talked through his concerns. The driver on the way home was 23 years of age. He was working two jobs and saving up for some things he wanted in life. He asked, ‘Do you have any wisdom to share on life?’ I suppose my silver-grey hair has an air of knowing about it, so I shared some thoughts with him about focusing on what is important to him in life and making sure to live in the moment as much as possible!

These young drivers were wanting to talk about life and searching for some answers. If you are reading this book, no doubt this applies to you as well. In the past few years, more and more men have booked in to my practice for some assistance. They have been looking for answers as to why they are struggling with their emotions or problems in life, and they have been open to learning about ways to improve how they are feeling and functioning, and seeking change.

Over my 30 years as a medical practitioner, I have studied, practised and taught in the fields of medicine, mental health and therapy, both in Australia and overseas, and have been recognized with various awards. I have done a great deal of work with people in the armed forces, the majority of whom have been male. I have seen many who have viewed being a man and a serving member as needing to be incredibly strong, and many who have been affected by significant trauma from their time in service. However, emerging from their suffering has been a new definition of ‘courage’ — being aware of the issues, seeking assistance with their mental health and dealing with the issues and the related emotions.

In addition, I have a vested interest in men’s wellbeing. On a personal level, I was very close to my father, and I was very involved in his care in the years before his death. I am also very fortunate to have a son, Alex, who I have learnt a lot from by raising him with his father. And I have a male partner in life.

The Changing Man has been a joint project for Alex and me. Alex is a professional musician and very creative. He is also very interested in men’s mental health. This has stemmed from undertaking some studies in psychology and having an empathetic nature. Alex has supported friends with mental health issues, and we have both had to tackle anxiety in one form or another in our personal lives.

Alex has helped to research this book due to this interest, and he has contributed significantly to the writing. In particular, he has brought a young man’s perspective to the content, and you will find that he has given his voice to a series of tips, which you will see throughout the chapters.

The aim of a doctor or therapist is to provide a safe place for people to talk, explore and to learn some helpful techniques. Hopefully you will see this book as a safe place too. It is written as though we are simply talking — sometimes questions are posed to you, and possible answers are offered. I say ‘possible’ because no one has all the answers, and everyone’s situation is different. Remember that you are the expert on yourself, and this book aims to add to your existing knowledge.

Although the focus of this book is on mental health and wellbeing, you will find that some information on physical wellbeing is also included. This is because both physical and mental health are important and they impact each other.Interestingly, people seem to more easily recognize the need to look after their physical fitness, and the value of working on one’s mental fitness is not as well recognized. Consider that the contents of this book can give you many good ideas for regular mental health ‘workouts’, to improve your sense of wellbeing.

Working on and improving your mental health involves practice and change but, as we all know, change is hard. Key points and lists have been included in the book, so it is easier to access the information. We have also adopted the idea of a ‘toolkit’, with a range of tips and tools listed to help you manage life’s ups and downs. This allows you to read the book from start to finish or you can dip into it whenever and wherever you choose. The different types of tools in the book address various issues including stress and anxiety, unhelpful thinking habits or behaviours in life, managing uncomfortable emotions, coping in times of change or challenge, preventing relapses, and improving your general wellbeing.

In terms of the different psychological approaches and tools outlined in this book, remember that ‘no one size fits all’. The intention is to lay them out in front of you so that you can explore them all and decide which ones fit best for you. You can then choose which ones to put into your toolkit, so they are ready to pull out and put into action as you need to.

We cannot cover all the issues related to men’s mental health in this manual, but we have picked out some of the main ones, and many resources are provided at the end of the book. We have endeavoured to find reputable and useful resources originating from a range of countries to suit readers everywhere. Sometimes this has been challenging for a particular topic, but we hope that you can benefit from the resources we have managed to locate. We have favoured quality over quantity.

We live in a constantly changing world which at times is very stressful. Mental health issues are increasingly common, and they can affect our lives significantly or cause loss of life. There are still many barriers to overcome in relation to society’s messages about what it is to be male, and about seeking help when there is distress. Fortunately, we are starting to tackle these barriers and remove them. The Changing Man is part of these endeavours, so let’s get on with it!


1.

ABOUT MEN’S MENTAL HEALTH

If you can change your mind, you can change your life.

William James

Having some knowledge about men’s mental health gives you a greater understanding of some of its challenges and may help to empower you to possibly go a bit easier on yourself and to take some action towards change.

The key to understanding men’s mental health is exploring the meaning of ‘masculinity’ or what it is to be a man. Equally, we need to consider the negative impact of shame in men’s lives, because overcoming shame is one of the most important areas in men’s mental health.

In this chapter, we will look at the issues affecting men’s mental health, and in the chapters that follow we will build on this information with many practical ideas and tools.

WHAT’S THE STORY WITH MENTAL HEALTH?

We often take our health for granted, but it is central to feeling good about ourselves, both physically and mentally. When you have the flu or a painful injury, you realize how important your physical health is. Equally, when you feel emotionally exhausted or down, you realize how important your mental health is to your sense of wellbeing.

According to the World Health Organization (2014): ‘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.’1 It involves our emotions (feelings), thoughts and behaviours (actions). The Oxford Dictionary defines wellbeing as a state of being ‘comfortable, healthy or happy’. So, who doesn’t want more wellbeing?

Psychologist Abraham Maslow talked about a ‘hierarchy of needs’ and said that, for humans to reach their potential, they need to meet various needs. These needs range from basic needs (food, warmth, shelter and security), psychological needs (belonging, love and esteem), to self-fulfillment. We need to have our very basic needs met to be able to achieve the higher needs.



Maslow’s model leads into the idea that a range of factors influence health, and that maintaining your health and wellbeing needs a ‘whole person’ approach, focusing on all aspects of ‘you’, including:


• Your physical self.

• Your emotional wellbeing.

• Your social self (relationships and connections with others, living situation and finances).

• Your cultural identity (cultural heritage, dealing with racism).

• Gender-related aspects of you.

• Your occupations (what you do in relation to leisure or work).

• Your spiritual life (religion or spirituality, finding meaning in life).



To illustrate what it means to take a ‘whole person’ approach, let’s look at the story of a man called Alfred, who was going through very significant physical and mental health issues:


An occupational therapist was asked to see a man in his sixties called Alfred. He was from the remote outback of Australia, had recently had a heart attack and was recovering in hospital. He was feeling depressed as a result. He was descended from Afghani camel traders and as a young boy had learnt to create leather whips and saddles for camels — skills he had not used for many years.

At the same time, the therapist was asked to see two young men in the hospital’s burns unit, both of whom had burns to their arms. She got the men together and asked Alfred to teach the young men some leather work, as this activity would help function to return to their arms.

Alfred obliged over several weeks and the change in both him and the young men was remarkable. By doing something of value and tapping into his creative skills again, Alfred’s depression improved, and he returned home after his rehabilitation. The younger men recovered well too.


You can see that Alfred’s past story was very important, and what helped him recover was addressing him as a ‘whole person’. He was helped to connect with the young men, and to feel more empowered by teaching them some of his valuable skills. He regained a sense of purpose and identity, and his mental health improved greatly.

MEN HAVE VARIOUS LIFE STAGES

It can be helpful to remember that men age in ‘stages’. As a man ages, he heads into the middle years and then moves into the more senior years. These stages involve growing as a person. A young man is physically in his prime, usually becomes independent, finds his path in life, and possibly a partner. As a man moves towards middle age, life often becomes more secure, and he gains both experience and wisdom. An older man in his senior years tends to share his wisdom, pursue his interests and enjoy his family.

At each stage, there can be joy, such as starting a first job or becoming a father. There can also be many challenges, such as relationship issues, or finding a sense of worth after retirement. In the later stages of life, older men face their own mortality and experience various losses (such as health issues or the death of friends or loved ones).

Depending on your age and stage, there might be different parts of this book that speak to you. So please focus on the different parts of the book that you think are most useful.

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT MEN AND MENTAL HEALTH?

Men and women have the same range of feelings but are taught by society to express and deal with them in different ways (more on this in a moment). Anyone can develop mental health issues, leading to mild or severe distress and possibly a negative effect on how they function in their day-to-day life. Here are some facts and figures about men’s mental health:


• Men experience a range of mental health issues, such as depression, insomnia (difficulty sleeping), anxiety, schizophrenia (an illness with psychotic symptoms including hallucinations and disturbances to thinking), substance-related issues, autism, dementia and post-traumatic stress disorder.

• Suicide rates in men are three times higher than for women and are a leading cause of death in young men globally.2

• Substance use occurs at a rate of 3 to 1 in comparison to females.

• Young men suffer some of the most serious mental health issues, but many stay silent. Only 13 per cent of young men seek help for mental health issues.3

• There are higher rates of some mental health issues in homosexual men, such as mood disorders including depression and bipolar disorder, some forms of anxiety, and eating disorders. Bisexual men are also at greater risk. Social stigma is thought to have a significant impact on the mental health of individuals identifying as gay, trans-sexual or with another gender or sexual identity.4

• A key issue is that men are less likely than women to seek help for mental health issues, and they may delay or avoid getting help. Gay men, however, are more likely to seek assistance.



KEY POINT

Men are less likely than women to seek help for mental health issues due to many social stigmas that surround men’s mental health, such as feeling shame or the expectation that they be in control and not appear to be ‘weak’. We need to change this.


There are a number of potential barriers that stop men from seeking help:


• Ideas about masculinity and that being male means being ‘strong’ and having emotional issues or seeking help might mean being ‘weak’.

• The presence of mental health issues may mean ‘not being competent enough’ to solve the problem, ‘not in control’, or being vulnerable, and this might trigger a sense of shame.

• The stigma that exists in the community about mental health issues in general.

• Men seem to have greater difficulty in recognizing emotions than women, in part because of how they have been taught to push feelings down when growing up, and because they may experience emotions in different ways. Men are more likely to notice the physical symptoms of emotional distress before the emotional ones, so they may not realize they have mental health issues.

• When a man recognizes that there is a problem, he may decide to get help, but when he reaches out, he may feel very uncomfortable talking about his mental health. He may say ‘no’ to the help that is offered because of the reasons mentioned above.


Here is a story about a young man who found it difficult to recognize and express how he was feeling:


A 30-year-old soldier called Nate was directed to see a doctor on his military base by his senior officer, who had noticed Nate was withdrawn and angrier than usual. Nate denied any issues and answered ‘no’ to almost all the questions asked, so it was difficult for the doctor to assess what was going on.

The doctor organized to see him again two days later, by which time Nate was feeling very distressed and tearful. He was able to acknowledge that he was ‘not okay’ and had been feeling angry, very tired, was not sleeping well, and was struggling to relate to his partner. His greatest fear was being perceived as ‘weak’ by his colleagues. Nate and the doctor were able to identify that depression was the underlying problem.


There are also differences between men and women in terms of their nervous system. When women experience an emotion, the part of the brain responsible for the emotion (the limbic system) communicates with the parts of the brain responsible for language. Therefore, they are more able to talk about how they feel. In men, the emotional part of the brain communicates with the body, so men tend to feel the emotion in their body and express it through behaviours. A young man may feel angry and he expresses the feeling by hitting a wall, for example, rather than expressing the feeling in words.5

MASCULINITY

If you ask a young man about the male qualities they desire, they will often say to be strong, athletic, muscular, tall, have a job/career, be sporty, be sexually attractive, and so on. Where does this come from? A lot has to do with all the influences on boys and young men growing up (such as their families, school, religion and media to name a few), and the gender expectations in society.

Professor and author Brené Brown identifies a number of key ideas about masculinity in her research, including work being central to identity and being in control of emotions. Young boys are often taught not to express how they feel, but to fix the problem: ‘Don’t cry if you can’t hit the ball, just hit it (and) harder.’ And various cultures have different expectations and norms on how boys should behave.6

There have also been traditional ideas about what it is to be a man, such as being courageous, being in control, being the ‘breadwinner’ in a family or a protective father. Some of these ideas have had positive effects, but some have had negative effects, such as pushing emotions down or trying to take control through aggression.

You may have heard the term ‘toxic masculinity’, as it has been used a lot in the media recently, but do you know where it came from? It arose out of a men’s movement in the 1980s and was aimed at removing ‘limiting male stereotypes’ (males as ‘warriors’ or ‘kings’). In other words, the phrase was used to identify behaviours that were toxic to men, such as avoiding expressing emotions, shame, extreme self-reliance, extreme desires to dominate, putting down anything perceived as feminine in another male, or devaluing women. 7

The problem is that in recent times this term has been misused to infer that all aspects of masculinity are bad and toxic to women. This misuse has made it seem like masculinity is pathological, and this has caused controversy and a sense of ‘attack’ on men. Masculinity does not equal ‘toxic masculinity’. What the term intends to convey is that living up to rigid stereotypes about what it is to be male has contributed to many mental health issues, as well as to problems in the community such as domestic violence.

With all of this discussion in the community and media about masculinity, some men will have felt liberated, but others may have felt confused about their identity. We all need a sense of self, and it is stressful if the identity you have developed is challenged or threatened. We need to allow for differences among both men and women, as we all have different strengths, personalities and life experiences.

For all of these reasons, there is a need to explore new values for men and to take a stand against any damaging ideas about masculinity in our society. It is also vital to take a stand against unacceptable behaviours by anyone, whether that involves emotional, sexual or physical violence.

SHAME

Shame is a huge barrier to acknowledging there is a mental health issue and getting help. Author Tim Grayburn has written about how depression and anxiety impacted his life. He was reluctant to tell his family or partner about feeling anxious and depressed for many years because of a sense of shame. Tim has described the sense of fear that comes with a diagnosis of depression and that upon seeing a doctor and discussing the diagnosis, he had ‘images of being tied up in some dungeon’. He felt disappointed in himself, ostracized and ‘broken’.8 Tim went on to find ways to manage his anxiety and depression and is sharing his knowledge by writing and speaking about his experience.

Let’s look at shame in more detail. Brené Brown started researching men and shame after speaking at a book launch about her research into women and shame. A man in the audience came up to her afterwards and asked why she did not do research about men. He said that his family would prefer to see him ‘die on top of [his] white horse, rather than see [him] fall off it’. This triggered her to begin to talk to men about shame.

Brown asked men what shame meant to them, and they responded with a ‘failure [whether] at work, on the sporting field, in marriage or in bed’. It meant ‘being wrong or defective in some way’. It also meant ‘showing fear’ or other people thinking you are ‘soft’, which was thought of as being degrading.9

Brown writes about how people need a sense of love and belonging and need to be part of something that gives their lives meaning. We try to fit in and do what society (or marketing) tells us to do — not to be ‘weak’, to work out, buy cool clothes or do a certain job. It is extremely painful when we think we don’t fit in or are not worthy in some way.

Brown has developed useful definitions of two common feelings, namely shame and guilt. The difference is important as they are associated with different outcomes. Shame is related to depression and suicide, addictions and violence, whereas guilt is not. Shame involves a focus on self, with thoughts like ‘I am bad’ or ‘I am a mistake’, meaning that there is something ‘inherently wrong with who I am’. Guilt relates to behaviours or actions, with related thoughts such as ‘I did something bad’ or ‘I made a mistake’.


KEY POINT

Men are being socialized to project being great and powerful, no matter how they feel or how hard they are working on the inside. The push to ‘be a man’ is full of ‘shoulds’ and can amplify shame if you sense you are lacking in manliness in any way. In addition, women can struggle to deal with men expressing their vulnerability as they too are socialized to expect a man to be ‘strong’ and riding high on that white horse!


Men naturally want to be ‘one of the boys’ and they innately measure up to other males. The trap here is thinking you are ‘not good enough’. This can lead to a sense of being disconnected from yourself, feeling insecure, setting unrealistic expectations, feeling numb, or it can result in aggression. Experiences of shame in childhood can lead to being self-critical and an inner voice can develop saying ‘you are weak or useless’.

Think about the statement ‘to man up’. It implies being tough and hard. But what if men incorporated what society sees as ‘soft’ qualities as well, such as being sensitive or kind? These characteristics may have negative connotations for men in our society, but ‘soft’ does not mean an absence of courage. It actually means being flexible, compassionate and courageous. 10

WHAT WE HAVE LOOKED AT SO FAR!

At the centre of men’s mental health issues is understanding masculinity in our society, and the expectations that are placed on men. We know that living up to rigid traditional stereotypes about what it is to be male have contributed to many mental health issues.

Stigma about mental health in the community is a barrier to seeking help. Olympic swimmer Ian Thorpe was asked, ‘If you could change anything from the past 30 years, what would it be?’ He answered, ‘I wish we had started the conversation around mental health earlier and removed the . . . stigma that has long been associated with it. Personally, I wish I believed earlier on that my struggles were manageable with the right treatment and then I may not have been to the dark places I have been. I also would have tried not to be so hard on myself.’11

Shame can result when men sense they don’t measure up to expectations, but it is often a hidden emotion. It is also the one most likely to motivate men to stay away from the help they need. Shame is behind the scenes with problems like performance anxiety, eating disorders and addictions. Being open to shame means being vulnerable. This does not mean weakness or lack of masculinity. It can be an act of courage and can deepen our connection to others.

Researchers in the field of shame have provided some potential answers, such as being aware of the issues, working through shame rather than avoiding it, developing more understanding of emotions, developing empathy and working with thoughts. We will address all of these in this book.


KEY POINTS

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT MEN’S MENTAL HEALTH


• Caring for your mental health is one of the keys to feeling healthy and happy.

• You need to address the basic needs in life, as well as your psychological needs and your need to ‘belong’.

• Focus on all aspects of your wellbeing; that is, your physical health, your emotions and your relationships.

• Society has definite ideas about what it is to be a ‘man’. Some of these ideas cause harm and distress and need to be challenged. It is not ‘soft’ to express your feelings, to be kind or to feel vulnerable.

• Men experience a whole range of mental health issues and many do not seek help. It can appear ‘weak’ to ask for some help, but it actually takes courage.

• Suicide rates in men are way too high. This is a crisis we mustn’t ignore.





2.

TWELVE KEY TOOLS TO IMPROVE YOUR MENTAL HEALTH

Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.

Viktor Frankl

There is a lot to learn about your mental health and how to tackle any troublesome issues. The twelve key tools outlined in this chapter will enable you to work on mental health issues. There is no specific order in which to use the tools, as different men will have different needs. For some, seeking help might come first, while for others, improving lifestyle is a priority. However, each tool will guide you to addressing any mental health issue in a positive way.

THE TWELVE KEY TOOLS

The twelve key tools are part of a toolkit that will help you identify and focus on any mental health issue you may be experiencing. The tools are drawn from current approaches and from many years of experience working with men. They are designed to address all aspects of yourself and your life to ensure the best recovery possible. The twelve key tools are:

1. Identify the key issue(s).

2. Set some goals.

3. See your doctor and have a check-up.

4. Focus on your lifestyle.

5. Gather information about your issue(s).

6. Reach out to others.

7. Consider counselling or talking therapies.

8. Utilize your work and other meaningful activities.

9. Consider complementary therapies.

10. Work on prevention.

11. Consider whether medication has a role.

12. Practice and more practice!

You may find these tools useful and decide to adopt some or all of them.

1. Identify the key issue(s)

To assist you to identify some of the key factors or issues related to your mental health, here are some questions to ask yourself. Try to answer them honestly:

1. Are any physical factors contributing to your mental health (e.g. being exhausted, not sleeping or eating well, drug use or chronic illness)?

2. Are any emotional factors contributing to your mental health (e.g. grief, trauma, shame, anger, feeling anxious or depressed)?

3. Are any social issues affecting your mental health (e.g. being homeless or unemployed, worrying about money or sex, relationship difficulties)?

4. Do you feel stress or dissatisfaction at work? Are you getting some time off to do the activities that you enjoy?

5. Do you have any spiritual concerns, such as questions about what life is about?

6. Are any cultural factors affecting your mental health?

7. Do you have any sexuality or gender-related issues?

Did you learn more about yourself or identify any significant issues by answering these questions? If you are struggling to know what the main issues are, here is a helpful exercise to assist. It involves looking at your values and seeing where things may be lacking. The main areas in life (relationships, work, leisure) are listed in the left-hand column of the table. In relation to each of these areas, ask yourself the following questions:

• What is important to you or what do you value in each life area? Write your answers in the first column (complete this first).

• Is there a gap between what is important, and what is actually happening at the moment in this area? Write down your thoughts in the second column.

• And then consider: What issues or feelings are arising as a result of this gap? Jot your thoughts down in the third column.





The exercise helps you to identify your values, and these are central to your happiness and leading a fulfilling life. It also highlights potential gaps, which may be leading to distressing feelings or issues needing some work. Here’s an example of how useful this exercise can be:


A young man called Tim, who was in his early twenties, went to see his doctor. He was struggling with gambling and drug use. It was doing the values exercise that enabled Tim to understand the various social issues he had that he could finally talk about. Anxiety in social situations, along with feeling a need to be accepted by his mates, were significant issues. Tim had started using drugs to cope with the anxiety.



SUMMARIZING THE MAIN ISSUES

Take a few moments to make a list of the main issues you identified by doing the values exercise. If you decide to seek some help, then you can take this list along. And the list will be helpful for the next section.


2. Set some goals

Now that you have identified some relevant issues (e.g. feeling anxious or depressed, struggling with poor sleep, lack of exercise, work stress or addiction), another useful tool can be setting some goals to help address these issues.

Remember that you intuitively know how to set a goal but taking the first step can often be the hardest part. For example, you may put off a particular task for a while, but once you decide and do some planning, you may find it easier to manage than expected! Here are some tips for goal-setting:

• Goals need to be specific, your own, and achievable or realistic.

• To help with motivation, it’s good to think about why you want to work towards the goal or consider the benefits. (Also check out how to build motivation in Chapter 5.)

• You may want to start with one goal, so you don’t feel overwhelmed.

• It’s best to work towards goals in a series of small steps (achieving a step spurs you on to the next one).

• Set a timeframe for starting (e.g. next Monday), and consider when you want to achieve the goal by.


TIP: Always plan small steps when setting goals. Sometimes the first step is the hardest, but once you have taken that first one, the others often follow. Then keep stepping!



Here is an example:

My goal = to do more exercise and get out into nature by walking along a (particular) hiking trail near the coast.

Steps to achieve my goal:

1. Put details into my GPS and work out how far away it is.

2. Work out when to go and who to go with.

3. Decide whether to go for a day or weekend.

4. Buy supplies (food, fuel).

5. Take some photos on the walk.

Why? It will be good to get some exercise and check out the ocean.

Date to achieve this goal by? Saturday.

Now have a go at writing down one of your goals (and you might like to copy this template to enable you to work on more goals later on):


SETTING GOALS

My goal =

Steps to achieve my goal:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Why do I want to achieve this goal (the benefits)?:

Date for starting:

I will know I have achieved it when: Date to achieve my goal by:


3. See your doctor and have a check-up

Your physical health is central to enjoying life. It’s also important to make sure that there are no underlying physical issues which might be triggering problems with your mental health. This is why seeing a doctor for a check-up is recommended.

Men, as well as women, need regular physical and mental health checks. Your doctor can talk to you about your health, any family history of illnesses and your lifestyle. They can work through any current issues, such as injuries, tiredness or sexual problems, and check up on your mood, sleep or related issues.

A doctor can carry out any relevant health checks such as blood pressure, and do a general physical examination and some investigations if needed. Depending on your age or history, some screening tests may be suggested (blood sugar level tests, electrocardiograph, prostate, bone or bowel health tests). Sometimes health problems such as anaemia, low vitamin D or thyroid issues can trigger emotional issues, and improvements can be felt when these are treated. Chronic illnesses, such as diabetes, or conditions such as Parkinson’s disease or sleep apnoea may greatly impact your mental health.

Some men may feel reluctant to approach a doctor about health issues, or to ask about particular ailments due to embarrassment (e.g. prostate health, erectile dysfunction). But these sorts of problems are common, and doctors are used to talking about them. So whether you are a young or older man, it’s okay to raise any issues (including mental health issues) that you are concerned about or want checked out.


TIP: See your doctor and have a talk and a check-up. Why not go soon or set a goal to see your doctor at least once a year? Make a list of your concerns and questions and take it with you so they can be addressed.



4. Focus on your lifestyle

Lifestyle is a broad term and includes your nutrition, sleep, physical fitness and taking time out to relax. Don’t underestimate the importance of lifestyle. Remember that an athlete who doesn’t eat well, drink plenty of water, get regular sleep and train regularly, will not perform well when they compete. In the same way, your physical and mental health will suffer if you don’t pay attention to your lifestyle.

We have seen individuals make a big difference to their mental health by improving their lifestyle:


Corey, who was feeling very anxious, was drinking 2 litres (4¼ pints) of caffeinated soft drinks a day. He felt less anxious after switching to water.



Harry was feeling down and had not been seeing much sunlight due to shift work. He was found to be low in vitamin D, and eating more fish, taking some vitamin D supplements and getting some daily sunshine helped lift his mood.


The following exercise allows you to answer some questions about different aspects of your lifestyle and whether they may be contributing to your mental health. Look at each one and tick ‘yes’ or ‘no’.







How many ‘yes’ and ‘no’ responses did you have? Congratulations on the ‘yes’ responses; the more the better. And maybe the ‘no’s’ need some attention!


REVAMPING YOUR LIFESTYLE

• Think about ways to connect with other people (e.g. family and friends, work colleagues or join a group!)

• Your body and brain require good nutrition. This means eating a variety of foods, including proteins (meat or fish, or various nuts and beans if vegetarian or vegan). Make sure to include plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as dairy products (unless you have intolerances) to get the nutrition you need.

• Shop around the edges of the supermarket where all the fresh food is or try farmer’s markets for a change.
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Are you making sure that you regularly eat fresh
and healthy foods?

What is your weight like? Do you think it is fai
healthy?

Do you drink plenty of water?

Do you keep caffeinated drinks (coffee, tea, cola)
t0 a minimum?

If you drink aleohol, do you mostly stick to one or
two standard drinks, rather than more?

Do you have a couple of alcohol-free days each
week?

Are you a non-smoker?

Do you avoid using recreational drugs, or keep.
use to a minimum?

Do you get some regular exercise?

s your sex life satisfactory?

Do you sleep well and feel rested when you wake
up?

Do you make sure that you spend time away from
technology each day?

Do you have some silent time each day?

Do you make time to reflect on life?

Are you aware of when you are stressed and

take measures to reduce your stress levels (e.g.
exercise, talking to friends/family, listening to
music)?

Do you regularly take time out to unwind and.
relax?

Do you spend time with pets?

Do you declutter your room/house/wardrobe
from time to time?
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Questions

Do you have some mini-breaks away or take a
holiday regularly?

Are you exposed to a reasonable amount of
sunshine each day?

Do you laugh regularly?
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