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What is mental health? 
 

Did you know that a whopping 1 in 4 people experience some form of mental 
health problem every year? If you work in a group of people this means that 
there is a high probability of someone in the team experiencing mental health 
problems.   
 
Mental health problems describe a wide number of conditions which covers 
stress, anxiety, depression, OCD, and some of the psychiatric conditions e.g. 
bipolar disorder, personality disorder. It’s a cover all term which doesn’t really 
help people understand what it means.  A more basic description is that there 
are thoughts going on in your brain which are affecting how you operate and 
you are finding it increasing difficult to control these thoughts. 
 
We’ve all got mental health – it’s a spectrum – and the diagram below is a more 
helpful way to talk about mental health. 
 

 
 

What’s the impact at work? 
 
70 million working days are lost every year due to mental ill health. And when 
you consider the number of people who still go to work when they are 
suffering, it leads to a huge bill for employers and the country – an estimated 
£30 billion per year. 
 
So, employers should be taking mental ill health seriously - and not just because 
of the cost but also because of the impact is has on effectiveness in the work 
place.  Did you know? 
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 37% of sufferers are likely to get into conflict with colleagues 
 48% find it harder to multitask 
 85% find it difficult to concentrate 
 64% take longer to do tasks 
 48% are less patient with customers or clients 

 
Are you displaying any of these traits? Do you get into the office and open your 
emails and just stare at them? Are you checking emails out of work time? Have 
you missed holidays or weekends? Do you feel like you are always running and 
getting nowhere? 
 
This session is too brief to give you a comprehensive guide as to how to deal 
with mental health problems, but I can give you some advice and hints and tips 
on how to help yourself or where to find help.  Speak to your employer – if you 
don’t feel comfortable speaking to your line manager, go to HR if possible. If 
the stigma surrounding mental health is too great in your workplace speak to 
your GP. 
 
If you don’t get any joy from the person you speak to, speak to someone else. 
Mental ill health is nothing to be ashamed of.    
 
Make sure your friends/family know what is happening and explain how they 
can help you. 
 

Do I need help? 
 

Sometimes it’s hard to know when to seek help and when you can do it on your 
own. 
 
You may need professional help if: 
 

 You’re spending a lot of time thinking about a problem and you can’t 
think of anything else 

 You can’t sleep – either you can’t drop off or you wake up through the 
night 

 You don’t want to get out of bed 
 You’re really snappy with people 
 You feel overwhelmed by everything 
 You dread going to work or coming home  

 
If you are experiencing these feelings on a regular basis then you may need to 
see either your GP or a counsellor.   
 
If the company you work for has an employee assistance program in place you 
may be able to get support from them free of charge. 
 
Your GP will carry out a questionnaire to see if you have depression or anxiety 
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and should offer appropriate treatment – that may be in the form of 
medication or access to the Talking Therapies available in your area. 
 
If you decide you don’t want to take this route then you can access counselling 
yourself.  There are lots of private counsellors around but not all counsellors are 
regulated.  You should look for one who is registered with the BACP and you 
can find local counsellors who will specialise in the problems you are facing. 
 
If you decide to tackle things yourself, the exercises in this presentation will be a 
good starting point to get you thinking about yourself and way you think about 
things – and they may help you to identify some things that you are doing 
through habit which could be unhelpful. 

 

Does who I am have an impact? 
 
The first question to ask is can a leopard change it’s spots?  And if they can, do 
they need to.  You might wonder why you have to change things.  If you have 
been doing things the same way for a while and getting the same result then it 
might be worthwhile thinking about if doing things differently would get a 
different outcome. 
 
The big thing to remember is that you can’t make someone else change.  You 
might think they need to change but no matter what you do you can’t ask 
someone else to change.  The only person you can control is yourself. 
 

Who am i? 
 
At NECS we find that a lot of people who come for counselling have forgotten 
who they are – they are so busy putting other people first they forget what the 
person inside is saying to them. That person who started off adult life with all of 
those ambitions, goals and dreams about where they would end up is now lost 
in a sea of other voices. 
 
Time also changes what your ambitions are – we probably all know people who 
have given up a high powered job to live life with an allotment or change their 
career to something which helps people. 
The people who want to explore who they are at counselling sometimes feel 
they have a hole inside them that cannot be filled – or they are just not happy 
but don’t know why – especially when to the outside world they have 
everything anyone could wish for. People are often so busy acquiring things to 
fill the hole they feel inside they forget to look at what shape the hole is. The 
route to finding security and happiness is not taking the credit card to the shops 
and buying more technology, a flash car, high fashion shoes or a handbag, or 
going on another holiday. It’s about finding out what shape the hole is and what 
you need to fill it properly. 
 
If you are in a relationship with someone, both of you change over the years 
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and it’s important to take time out to think if you are pursuing the same things 
as your life progresses – if your partner wants to retire abroad at 55 and you 
want to keep on working in the UK until you drop that’s going to make life 
difficult. If you want different things from life and there is no compromise, it 
can cause real problems in a relationship. 
 
Lots of people reach a certain point in their life and realise that they aren’t the 
person they thought they would be at this age. Or they might feel a general 
unhappiness with their life and not know why. A life-changing event can really 
make you think about where and who you are: death of a loved one, becoming a 
carer, a big birthday, children leaving home, redundancy, retirement, 
relationship breakdown, becoming a grandparent. All of these have such a big 
impact on your life, you question inside what you have been doing all of these 
years. 
 
Once you know who you are, you can think about how you compare to the 
person you think you want to be. You might be surprised at how much you like 
the person you are. Or you might not be happy with that person anymore and 
want to change – that’s not a problem either – at least you know what you want 
to be. You might even find that you have different goals to the ones in your 
head. All of these things help you find what shape hole you have and will help 
you decide how it needs to be filled. 
 

How do others see me? 
 
Self-awareness is an important part of understanding you and what you are 
good at – and also how you appear to the outside world.  Lots of people 
experience Imposter Syndrome – just waiting for the boss to realise that they 
aren’t good at their job – and they don’t understand how other people see them. 
 
A great tool to gain more understanding is the Johari Window.  It was designed 
by Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham in 1955.   
 
The idea behind it is that there are things about yourself you don’t know and 
people don’t know about you – and knowing it would make interaction with 
them easier. 
In the image of a window, you are extending the pane of glass from just box 1 to 
the red dotted area in the diagram below. 
 
The way you appear to others also forms your “persona” and this document will 

help you understand yourself further 
Johari window - 

personas.pdf  
 
 
You can explore for yourself your window by using the online tool, choosing 6 
words that describe you and then share the link with family, friends and 
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colleagues. 
 
https://kevan.org/johari.cgi 
 

 
 

What’s good? 
 

Are you the kind of person who thinks that if one thing is wrong then 
everything is wrong with your life?  Do you find it difficult to see that one thing 
in isolation?  There is a tool called the wheel of life which can help you to look 
at things in a more structured way – and allow you to see which things you need 
to change, recognise what you can’t change and appreciate what is going well. 
 
It’s great to complete the wheel of life with a trusted friend who won’t let you 
shy away from giving honest answers!  
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Take each segment in turn and see how you would rate it on a scale of 1-10. Be 
honest and have a good think about it – take the topic as a whole and look at the 
good and bad things. 
 
What does your wheel look like? If everything is at the same level but a low 
number then your life may be smooth but you will be running just to keep up. 
You probably feel exhausted right now. If every segment is different your 
journey might be very bumpy – and it probably feels like it. 
 
Those segments which have the lowest score are the ones you need to focus 
your time on – if something is an 8 right now, trying to get it to a 10 is less 
priority than getting a 3 to an 8. And anyway, who has a perfect life? Should we 
all be striving for a 10 in each segment? 

 
Take a look one of the segments with a lower score and consider the following: 

 Why did you give it that score? 
 What would it have to look like to be a 10? 
 What would have to change from where you are now to make it a 10? 
 Is that realistic? 
 Do you need to revise what you see as a 10? 
 Would getting to an 8 be ok? 
 Is your image of a 10 your image, or are you building your image on what 

someone else wants or thinks is a 10? 
 Have you been hanging on to your idea of a 10 since you were young and 

not changed it as you grow older 
 
Not knowing what you are aiming for in life is exhausting – it would be like 
constantly trying to jump the high jump but not knowing where the bar is. 
Aiming too high will also make you unhappy – if you constantly strive to 
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achieve something that is unattainable it will make you feel like a failure. There 
is nothing wrong with being ambitious but it has to be realistic. 
 
Once you have looked at these aspects of your life, you will start to get a better 
idea of who you are and who you want to be. Now you can look with honesty at 
your life – has your wheel changed? Are the scores better than they were or are 
there things you need to do to make them higher? You can start to think about 
taking control of your life and where it is going. 
 
Get a template here 
https://www.thecoachingtoolscompany.com/products/wheel-of-life-coaching-
tool/ 
 

Am I falling into holes? 
 
“I walk down the street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. I fall in. I am lost... I am helpless. 
It isn't my fault. 
It takes forever to find a way out. 
 
I walk down the same street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. I pretend I don't see it. I fall in again. 
I can't believe I am in the same place. 
But, it isn't my fault. 
It still takes me a long time to get out. 
 
I walk down the same street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. I see it is there. I still fall in. It's a habit. My 
eyes are open. I know where I am. 
It is my fault. I get out immediately. 
 
I walk down the same street. 
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 
I walk around it. 
 
I walk down another street.” 
 
— Portia Nelson, There's a Hole in My Sidewalk: The Romance of Self-
Discovery 
 
This poem is used by lots of counsellors to help their clients to understand how 
counselling works. 
 
Lots of people think that the way they do things is set in stone, but what they 
don’t realise is the way they do things is normally an automatic reaction to an 
event. We just aren’t aware of the reaction we have. Counsellors will help you 
explore the difficulty you are having and help you understand the way you are 
reacting to a particular situation. If the way you react is causing you or someone 
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else to be upset then knowing what you are doing can help you to change it. 
 
A lot of these unconscious habits are learned as a child. If you have to really vie 
for your parent’s attention, or if you have to lie about something that has 
happened so you don’t get the wrath of your parent, these are some of the 
things you can carry, unconsciously into adulthood. You might find yourself 
with a partner who you are always looking for attention from. Or you might lie 
to your partner if you think they will get mad about something. 
 
You might even have grown up in a family where there was physical or 
emotional abuse – as you don’t know much about the world outside your family 
that becomes the norm and you may see love and violence as going together. 
There are lots of examples of people who grew up in abusive households who 
go on to get themselves into the same type of relationships as an adult. 
 
These examples can apply to anything growing up – what you see in your 
family home tends to become “the rules” to life. 
 
Think about something simple like what time you have your evening meal. Do 
your friends all have it at the same time? Do they eat it in the same way as you – 
around a table or watching TV? Does every family member eat the same or do 
you each sort something out for yourself. 
 
Once you have thought about what you do – ask yourself why do you do it this 
way? Is it something that was instilled in you as a child or have you had to 
develop a new way of doing things in your life? Did you manage to break the 
pattern of what you did when you were little or is it still ongoing? 
 
Now think about something a bit more complex – often these patterns will have 
an impact on the relationships you have. Are you looking for love but keep 
finding someone who is emotionally unavailable? Does it make you feel safe to 
be with someone you have to chase? Or someone who doesn’t treat you well? No 
matter how much the rational part of your brain, or your friends are telling you 
it’s not right – it still makes you feel safe for some reason. 
 
That reason is often related to your upbringing or something which happened 
at a traumatic time in your life. In terms of the poem, you are constantly falling 
in the hole. 
If you understand why you keep falling in the hole you at least have a chance to 
change direction and walk around it – and one day walk down a different street. 
Sometimes your friends will spot patterns before you do – why not ask 
someone you trust if they have spotted anything which might help you to 
understand why you keep repeating the same things. You would be surprised 
what people spot. 
 
Have a really good think about what you are doing and look at your life growing 
up to see if you can spot where it comes from. Once you understand that you 
can start to think about what might happen if you did things differently. What if 
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you change things gradually – and for every change you make think about how 
it is making you feel? 
 
Keep remembering, just because you have always done something a particular 
way, it doesn’t mean you have to continue doing it that way – you wouldn’t 
keep putting your hand on something hot when you realised it burned you, so 
why keep doing something that has a negative outcome when you can take 
control. 
 

What’s my inner child doing? 
 

As adults, when we face a very difficult situation, we sometimes automatically 
react to it as we reacted to things when we were children. 
 
Think about your life growing up, when bad things happened what did you do? 
Did you shout and scream and slam doors, did you go up to your room and 
hide away or did you sulk for days on end? 
 
Think about the reaction you got to those things? Did shouting and screaming 
get you what you wanted or did it make the situation worse? Did you change 
what you did to get your own way? 
 
Now think about a time recently when you have been facing a tough time. How 
did you react to that? Did it get you the outcome you expected? Did it remind 
you of what you did as a child? 
 
Sometimes, these reactions are totally unconscious to us – we do them but we 
don’t know why. It’s like thinking you can’t change what you do – once you 
know what you do and why you are doing it you can view it in a different way. 
You might even get the outcome you want more quickly than being in a 
tantrum for days and ignoring someone. 

 
It’s hard enough to understand the unconscious things that we do but when we 
are put in the mix with other people, we are all having these unconscious 
reactions. Is there someone you regularly clash with? Think about the reaction 
they are having to what is happening – do you know enough about them to see 
if this is something they might have done as a child? Do they recognise what 
they are doing? Perhaps if you responded in a different way than you normally 
do you might get the outcome you both want more quickly? 
 
If you know the person well enough, perhaps you could talk to them about it – 
explore with them what their reactions are – you never know you might 
enlighten them. 
 
What about if you are in a group? With everyone having a different “inner 
child” reaction it could be a very entertaining meeting at work when you are 
discussing something difficult. If you get in to this situation look around the 
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room and see if you can spot their different reactions – and if you can act in a 
different way to change the way the discussion goes. 

 
Obviously if you are over 18 you are legally classified as an adult, but 
communication brings different states to the fore. 
 

Am I an adult? 
 

The renowned psychiatrist, Dr Eric Bern, developed the theory of transactional 
analysis after working with patients in the 1950’s. The theory says that we all 
have 3 states of being within us – Parent, Adult and child.  
 
The work he did allowed him to realise that communication was most effective 
when both people were in the adult state. 
 
 

 
We can all be in any one of those states at any one time and we can easily flip 
between them. If you think about conversations where you are telling someone 
what to do you could easily be in critical parent mode. Sometimes it’s necessary 
to be in this mode to protect a child for example, but if you are talking to your 
partner or a work colleague, being the critical parent may make them react as 
either a petulant child and argue, or as a compliant child and do whatever you 
want with a grudge. 
 
If you have something to discuss it’s better to be in adult mode but it’s easy to 
see how things can spiral out of control. Watch people arguing, they may start 
in adult mode, but if one becomes a critical parent the other might become a 
petulant child causing the first person to react in kind. You wouldn’t get 
anywhere with your discussion. 
 
If you need to discuss something with someone, have a think about what you 

   Adult  Child  
Petulant or 
Compliant 

Parent 
Critical or 
Nurturing 
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need to say. Explain to them in a calm way what you want to discuss and 
perhaps set a time for the discussion. Prepare your thoughts and think about the 
outcome you want- or what you would be prepared to accept. 
 
Avoid using phrases like “you always do this”, “you make me feel” – they are 
just inflammatory and that’s the language of the child. During your discussion, 
try your best not to react in any way other than as an adult – and if you can’t 
keep the conversation at that level, finish it for the day and do it again at 
another time. 
You can watch these scenes playing out all the time – have a look at friends or 
colleagues and try to see what mode they are in when they are talking – have 
they walked off with their bat and ball or are they trying to reason with each 
other. 
 

Tell your face 
 

 
 
 
If you think about communication, it’s not just about the words, the pie chart on 
the unimportant the actual words are to the way you communicate. 
 
If you can’t see the person you are talking to, you can see from the figures above 
how easy it is for things to go wrong. If you can’t hear them either, the 
likelihood of picking up the wrong end of the stick is even higher. That’s why 
texting can be fraught with danger, what you might send as a funny statement 
could end up giving real offence. 

 
One of the other stopping points to getting the message across is when our 
words don’t match the tone or facial expression. What message is the person 
you are communicating with going to pick up? If you say you are “fine”, but you 
have a sarcastic tone and you are rolling your eyes, whose fault is it if they take 

How we communicate

Words Facial expressions Tone
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you at face value and think that you are really fine? The person communicating 
the message, especially if it’s an important message, needs to make sure the 
message is getting across the way they meant it to. 
 
Have a think about what you want to communicate – what is the key message? 
Do you want someone to do something for you, are you asking for help, do you 
want to let someone know they have upset you? Whatever it is, think about the 
words you will use. Remember they only make up 7% of the message so also 
think about what tone of voice you will use.   
 
If you are asking for help don’t sound angry. Think about your facial 
expressions too – in fact all of your body language, crossing your arms, tapping 
your feet, frowning – they all give away what is going on in your head, and if 
they don’t match with your words, they will cause confusion. 
 

Do I actively listen to people? 
 

If you ask someone a question, do you listen to their answer or are you thinking 
about what you are going to say next? Do you try to find a way to get your point 
across no matter what? Active listening is one of the most valuable parts of 
communication – and the one most people do the least. 
 
Active listening means actually listening to what someone is trying to 
communicate to you – not just with their words but by observing their body 
language and hearing their tone of voice. It means concentrating on what they 
are saying and checking out that you have understood things correctly – by 
asking questions or reflecting back what some has said at the appropriate time. 
Don’t jump in when someone is still speaking – or if they pause for breath. Keep 
your question in your head while still listening. 
 

 Be encouraging to the person speaking – encourage them by smiling, 
nodding or maintaining eye contact. Don’t fidget – looking over their 
shoulder or doodling can be very distracting and disrupt their flow. 

 Ask the right kind of question at the right time – if you just need a short 
yes or no answer then ask a closed question. If you need someone to 
elaborate then ask an open question – they begin with what, why, how, 
describe…….. 

 
Try actively listening to people – you never know what the outcome might be. 

 

The conversations I have in my head 
 

How many times have you been going somewhere to have a conversation and 
by the time you get there, you’ve run through how the conversation will play 
out in your head and you know exactly what the other person will say? You 
might arrive there feeling angry, ready to have an argument.  
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Think of the example of taking something back to the shop – in your head you 
have already decided that they won’t take the item back and they won’t give you 
a refund. You have got your argument prepared and you are ready for a fight. 
In fact you almost ask for the manager as you arrive. 
 
What happens if the person you are speaking to says “oh gosh, that’s awful for 
you? Would you like a refund or a replacement?” 
 
It catches you on the back foot – and you have to change the response you had 
prepared. What about if you tried that with people who might be angry with 
you. The old adage is true – you can’t change anyone but yourself – but if you 
respond differently to an argument you keep having with someone then they 
will have no option but to change their response. 
 

Circular discussions 
 
Try thinking about a recent time a discussion turned into an argument. Analyse 
the way the discussion went – think about what you said and what they said. Is 
there any point you could have said something different? Would it have taken 
the discussion to a different outcome? 
Think about the state you are in – did you start off as an adult and flip into a 
petulant child? Or did they become a critical parent and you acted as a 
compliant child but silently seethed? 
Small changes in the way you communicate can lead to a very different 
outcome. 
 
 

 
 
 

They said 

Argument You said 

You said They said 



15 
 

My way of thinking is right 
 

We all have a different view of things – how we see things depends to a large 
extent on our life experience and what we are doing now.  It’s sometimes very 
difficult when you are trying to communicate with someone who has a totally 
different view – but sometimes it’s worth exploring where that has come from 
and explore whose view is most helpful. 
 
Think about your attitude to work, some people will come into work whether 
they are desperately ill or not, others will take time off at the first sign of a 
sniffle.  There are justifications to each side.  How you view it might even 
depend on your position.  If you are a manger of an organization and people are 
off sick that will cause you frustration. 
 
Views about mental health problems can also be quite divided.  Some people 
just can’t understand why people can’t get themselves out of depression while 
others who have experienced it are totally debilitated and can’t understand that 
point of view. 
 
Think about your views – are they entrenched?  Where have they come from?  
Are they helpful? 

 

Is there a resolution? 
 

We are often told that compromise is key to successful relationships but what is 
the thing you are discussing has no solution which will work for both people? If 
you are a couple discussing having a baby where one of you really wants one 
and one doesn’t what is the compromise there? Lots of relationships break up 
because the people “go along” with what the other person wants and then they 
feel resentful. 
 
What if your employer wanted you to go and work in another country and you 
couldn’t go – again what is the compromise? 
 
We have to face facts that people have very different views on things – just 
because you have different views doesn’t make one person right or wrong it just 
means you have your own views. If the other person’s views or what they are 
asking you to do makes you feel uncomfortable or resentful then it’s never 
going to work if you try to compromise. Think carefully if you keep having the 
same argument again and again in the hope that the other person will change 
their view completely. Chances are they won’t and you will keep doing the same 
thing over and over again. 
 
You might face a difficult decision but you will avoid lots of conflict in the 
future. 
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More about NECS 
 

We are a counselling agency based in Gateshead. We work with companies or 
individuals to provide a tailored solution to their problems – by making sure 
you get the right support for you or your business you get the best outcome. 
 
92% of our clients said that our work has helped them. 
 
There are a variety of ways we can help 
 

• Counselling 
• Coaching 
• Skills development 
• Group work 
• Mediation 
• Crisis support 
• Major incident support 
• Mental health policy development and review 

 
We give businesses a free consultation to see what help will be best for them and 
then give a costed proposal. 
 
In an emergency we can have a counsellor to your site within 24 hours, and we 
can provide a large number of counsellors if the situation is extensive. 
 
Visit our website for more information – www.necounselling.org.uk or contact 
Carol Smith  
 

 
 
 


