Happiness and Well-being

(good document for anyone)

by Helen Smith, Consultant Clinical Psychologist at the Stanmore Spinal Cord Injury Centre.

Most people wouldn't ask a psychologist about happiness. OK, most people wouldn't ask a psychologist about anything, but if they do see one, it tends to be to talk about problems. However there is at last a movement known as Positive Psychology, and a new breed of scientist looking at happiness. We can learn from them about what contributes to happiness, satisfaction, and health. I should of course point out that if you are really depressed, you should have a professional assessment, and come back to these ideas when you are ready.

The subject is too large to cover in detail in this article, so I will talk about a few ideas which you might add to your "coping toolkit". I will also mention sources of information for self- help. You might think I include  these out of laziness, but actually there is evidence that being more active, learning new things, and mastering problems through your own efforts, all contribute to good mental health.

Social Activity

Probably the best way to improve and maintain well-being is through social activity. This is a difficult area for spinal cord injured people because of lack of mobility, pain, expense and so on. If 'I must get out more' is an unrealistic goal for you, try 'I could ring my sister once a week' or 'I could join the SlA chatroom' or 'I will invite someone for coffee at least once a week'. Dictating letters, texting and emailing are also good ways to increase your contact with others. Doing something for other people adds to happiness, and is especially relevant to people leaving hospital care. If physical tasks are not an option, you can give time and support to others through listening, giving encouragement, sharing a joke, helping with homework, or simply paying a compliment. Do give some thought to this one, I find that some people in rehabilitation find it hard to adjust their mindset from being receivers of care to giving care.

Learn Something New

Another good tonic is learning something new. This does not have to cost money or involve travelling. You may have carers or PAs who can teach you a new language (this also ticks the box for social contact). Use books or libraries, the internet or CD​-ROMs for learning, instead of just for leisure. Identify something really interesting to learn about and make it a regular part of your week. If possible, learn a new skill to use at work or in voluntary work. Everyone, relatives included, should benefit from learning relaxation techniques. These can help with pain, stress management, sexual activity and can help you sleep.
Sleep Hygiene

Look up "sleep hygiene" on the internet. (which does not involve feather dusters. or rubber gloves!). It is about making bed a place for sleep only, so that your associations with it are all about sleep not about lying awake.

If you are on bed rest or in bed before your sleep time, try to differentiate sleep time in a consistent manner. You could change the lighting at sleep time, stop all noises except low, monotonous stimulation (like a clock), and try not to do anything worrying (like legal paperwork) or stimulating (like computer games) just before sleep time.

Creative Writing

Creative writing is not everyone's cup of tea, but there is now mounting evidence that expressive writing can benefit mood. and for some people this is a good alternative to anti​depressant medication. You do not need to show anyone what you have written, just write for about fifteen minutes every day, something which expresses how you feel about something.

Taking Control

Taking control is good for your mental well-being, and can take many forms. It could involve a major shift such as changing your care agency, or learning to drive, or a smaller change such as working out a weekly schedule of chosen activities and asking other people to respect it. This may seem difficult if you are depending on others and trying not to appear ungrateful. However, this is your life, and your carers need to know what you want, even if only to make the right compromises. Think about learning to be more assertive, which is not the same as being aggressive.

Healthy Eating and Avoiding Drugs

You will know already that exercise healthy eating, and  cutting back on drugs such as caffeine and alcohol, all contribute to mental health. But have you thought about

making an objective assessment of the effects of these on your own well-being? Keep a diary of ..happiness ratings for at least a fortnight, and evaluate whether the good times relate to going out, sleep, chocolate (!) or other factors. There may be some surprises. Try to evaluate one factor at a time.

Identify What Is Important To You

Identifying what is really important to you, is essential for your motivation. You could talk to a trusted friend or family member, to get clear ideas about what direction you would like your life to take now. You may then find it easier to save for what you want, or train for the activity, rather than spending your time and money on comfort food or more computer games.

Work Out

You may also want to work out if you are using avoidance, to block some important but scary path to happiness. Are you putting off asking someone out, for fear of rejection; avoiding using a dating agency because of something a friend said; avoiding doing your accounts, because of over-spending?

We have all been there.

Problem Solve

Use problem-solving techniques. Identify the problem clearly, break it into parts. Brainstorm solutions and evaluate these. Then try one of them and assess the result. Try another if necessary, and continue. Even if you don't get the desired result, you will have tried something new, learned a lot, and probably engaged some social support along the way!

Here are some websites and books to try:

Manage your mood by David Veale and Rob Wilson, 2007, which includes a chapter on sleep;

Authentic Happiness by Martin Seligman, 2004 

www.centreforconfidence.co.uk 

www.authentichappiness.com 

www.direct.gov.uk
Anything on Mindfulness meditation is trendy at the moment.

Do let me know how you get on.
