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longer you avoid the exercise, the more you feel lethargic and 

low on energy. When you are low on energy, the chance of

exercising goes down, along with your mood. Low mood gives 

you the urge to do the things that make mood worse.

Figure 1: The downward spiral of low mood. How a few days of low 
mood can spiral into depression. Breaking the cycle is easier to do if 
we recognize it early and act on it. Adapted from Gilbert (1997).
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Where to start

The first step to begin getting a grasp on low mood is to build 

our awareness of each aspect of the experience. This simply

means noticing each one. This awareness starts off with hind-

sight. We look back on the day and choose moments to look at 

‘Nothing ever goes 
right for me’

‘I am such a loser’

Low mood

Sadness

thoughts emotions

Urges: Withdraw 
from friends

Actions: Stop working 
on my goals

behaviour

Low energy

Increased appetite

physical sensations

Figure 2: Spending time with negative thoughts makes it highly 
likely that I will feel low in mood. But feeling low in mood also makes 
me more vulnerable to having more negative thoughts. This shows 
us how we get stuck in cycles of low mood. But it also shows us the 
way out. Adapted from Greenberger & Padesky (2016).
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Finding ways to manage low mood involves reflecting on the 

ways in which we respond to those feelings, having compassion 

for our human need for relief, while also being honest with our-

selves about which of those attempts to cope are making things 

worse in the longer term. Often the things that work best in the 

long term are not fast-acting.

Try this: Use these questions as journal prompts to help

you reflect on your current coping strategies for low mood.

• When feeling low, what are your go-to responses?

• Do those responses provide instant relief from the 

pain and discomfort?

• What effect do they have in the long term?

• What do they cost you? (Not in money, but in time, 

effort, health, progress.)

Alcohol
Numbing with  

TV + social media

Instant relief

Switch off

Instant relief

Sober up

Low mood

Sadness

Figure 3: The vicious cycle of instant relief. Adapted from the work 
of Isabel Clark (2017).
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Figure 4: Table of thought bias examples.

ThoughT bias WhaT is iT? ExamplE

Mind reading Making 
assumptions about 
what others are 
thinking and 
feeling.

‘She hasn’t called 
in a while because 
she hates me.’

Overgeneralization Taking one event 
and using it to 
generalize about 
other things.

‘I failed my exam. 
My future is 
ruined.’

Egocentric thinking Assuming that 
others have the 
same perspective 
and values as we 
have, and judging 
their behaviour 
through that lens.

‘I would never be 
late like that. He 
obviously doesn’t 
care enough about 
me.’

Emotional 
reasoning

I feel it, therefore 
it must be true.

‘I feel guilty, 
therefore I am a 
bad parent.’

Musts and shoulds Relentless and 
unrealistic 
expectations that 
set us up to feel like 
a failure every day.

‘I must always look 
perfect.’ ‘I should 
never do any less 
than my absolute 
best.’
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  All-  or-  nothing 
thinking

Thinking in 
absolutes or 
extremes.

‘If I don’t get 
100 per cent I’m a 
failure.’ ‘If I don’t 
look perfect I’m 
not going out.’

What to do with thought biases

Now you know some of the common thought biases that can 

make your mood worse, what next? We can’t stop those 

thoughts from arriving, but the power is all in seeing them for 

what they are (biased) and then managing how we respond to 

them. If we can acknowledge that each of our thoughts pre-

sents just one possible idea among many, then we open 

ourselves up to the possibility of considering others. This means 

the original thought has less power over our emotional state.

To be sure we respond to them in the way we want to, first 

we need to notice the biases when they appear. If we don’t step 

back and see them as a bias, we buy into them as if they pres-

ent a fair reflection of reality. Then they can feed that low

mood and exert their influence over what we do next.

Noticing thought biases sounds obvious, and it is simple. But 

it’s not always easy. When we’re in the moment, we don’t only

experience a thought that we can see clearly. We experience 

the mess of emotions, physical sensations, images, memories 

and urges, all at once. We are so used to doing everything on 
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How do you want to feel instead?

When we are trying to tackle low mood, the tendency is to

focus on everything we don’t want to think and feel. There is

value in doing that. But if we want to move away from what

we don’t want, it helps to know where we do want to go

instead.

‘I’m no good at anything’

‘I’m failing as a parent’

Low mood

Sadness

Decreased motivation

thoughts emotions

Spend more time alone

Avoid spending time 
with children

behaviour

Low energy

Trouble concentrating

physical sensations

Figure 5: Example formulation for low mood.
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See if it reveals anything that has worked for you in the past, or

offers insights into things that you could payattention to or change

about your daily life. Use it to spend time examining what works.

Try this (solution-focused miracle question): Take a

moment to imagine that when you close this book a mir-

acle happens and the problems you have been struggling

with all disappear.

Figure 6: Example formulation for better days. How do you want to 
feel, behave, think?

Seek out time to connect 
with my children and 
enjoy their company

behaviour

Calm 

Less tense around 
my children

More energy

physical sensations

I recognize what I do well, 
forgive my mistakes and I will 
keep working on things I want 

to improve

I am doing my best because 
this means so much to me

Motivated to try again

Contentment

Compassion

thoughts emotions
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the cover of your journal and use it to find more specific 

words. You can also use the blank spaces to add in your 

own words as you come across them in other places.
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Figure 7: Use the Feeling Wheel (Wilcox, 1982) to help you find the 
words to describe how you feel.
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Some of the main ingredients for that leap of faith we need 

for stepping into the stretch zone are:

• Recognition that you can improve with effort.

• Willingness to tolerate the discomfort of being 

vulnerable for a while.

• The commitment to yourself that you will always have

your own back and do the best by yourself whether you

panic zone
co

mfort zone

stretch zone

Figure 8: The Learning Model (Luckner & Nadler, 1991).
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Figure 9: The stress curve. A certain degree of stress will help you 
perform at your best. Go beyond that, and your performance 
declines.
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bucket, the more release valves we need to process it and make 

room for the ongoing demands.

The good news is that we can reduce the effects of stress on 

the body with a few simple tools that I will describe in the next 

chapter.
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Figure 10:   Values –  circle the values that feel relevant and 
important to you.

enthusiasm      honesty      faith      fairness 

kindness      caring      compassionate 

strength      ambitious      dependable 

reliable      present      flexibility      curiosity 

  open-  mindedness      daring      loyalty

creativity      adventurous      gratitude 

trustworthy      understanding      spirituality 

sustainability      sincerity        self-  aware      

independence      connection      accepting 

loving      determination      patience      

professionalism      respectful      bravery

Figure 11: This chart gives a couple of examples of the distinction 
between values and goals that may be in line with those values and 
how that may translate into everyday actions.

ValuEs goals
Day-  To-  Day

bEhaViours

Lifelong learning, 
curiosity, 
personal growth.

Educational 
courses.

Reading, studying, 
challenging self with 
exams or performances 
that push and expand 
those skills and promote 
learning.
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Love and 
compassion for 
others.

To remember 
special dates 
for loved 
ones, to visit 
relatives at 
certain times.

Expressing love and 
compassion in small ways 
every day.
Writing down dates of 
birthdays and 
anniversaries.
Making time to spend 
with loved ones.
Helping an elderly 
neighbour across the road.

Toolkit: The values check-in

In the spare tools section at the back of the book, you’ll find a

blank grid that you can use to reflect on what you value most in

each area of your life. The examples listed in these boxes are just

starting points. You do not have to follow these exact ones. Feel

free to change them for values and goals that most fit for you. In

each box try to reflect on what values are most important to you

in this area of your life. Here is a list of prompts that can help.

• What kind of person would you most like to be in this 

area of your life?

• What do you want to stand for?

• What do you want your efforts to represent?

• What contribution do you want to make?

• What qualities or attitude do you want to bring to this 

area of your life?

16
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Figure 12: The values star.

give it a 5 out of 10. But in your relationships you might feel that 

you are living pretty closely in line with the kind of partner you 

want to be, so you give that one a 9 out of 10.

Once you have given them all a mark, you can draw lines to 

join the marks and see how your star takes shape. If the star is 

uneven, the shorter points are the areas that need your atten-

tion. You’ll find blank values stars that you can fill in at the back 

of the book in the spare tools section.
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Joe Oliver, Jon Hill & Eric Morris, ACTivate Your Life: Using 
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Julia Samuel, Grief Works, London: Penguin Life, 2017.
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2021.

Organizations that offer support
NHS Choices (UK) –  www.nhs.uk

  Mind –  A charity that offers information on their website and 

local support initiatives. See www.mind.org.uk

Young   Minds –  A charity that provides information for children, 

young people and their parents. See www.youngminds.org.uk
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  Samaritans –  For anyone in crisis, this service offers support and 

advice 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. See www.samaritans.org
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thoughts emotions

behaviour physical sensations

The cross-sectional formulation

Spare tools
Here are some blank reproductions of the tools found through-

out the book for you to have a go at filling out yourself.

Blank formulation for low mood (see Figure 5). 
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Spare tools

thoughts emotions

behaviour physical sensations

The cross-sectional formulation

Blank formulation for better days (see Figure 6). 
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Spare tools

The values chart

Use these blank grids to help you reflect on what you 

value most in each area of your life. 
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Spare tools

Values, goals, actions

Use these blank charts to help you translate your values 

into goals and everyday actions (see Figure 11). 

ValuEs goals Day-To-Day 
bEhaViours

ValuEs goals Day-To-Day 
bEhaViours
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Spare tools

The values star

Here is a blank values star for you to fill in using Figure 12 to help 
you.

0 5 10
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