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1
Introducing Healthy Minds and 
the Concept of Perfectionism

• The Healthy Minds Program is about 
learning psychological skills for wellbeing 
and success in life

• Perfectionism can be both helpful 
and unhelpful

• There is value in mistakes, failures and a 
willingness to go outside your comfort zone. 
The process of engaging with challenges 
better equips us to face future challenges.

Key Concepts
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What is perfectionism?

Perfectionism can have both positive and negative aspects to it. It can sometimes drive people to do 
well, but sometimes it can actually stop people from doing well or enjoying life. Here is one definition:

“Perfectionism is the setting of, and striving to meet, very demanding standards that are self-imposed and 
relentlessly pursued despite this causing problems. It involves basing one’s self-worth almost exclusively 
on how well these high standards are pursued and achieved.”
–From ‘Overcoming Perfectionism’ by Shafran, Egan &Wade (p. 9).

Some of the negative aspects that define perfectionism are:

• The belief that you and/or your environment must be perfect

• Being constantly alert to imperfections, failings, and weakness in yourself and/or others

• A belief that you have to be the best, because of a fear of failure and/or fear of rejection if you are not

• A belief that no matter what you do, it will “never be good enough” to meet your own and/or other 
people’s expectations

• Judging your self-worth is as a person by the things that you do (achievement) rather than who you are

• Not being able to enjoy your achievements as much as someone who is not a perfectionist.
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What are some of the key characteristics 
of perfectionism?

It is important to identify the aspects of perfectionism that make it unhelpful. What is it that we might 
think or do that turns the pursuit of excellence into unhelpful perfectionism?

Some of the ways unhelpful perfectionism can show itself include:

• Setting unrealistic expectations for yourself or others

• Establishing impossible goals for yourself or others

• A need for approval by everyone

• A fear of taking risks

• Procrastination

• A very strong need to always achieve

• An obsessive focus on failures

• Extreme competitiveness

• Difficulty in accepting constructive feedback and/or always interpreting it as harsh criticism

Perfectionists seem to reject the idea that mistakes, imperfection, and failures can actually have 
benefits to us.

“We learn to walk by falling, to talk by babbling, to shoot a basket by missing, and to colour the inside 
of a square by scribbling outside the box.”
- (from p. xvi) Ben-Shahar (2009) The pursuit of perfect. McGraw-Hill.
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What is bad about being too good?

Striving for excellence can have many benefits. However, when we go too far in that striving we can 
enter the world of perfectionism, which can have some serious consequences. These can include:

Low Self-Esteem 
Because perfectionists are striving to be perfect – which is an impossible goal – they never feel like they 
or their performance is ‘good enough’.They always feel like a ‘failure’ or a ‘loser’ and don’t gain the positive 
experiences and benefits of achieving and doing well. They feel they never measure up to the perfect 
ideal they set for themselves. This can result in a loss of self-confidence and self-esteem.

Pessimism & Negativity 
Since a perfectionist is convinced that it will be extremely hard to achieve their ideal goals, they can 
easily become discouraged, disheartened, and may feel that they don’t want to even bother trying.

Depression 
Needing to always be perfect, but discovering that it is impossible to be perfect can lead perfectionists 
to be always disappointed in themselves, and feel down, blue, and depressed.

Anxiety 
Perfectionists can become very anxious when they are faced with a situation they are unfamiliar with, 
or unsure about. Not knowing what to expect,and realising it might be hard for them to ensure a very 
good outcome in line with their standards, they can feel panicked and very worried.

Obsessiveness 
Perfectionists often need things to be very ordered and structured, so they can feel everything 
is ‘just right’. This can cause them to be very fussy, nit-picky, or obsessive in an effort to keep things 
in ‘perfect’ order.

Procrastination 
Because a perfectionist often has an extreme fear of failure, they worry over doing a task less than 
perfectly, or they might think it will take too long to do it to the required standard, or they might feel 
overwhelmed by the pressure and stress of needing to do it perfectly. Sometimes perfectionists 
will leave something to the last minute so they have an excuse if it does not turn out well, or they 
will avoid trying at all.
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Quiz: Who Am I?

Answer Sheet

1

2

3

4

5

Lesson 1
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Do some research on the internet or by speaking with family 
or friends, to find someone who is considered successful, and 
write down as many of the ‘failures’, mistakes, or challenges they 
experienced along their journey to success.

You can choose to write about a family member or person you 
know, or you might look up a famous person on the internet. See if 
you can find out information to get a balanced view of that person, 
rather than the ‘perfect’ image people might assume when they 
think of their success. What about the times things didn’t go quite 
right? Did they have to bounce back from some kind of difficulty or 
failure? Did their failures or mistakes actually help them to become 
successful or to have a better life? Did challenging times make 
them stronger, more adaptable, or better equipped to handle later 
challenges? Write in your journal about how that person’s ‘not-so-
perfect’ journey contributed to them being successful or happy 
later on.

Write or type your answer below. We will share your stories 
at the beginning of the next class.

My answer:

Homework 
Journal Task
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2
An Introduction to 
Thoughts and Feelings

• Our brains are brilliant but imperfect. 
They look for short-cuts in processing 
information, known as ‘Thinking Errors’.

• Our feelings come from thoughts. Rather 
than resulting from the events in our lives, 
our feelings come from how we think 
about, or interpret, those events.

• Having healthy thinking is about first 
being flexible in our thinking.

Key Concepts
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Source: psychologytools.org

Thinking 
Errors

Also called 'unhelpful thinking styles' 
or 'thinking traps'

HEALTHY MINDS - LESSON 2 

  CREDIT: psychologytools.org 

    Thinking Errors 
ALSO CALLED ‘UNHELPFUL THINKING STYLES’ or ‘THINKING TRAPS’

Black & White 
Thinking

(All-or-nothing 
Thinking)

If I’m not perfect, I will 
have failed.

Over-generalising

Seeing a pattern 
based on a single 

event, or being overly 
broad in the 

conclusions we draw.

Catastrophising

Always thinking the 
worst-case scenario 
or blowing things out 

of proportion.

My presentation is 
going to be a disaster.

Disqualifying the 
positive

Discounting the good 
things that happen or 
that you have done.

That doesn’t count.

Mind reading

Imagining we know 
what others are 

thinking.

That person doesn’t 
like me.

Fortune Telling

Predicting the future.

We’re going to lose 
the football game on 

the weekend.

‘Shoulds’

The words ʻshouldʼ, 
ʻmustʼ, ʻalwaysʼ, or 

ʻneverʼ indicate rigid,
rule-based thinking that 
can make us feel guilty.

I should have done that 
already.

Personalisation

Blaming yourself or 
taking responsibility 
for something that 
wasnʼt completely 

your fault.

Labelling

Assigning labels to 
ourselves or others.

I’m a loser.
I’m useless.

They’re an idiot.

Emotional 
Reasoning

Assuming that 
because we feel a 

certain way what we 
think must be true.

I feel embarrassed so 
I must have done 
something stupid.

18

2019 

Carin
gbah High School - N

SW
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Thinking 
Errors 
Exercise

See if you can identify the thinking errors 
below. 

Thought Thinking Error

“I’ve got nothing to look forward to anymore.”

“I got an A on the test, but I just got lucky.”

“I should have known it was a bad idea 
to make that suggestion.”

“My friend is late to the party – there must 
have been an accident!”

“I can tell she’s judging me.”

“My friend James ignored me this morning 
– he is not a nice person!”

“They’re dumb.”

“I must be an idiot because I feel 
embarrassed.”

“School camp won’t be any fun.”

“My mum is stressed out because of me.”

Lesson 2
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How thoughts 
affect feelings

Name the feeling associated with the thoughts and rate 
how strong you think the feeling would be (out of 10). 
The first one is provided as an example. Some examples 
of feeling words are: anxious, happy, worried, calm, 
sad excited, hopeful, angry, peaceful, content.

Situations Thoughts Feeling   /10

Your teacher asks you to 
give a talk to the class.

"I hate speaking in front of the class. 
I’m terrible at it. It will be a disaster. 
I know I will stuff it up and everyone 
is going to laugh at me!"

Anxious, worried 8/10

You go out to dinner with 
your family to celebrate a 
grandparent’s birthday.

"I’m really lucky to be able to do nice 
things with my family. Even though 
we don’t always get along, we love 
each other and support each other. 
There are lots of people in the world 
who don’t have that."

You walk past a friend in 
the school corridor and 
smile. They seem to look 
up at you but they keep 
on walking. They don’t say 
anything and don’t seem 
to smile.

"They must be angry with me. 
What have I done? Maybe somebody 
has made up a rumour about me. 
Nobody in school likes me."

You want to invite a new 
friend to your party.

"I really think this person is fun to 
be around. I bet they would have fun 
and my party and would like to come. 
Most people like to go to parties, 
and are usually flattered when asked. 
I’m pretty sure they will say yes."

Lesson 2
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Homework 
Journal Task

Your journal task this week is to come up with one example of a 
situation where you couldn’t be sure of the interpretation of the 
event. Challenge yourself to come up with three or four different 
possible interpretations. If your first interpretation was negative, 
try to find others that are not negative. Remember, it doesn’t 
matter whether your interpretation is correct or not, it’s ok to 
be unsure, and we just want to come up with as many possible 
explanations as possible. Being able to identify lots of different 
possible interpretations is the key to flexible thinking. Try to 
come up with at least 3 explanations. Some possibilities include:

• You text your friend and they don’t respond right away. 
What are the different possible explanations?

• You call someone, and they don’t get back to you.

• You expected a friend to arrive at your house at 2pm. 
It’s 2.30 and they haven’t arrived and haven’t called.

• You send an email to a friend who is overseas at the moment. 
Two days have gone by, and they haven’t replied.

• You see your friend in a car at the stoplights.  
You wave but they don’t seem to notice.
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Media Literacy

• The majority of media funding comes 
from advertisers whose intention it is 
to sell their products and services.

• Advertisers use various methods 
to persuade us that we need their 
product or service, often using 
sneaky persuasion methods.

• Unrealistic and downright fake images 
and scenarios often present a perfect 
‘ideal’ that is unattainable.

• When people compare themselves 
to unrealistic images it makes them 
feel not good enough.

• Social media users also often 
promote unrealistic ideals for the 
purpose of projecting a desirable 
image of themselves.

Key Concepts
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Social 
Activism

My plan

What can you do to fight unrealistic 
ideals online?

Unrealistic ideals are promoted on social media through:

• Comments about shape, weight and appearance

• Being highly selective (biased) about what we show

• Being overly critical of ourselves in our comments

• Being overly critical of others

• Promoting an exaggerated, altered or unrealistic image of ourselves

• Comments about whether or not others live up to the ‘ideal’ that advertisers love to promote

• Comments about how ‘good’ or ‘bad’ a party was

• Posting photos or videos that will make people feel bad about their appearance, behaviour, or friends

• Using filters or other means to unnaturally improve or degrade the quality of images you post

In pairs or threes, come up with a plan to fight unrealistic images online through what you do or don’t 
post on social media, or even through texting and online chat in the coming week.

Lesson 3
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Learning about Emotions

• Emotions serve a purpose – they are 
functional.

• Emotions have played a part in human 
evolution.

• All emotions have a reaction urge that 
can be helpful or unhelpful.

• The 2 most common unhelpful ways 
of dealing with strong emotions are 
avoidance and completely going with 
emotional ‘reaction urges’.

• ‘Psychological muscle’ is the ability to 
make decisions that go against reaction 
urges, when appropriate.

• The ‘Magic Question’ is a prompt to make 
good decisions: ‘What is the helpful thing 
to do now?’

Key Concepts
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Learning about emotions

Fact #1: Emotions are natural. It is natural to sometimes feel happy, sometimes feel 
sad, sometimes feel worried, sometimes feel calm, sometimes feel excited, etc.

Fact #2: Emotions have evolved as a part of humans because they serve a 
purpose. See below for some examples of how emotions give us feedback about 
our environment and help us respond.

Fact #3: If we view emotions as bad, threatening, or scary, we will be much more 
likely to try to avoid them. Sometimes people try to avoid unpleasant feelings by 
distracting themselves, trying to always think positive thoughts, or having objects 
with them that make themselves feel ‘safe’. This is unnecessary because feelings 
cannot, in and of themselves, harm you.

Emotion Purpose

Happiness To help us learn what is good for us; to reward us for satisfying our biological 
‘drives’ (e.g., eating a delicious meal, and then being satisfied and no longer 
hungry).

Fear To provide us with adrenaline – the ‘fight or flight’ response – to either 
defend ourselves or run away. Fear sometimes indicates danger.

Excitement Excitement feels a bit like fear, but can also be pleasant. We feel excited 
when we are challenged or are about to experience something new, and we 
don’t know what to expect. Sometimes we have an adrenaline ‘release’ as 
well -the adrenaline helps us be ready for whatever might happen next.

Anger Anger provides us with the urge to defend ourselves if we or someone we 
love is threatened. It motivates us to ensure justice and fairness, and to 
protect ourselves and loved ones.

Sadness Sadness slows us down to reflect on a loss or a failure. When we consider 
what happened we are able to plan to solve the problem, or learn what went 
wrong in case we need to choose differently next time.

Casterton Secondary College 
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Fact #4: Avoiding emotions is often unhelpful, and can cause the negative feelings 
to persist, or to make you feel ‘stuck’. By resisting natural feelings, we can sometimes 
become ‘stuck’ in them.

Fact #5: Seeing emotions as natural and normal means allowing yourself to feel them 
and ‘go with the flow’. Even though you might feel anxious about giving a presentation, 
that’s actually natural. Feeling a little stressed or anxious makes us concentrate on 
what we have to do, and actually helps us to do a good job.

Fact #6: We cannot always control what thoughts and feelings we have, and it is not 
necessary to always feel in control of them. What we do is more important.

Fact #7: It is not normal to feel happy 24/7. Emotions are like the weather: sometimes 
it is sunny, sometimes it is rainy, other times it is a little cloudy, but always the weather 
is changing and flowing. By flowing through these states naturally, a balance is 
maintained.
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Responses 
to Emotions

Do our emotions control our behaviour? No! 
Complete the following scenarios:

Situation (Example) You have been practising the piano all year and have a music 
exam after lunch.

Possible emotion You feel quite nervous as the lunch bell goes.

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Anxious avoidance. Go to the sick bay and tell them you have 
a stomach ache and need to go home.

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Go to the exam even though you feel nervous.

Situation A friend and you have an argument one lunchtime, and in the 
heat of the moment, they blurt out something very personal 
that you confided in them about, in front of others.

Possible emotion

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Situation You are walking into a party where there will be lots of people 
you don’t know - and notice that your heart is racing.

Possible emotion

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Lesson 4
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Situation Since your best friend moved away, you’ve been staying 
home a lot. Sometimes you can’t be bothered doing anything 
or seeing anyone, and you feel like you have no energy. But 
this morning, another friend has called you to go ice skating.

Possible emotion

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Situation You are camping in the wilderness of Alaska, when all of a 
sudden you come across a grizzly bear. Your guide book says 
that whatever you do, you must back away slowly. If you run, 
it will probably chase you and attack you.

Possible emotion

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Situation You have taken on some casual work helping a neighbour 
with their garden, so you can save money to buy a new iPad. 
They have been quite bossy and critical of the work you have 
done. They start making criticisms and suggestions for what 
seems like the tenth time today.

Possible emotion

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Lesson 4
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Emotions & Response Diary: 
Building psychological muscle

Come up with 3 examples this week of when you felt a strong reaction urge, but to go 
with that urge would be unhelpful. What would be the helpful choice? Were you able 
to follow through on the helpful response or was it too difficult? How strong is your 
psychological muscle do you think?

Day

Situation

Feeling

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Day

Situation

Feeling

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Day

Situation

Feeling

Possible emotional urge 
Reaction behaviour (unhelpful)

Helpful behaviour 
(Helpful response)

Lesson 4
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Practising Helpful Thinking

• Questioning helps us to be flexible thinkers.

• If thoughts cause our feelings, then 
thinking skills can positively impact our 
emotional lives.

• Having a structured process for evaluating 
automatic thoughts helps us to refine our 
thinking in a way that is more:

Balanced – to see multiple perspectives

Realistic – to not over-estimate or under-
estimate outcomes

Helpful – our thinking should assist us 
in our wellbeing and choices

• The Helpful Thinking Process taught here 
is one way of developing healthy thinking 
for mental health and wellbeing.

Key Concepts
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Types 
of Thoughts

Below is a list of different types of thoughts that 
someone might have in each given situation. For each 
example, try to figure out what a possible thought 
might be, then write in the feeling associated with that 
thought, and then the behaviour that might follow.

Situation 1: You are lying in bed at night, and hear a noise outside.

Situation 2: Someone you know has a party, but you don’t get invited.

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Worried

Calm

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Self-defeating

Self-assured

Lesson 5
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Situation 3: You’ve trained hard for three months to compete in a 1500m running race. As you get 
ready at the starting line you notice the state champion lines up alongside you. They seem relaxed 
and confident.

Situation 4: You are walking through a busy shopping centre and are in a hurry to buy something before 
the shops close. The person in front of you is walking slowly. It appears they have some kind of injury 
or impairment.

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Self-critical

Self-encouraging

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Judgmental 
Frustrated

Accepting 
Compassionate

Lesson 5
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Situation 5: You are walking through the playground at lunchtime, when a tennis ball hits you in the back 
of the head.

Situation 4: You arrive at school and realise you left home an important project that is due today.

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Hostile

Curious 
Surprised

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours

Catastrophic

Balanced

Lesson 5
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The Helpful 
Thinking 
Process

Sometimes our first impressions about a situation 
might not be accurate. Sometimes it is easy to miss 
other relevant information. By using our flexible thinking 
skills, we can question ourselves about other possible 
interpretations, to see if we’ve missed anything. Then 
we can go with the option that is most helpful.

What is concerning me?

What is the evidence?

• Am I only looking at one part of 
the situation? Are there any other 
possibilities? Is there any ‘evidence’ 
I’ve missed? List lots of possible 
interpretations.

• Am I engaging in any thinking errors 
or making any assumptions?

• What is a balanced way of looking 
at this?

What is my helpful thought?

(Helpful thoughts are often realistic 
and balanced, they often make you feel 
calmer, and they lead you to choose 
helpful behaviours)

What is the most helpful thing to do?

(Choose your response)

Lesson 5
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The Helpful 
Thinking 
Process

Example 1: Jane at the Choir

In the example below, see if you can help Jane work 
through her concerns about joining the choir. Jane is 
making some assumptions that may not be accurate. 
See if you can help Jane through the helpful thinking 
process.

What is concerning me? Jane went to audition for the choir, and as she was 
auditioning she saw people walking out. Her first reaction 
is that they were leaving because she was singing terribly. 
She feels embarrassed and doesn’t want to go to the session 
next week.

What is the evidence?

• Am I only looking at one part of 
the situation? Are there any other 
possibilities? Is there any ‘evidence’ 
I’ve missed? List lots of possible 
interpretations.

• Am I engaging in any thinking errors 
or making any assumptions?

• What is a balanced way of looking 
at this?

What is my helpful thought?

(Helpful thoughts are often realistic 
and balanced, they often make you feel 
calmer, and they lead you to choose 
helpful behaviours)

What is the most helpful thing to do?

(Choose your response)

Lesson 5
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The Helpful 
Thinking 
Process

Example 2: Joseph after Football Training

In the example below, see if you can help Joseph figure 
out his worries about being accepted. He is displaying 
some thinking errors. Help Joseph out by filling in the 
helpful thinking process for him below.

What is concerning me? Joseph has just started training with a new football club. 
It was the first day of training and there were lots of new 
players starting. In one of the exercises, Joe fumbled the 
ball near where the coach was standing. He also noticed 
that not many of the other kids spoke to him throughout the 
session. He is feeling very down on himself, thinking ‘I trained 
terribly’ and ‘None of them like me’.

What is the evidence?

• Am I only looking at one part of 
the situation? Are there any other 
possibilities? Is there any ‘evidence’ 
I’ve missed? List lots of possible 
interpretations.

• Am I engaging in any thinking errors 
or making any assumptions?

• What is a balanced way of looking 
at this?

What is my helpful thought?

(Helpful thoughts are often realistic 
and balanced, they often make you feel 
calmer, and they lead you to choose 
helpful behaviours)

What is the most helpful thing to do?

(Choose your response)

Lesson 5
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6
Overcoming 3 Common Obstacles:
Procrastination, Over-commitment 
and Negativity

• Procrastination is a form of avoidance 
behaviour.

• Procrastination can be driven by unhelpful 
perfectionism.

• Over-commitment occurs when we want 
to be liked by everyone.

• Optimalism is a mindset of making 
the best of whatever happens.

• Expressing gratitude is an antidote to a 
negative focus and is good for our wellbeing.

Key Concepts
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Understanding Procrastination
Simon – An example of someone with perfectionism and procrastination

Lesson 6

Simon had perfectionism about the cleanliness, order and appearance of his home. He thought that 
he had to have everything perfectly ordered, neat and tidy in every room of his house. However, Simon 
would often procrastinate and put off cleaning his house, as he would not know where to start. He would 
find himself moving from room to room, staring at untidy areas and thinking that he needed to organise 
each room perfectly and spend a long time cleaning each area in order for his house to be organised 
and look good. Simon often became overwhelmed with how much time it was going to take to clean and 
organise to a perfect standard, and so avoided starting at all. Gradually his house became more untidy 
and messy, which resulted in him feeling even more overwhelmed and procrastinating further.

- From ‘Overcoming Perfectionism’ by Shafran, Egan & Wade

Here are 3 different ways of understanding procrastination:

1.  We are concerned about not doing something to our very high standard and so we put it off because 
it seems too hard.

2.  Leaving something to the last minute means we have a ready excuse if we don’t meet our very high 
standards.

3.  The task we have to do takes effort and feels a bit like a chore, so we avoid doing it to avoid the 
unpleasant feelings of doing a chore (or the stress of having to work hard on something). So you 
see procrastination is also a form of emotional avoidance.

Look at the ‘3 ways of understanding procrastination’ above. Reflect on your own life. Are there things 
that you procrastinate about regularly? See if you can think of some examples from your own life, and 
write them below.
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Look at the ‘3 ways of understanding procrastination’ above. Reflect on your own life. Are there things 
that you procrastinate about regularly? See if you can think of some examples from your own life, and 
write them below.

How would you advise Simon in the story above to help him overcome his procrastination? Pretend he 
has sent you an email asking your advice. What would you tell him? Can you identify any all-or-nothing 
beliefs that Simon may have? Write your answer below.

Area of Perfectionism /
Procrastination

Example My Procrastination

School Only start assignments the 
night before

Home Only put the bins out when 
mum has nagged me 5 or 
6 times and starts getting 
angry

Social Delay phoning my friend

Health / Fitness Put off going for a walk

Other
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The problem of over-commitment
Over-commitment is at the other end of the scale from procrastination. When we 
procrastinate, we don’t take action. When we over-commit, we take on too much.

Lesson 6

Carly always says ‘yes’ when someone asks her to do something. As a result she is so busy helping others 
out that she feels stressed and has no time to herself. She wishes she could say no, but feels anxious 
when she tries. Can you identify an unhelpful all-or-nothing belief that Carly might have?

  HEALTHY MINDS – LESSON 6 
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Perfectionism vs. Optimalism

Lesson 6

The Perfectionist The Optimalist

Sees the journey as a straight line Sees the journey as an irregular spiral

Fear of failure Sees failure as feedback

Focus on the destination Focus on the journey and the destination

Rigid, all-or-nothing thinking with 
lots of ‘rules’ and ‘shoulds’

Flexible, balanced, realistic thinking

Defensive Open to suggestions

Harsh and critical Forgiving

Fault finder Benefit finder

Rejects painful emotions Accepts painful emotions as a part of life

Always wants to feel comfortable, 
in control

Is willing to take a chance and 
feel uncomfortable sometimes

Rejects the reality that life is not perfect Accepts reality
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My Gratitude Letter
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My Gratitude Journal

Lesson 6

Keep a gratitude journal for the coming week. Every day, write down one thing you are 
grateful for. They might be little or big things. Just keep a diary of the little things you 
are truly grateful for every day, for the next week.
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7
Managing Stress 
& Cultivating Self-Compassion

• Stress is neither good nor bad, it is about 
having the right amount.

• Our stress signature is our unique way 
of showing that we are over-stressed.

• Life medicines are small, everyday 
strategies that discharge stress.

• Self-compassion is treating ourselves 
with the same kind of encouragement, 
kindness and support we would treat 
our loved ones with.

Key Concepts
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Stress: It isn’t all bad!
Some people think of stress as always being a bad thing. But we know that sometimes 
if we aren’t stressed enough, we often aren’t motivated to get things done.

Level of stress

Optimal performance

Good stressCalm Distress

Alert
Energised
Focussed
Efficient

Competent
Creative

Motivated

Lack of awareness
Unmotivated
Disinterested
Inefficient

Bored

Disorganisation
Indecisiveness
Inefficiency
Avoidance

Fatigue
Anxiety

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Write down a situation in which you were over-stressed:

Write down a situation in which you were under-stressed:

Write down a situation in which you were stressed just the right amount to be in the ‘peak performance’ zone:
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Your Stress Signature

Your Life Medicines

5 things I notice about myself (or someone else might notice) that would tell me I’m over-stressed:

5 Life Medicines – everyday things I can do that reduce stress, relax me, or boost my mood:

How could you increase your stress in a helpful way, when you are not stressed enough to be in your 
‘peak performance zone’?

1.

1.

2.

2.

3.

3.

4.

4.

5.

5.
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Exploring Self-Compassion
Part One

Part Two

Your Response

From time to time, everybody has something about themselves that they don’t like; something 
that causes them to feel a bit insecure, or not “good enough.” Because human beings are imperfect, 
occasional feelings of finding something difficult, struggling with a personal challenge, or a feeling 
of inadequacy are all a normal part of life. Try to identify an issue you have that tends to make you 
feel a little uncomfortable. It could be something about the way you look, something you find difficult, 
something you regret, or any other insecurity. How does this aspect of yourself make you feel inside 
- scared, sad, depressed, insecure, angry? What emotions come up for you when you think about 
this aspect of yourself? This is a private exercise, so try to be as emotionally honest as possible and 
to avoid repressing any feelings, while at the same time not being overly melodramatic. Try to just 
feel your emotions exactly as they are – no more, no less, and just notice them.

Now think about an imaginary friend who is unconditionally loving, accepting, kind and compassionate. 
Imagine that this friend can see all your strengths and all your weaknesses, including the aspect of 
yourself you have just been thinking about. Reflect upon what this friend feels towards you, and how you 
are loved and accepted exactly as you are, with all your very human imperfections. This friend recognises 
the limits of human nature, and is kind and forgiving towards you. In his/her great wisdom this friend 
understands your life history and the millions of things that have happened in your life to create you as 
you are in this moment. Your particular inadequacy is connected to so many things you didn’t necessarily 
choose: your genes, your family history, life circumstances – things that were outside of your control.

Now, create a message to yourself from the perspective of this imaginary friend – focusing on the 
perceived inadequacy you tend to judge yourself for. It can be either in written form, or if you prefer, 
you can record a podcast message to yourself on your device. What would this friend say to you about 
your “flaw” from the perspective of unlimited compassion? How would this friend convey the deep 
compassion he/she feels for you, especially for the way you feel when you judge yourself so harshly? 
What would this friend say in order to remind you that you are only human, that all people have both 
strengths and weaknesses? And if you think this friend would suggest possible changes you should 
make, how would these suggestions embody feelings of unconditional understanding and compassion? 
As you create this message to yourself from the perspective of this imaginary friend, try to infuse your 
letter with a strong sense of his/her acceptance, kindness, forgiveness, caring, and desire for your 
health and happiness.

Adapted from Dr Kristin Neff - www.self-compassion.org
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Your Self-Compassion Message
Your choice of either:

Option 1 – Podcast 
recording (record the 
message in spoken word 
into your device)

OR
Option 2 – Written or 
typed (letter) form, below
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Homework Task: Self-Compassion Journal
Try keeping a daily self-compassion journal for the next week (or longer if you like.) Journaling is an 
effective way to express emotions, and has been found to enhance both mental and physical well-being. 
At some point during the evening when you have a few quiet moments, review the day’s events. In your 
journal, write down anything that you felt bad about, anything you judged yourself for, or any difficult 
experience.

For each event, first call up a sense of common humanity – realise that everyone in the world at times 
feels concerned or bothered by something, and would benefit from being soothed with compassion, 
kindness, forgiveness, and encouragement.

Then write one message in your journal each day, in a way that contains only your encouraging, self-
compassionate voice. You might write from the role of an imaginary supportive coach, or a wise elder, 
or a caring friend. Write in your journal as if this very kind and loving imaginary person was writing to 
you about the issue that in on your mind at the end of the day, or writing a general message of support 
and encouragement to you.
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My Self-Compassion Journal
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8
Values, Summary & Review

• A balanced life means having several 
things we put our time and energy in to, 
not just one.

• Our values guide where we put our 
focus and energy – what we see as 
most important.

• We don’t have to wait to have a crisis to 
evaluate if our values are serving us well.

• We can learn from the wisdom and life 
lessons of others without having to go 
through the same experiences.

• You have the ability to maintain high 
levels of wellbeing, to be healthy in your 
mind, and to live a meaningful, satisfying 
and successful life.

Key Concepts
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Finding Balance: The Story of Jenny
Jenny was a very ambitious woman in her late twenties who had worked very hard to become a 
successful lawyer. She worked long hours – she would get into the office early, and staying late after 
everyone else stayed home. Her bosses recognised her dedication, and she was rewarded with a bigger 
salary, and lots of high-profile cases to work on.

Jenny was initially happy and proud of her achievements. Even though she didn’t have much time for 
friends, family or dating, she felt fulfilled because being successful at work was so important to her.

After several weeks of feeling unwell, Jenny went to the doctor and discovered that she had Multiple 
Sclerosis (MS). When confronted with this serious illness, Jenny realised that she wouldn’t have the 
energy to work the hours she used to. She also realised there was more to life. Deep in her heart, she 
realised that work wasn’t the only thing that is important. But for so many years she had put ‘all her 
eggs in one basket’. Her life had become out of balance. It looked a little bit like this:

Work

Family

Sport/Health

Dating

Friends
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Jenny’s diagnosis meant she had to re-evaluate her life. She began to see that work wasn’t actually the 
most important thing. She still wanted to do well, but she didn’t want to miss out on having fun with her 
friends, being active in sports, and enjoying the company of her family. When faced with a health crisis, 
Jenny’s values changed. She no longer valued achieving at work more than connecting with people, 
laughing, and having fun. Instead of evaluating herself based only on how much she had achieved at 
work (a perfectionism trait), she realised it was also important to be a good friend, a good daughter, 
and someone who cared about and took an interest in others.

You don’t need to have a health crisis to evaluate your life, and check to see if there is balance in the 
way you judge yourself and define your values.

Have a think about your values...
The Rocking Chair Test

Values are different to goals. A goal is a desired outcome or end-point. A value is an ongoing process, 
a direction we want to keep moving in. For example, being a caring and supportive friend is a value, 
it is something you always want to do, and the moment you stop being caring and supportive, 
you stop living that value.

Here’s a great way to clarify your values. Imagine you are 100 years old, looking back on your life. 
Then complete the following sentences:

I spent too much time worrying about

I spent too little time doing such things as 

If I could go back in time, I would

Adapted from Harris, R. (2007) The Happiness Trap
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An Email from the Future
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Healthy Minds Program: 
Skills, Concepts & Components
• Recognising the costs of unhelpful perfectionism

• Recognising the benefits of an imperfect life – failures and mistakes add value to our lives

• Thinking errors are common

• Thoughts affect our feelings, but they are not always helpful or accurate

• Flexible thinking – there are many possible interpretations or perspectives, we don’t always have 
to go with our first one

• Becoming aware of false images in the media – unrealistic ideals that make us feel not good enough

• Social activism – we don’t have to ‘buy into’ the idea of being perfect through harsh judgements, 
criticism, labelling, or focusing on shape & weight

• Emotions are natural and are there to help us not harm us

• It is normal not to feel happy 24/7 (emotions fact sheet)

• Avoidance of emotions, and ‘avoidant coping’, is often unhelpful

• Emotions do not control our behaviour – our choices do. We don’t always have to go with 
our emotional urge, or ‘reaction behaviour’

• We can challenge our automatic thinking, using the Helpful Thinking Process

• Procrastination and over-commitment are negative consequences of perfectionism

• ‘Optimalism’ is a good alternative to perfectionism

• Some stress is helpful

• We all have our own ‘stress signatures’ to identify when we are over-stressed

• Gratitude letters / Keeping a Gratitude Diary

• Self-criticism can be replaced with self-compassion (writing & meditation)

• Living life with a focus on all your values not just a focus on goals, achievements and order, 
produces a more balanced life

• By practising what you have learnt into the future, you can help yourself to have a healthy mind
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Your future will reward you for:

Being courageous, 
not perfect

Believing that change is 
possible - flow with it

Sustained 
effort over time 

(persistence)

Making relationships, 
values and wellbeing 
a priority in your life

Using the 
Healthy Minds skills

Accepting that some 
stress/discomfort 

is inevitable 
(and desirable!)
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