
Mental fitness 
staying ahead of the curve.

Health by Design is here to help you navigate the challenges of employee 
mental health during the COVID-19 outbreak.

The concept.
When we hear the term ‘mental health’ unfortunately we have been conditioned to think  
‘mental illness’. Our mind immediately gravitates towards the ‘illness paradigm’. 

Changing the narrative is imperative to effective prevention. One mechanism is to introduce 
the concept of working on your ‘mental fitness’ in the same way you would work on your 
‘physical fitness’:

• EVERY PERSON CAN BE MENTALLY HEALTHIER! There are proactive habits, ways of 
thinking and personal practices that can be put into place to progressively and sustainably 
reduce your personal risk of mental illness. 

• For those already diagnosed and being treated, provide concurrent lifestyle actions that will 
work synergistically with clinical treatment.

• Leverage the multiplying value proposition effect of these positive lifestyle practices, ie: often 
these proactive interventions provide benefits across multiple risk factors - mental health, 
heart health, and injury risk; e.g. increased activity benefits mental health, heart health, 
diabetes risk, injury prevention, sleep and more.

The need.
• It is estimated that 45% of the population will experience a diagnosed 

depression or anxiety in their lifetime.
• 54% of people with a diagnosed mental illness, do not access treatment.  

That was before COVID-19!
• Research suggests that isolation can double the risk of depression.
• Most workplace initiatives targeting mental health are reactive.
• There needs to be more focus and strategic planning around proactive 

interventions that work progressively and consistently to prevent mental 
illness and concurrently assist those already diagnosed.
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Proactive interventions 
Implemented as a 12 month program, an 8-16 week module or a series of ‘one off’ initiatives.

Webinar/Workshop with a summary reminder handout
• Presenting the value proposition to your employees - the positive impact of simple,  

proactive, self care initiatives on enhancing mental fitness.
• Available as 1 x 60 minute workshop/webinar or 2 x 45 minutes (recommended).
• Includes take-home summary handout to reinforce messages of the webinar/workshop.

Sustainability Options - level 1:

• Ecards - drip feeding compelling facts from the workshop as reinforcers to sustain momentum with 
changes being made by your employees to improve their mental fitness.

• SMS messages (as per Ecard content to reinforce key messages and serve as reminders/motivation to 
stay on track).

• Toilet Talk posters (displayed on site) - again leveraging the workshop content to sustain momentum 
with changes being made by your employees to improve their mental fitness.

 •  Alternative option: Talking Health posters. These can also be delivered electronically, with the  
              suggestion of printing and displaying on a home fridge so it is in a high-traffic area.

Sustainability Options - level 2:

Major themes from the workshop broken into monthly topics, i.e. sleep, activity, nutrition, gratitude, 
connections, purpose, vulnerability/introspection etc. Each monthly topic includes the following:

• A monthly 2 minute video.

• A quiz (a simple 10 second, easy answer, designed to assist with engagement and morale).

• A 2 page handout with detailed information, compelling research facts and actions relating to the 
monthly topic.

• Ecards, SMS, Toilet Talks, Talking Health posters (as listed above), synergised to match the video  
and handout content.

• Links to further research and information for each major topic provided.

Activity - Three questions about life.

To identify and clarify your direction in life, think about these three 

hypothetical situations:

1. Imagine that you have enough money to take care of your needs, 

now and in the future. How would you live your life? Would you 

change anything? What would you do with the money?

2. Now imagine that you visit the doctor and she tells you that you have 

5-10 years left to live. She says that you won’t feel sick, but you’ll have 

no notice of the moment of your death. What would you do in the 

time you have left? Would you change your life? How?

3. Finally, imagine your doctor shocks you with the news that you only 

have 24 hours left to live. If you only had a day remaining, what 

dreams would you leave unfulfilled? What would you wish you had 

finished? What would you wish you had done or been? What would 

you have missed?

These questions are powerful tools for figuring out what you want  

out of life. 

If you take the time to really ponder them and answer them honestly, 

they can help you clarify your personal values and set meaningful goals.

Source: www.getrichslowly.org/finding-purpose/.  Health by Design © 2020. No unauthorised copying of this resource is permitted without 

explicit permission from Health by Design. The information in this publication does not provide medical advice for individual problems. For 

advice and treatment, consult your doctor or health care professional.
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VALUES CHECKLIST
Common values

 � Balance
 � Knowledge
 � Responsibility
 � Courage
 � Fairness
 � Health and Wellness � Perseverance
 � Compassion for Others � Friends 
 � Freedom
 � Openness
 � Integrity
 � Loyalty

Top 5 Values Importance/10 Energy/10 Difference

 � Family
 � Ambition
 � Beauty
 � Belonging
 � Commitment
 � Confidence
 � Dignity
 � Education
 � Faith
 � Generosity
 � Honesty
 � Kindness
 � Optimism

 � Independence
 � Motivation
 � Relaxation
 � Security
 � Support
 � Trust
 � Wealth
 � Wisdom
 � Happiness
 � Personal Growth
 � Humour
 � Respect

Health by Design © 2018. No unauthorised copying of this resource is permitted without explicit permission from Health by Design. 
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The importance of sleep.
•	 70%	of	people	with	chronic	sleep	issues		
are	depressed.

•	 After	just	one	night	only	4-5	hours	sleep,	your	
natural	killer	cells	-	the	ones	that	attack	the	
cancer	cells	that	appear	in	your	body	every	day	-	
drop	by	70%.

•	 Five	hours	or	less	sleep	per	night	doubles	your	

risk	of	heart	disease.	

Building mental fitness.
Developing a greater level of mental fitness (resilience) won’t stop bad or 

stressful things from happening, but	it	can	reduce	the	impact	the	stressor	

has	on	your	life	and	the	time	taken	to	recover	from	it.

summary

Good food. Good mood.
•	 Diets	high	in	added	sugars	can	lead	to	an	
increase	in	the	same	inflammation	markers	
that	are	raised	in	people	with	depression.

•	 Traditional	diets	(such	as	Mediterranean	or	
Okinawan)	tend	to	be	high	in	vegetables,	
fruits,	unprocessed	grains	and	fish.		
This	can	help	reduce	the	risk	of	depression	
by	as	much	as	35%.

•	 Water	will	keep	you	hydrated	and	help	you	
to	feel	more	alert	and	productive. Just	2%	
dehydration	can	reduce	your	performance	
by	10-20%.

Exercise and mental fitness.
•	 Studies	show	that	about	60%	of	
people	halve	their	depression	score	by	
exercising	and	more	than	40%	maintain	
this	for	at	least	three	months.

•	 150	minutes	of	moderate	to	vigorous	
physical	activity	a	week	can	lead	to	a	
65%	improvement	in	sleep	quality.

•	 30	minutes	of	moderate	exercise	per	
day	can	reduce	your	risk	of	heart	
disease	by	up	to	40%.

Energy spikes caused by small and large movements.
Baseline - no movement during the day.

After just one night of only 4-5 hours sleep, 
your natural killer cells - the ones that attack the cancer cells 
that appear in your body every day - drop by 70%.

Movement and energy levels!

What do you do to stay connected?

“I wish I had stayed in touch  with my friends.”  Bronnie Ware (number 4)

YOUR BRAIN CHEMICALS

-8

-6

-4

-2

0

2

4

6

Norepinephrine Dopamine Serotonin GABA ACh

Value

Vegetables…building the value proposition!

Learn from the world’s healthiest people!
* Mediterranean diet * Okinawa

Risk of depression: 25% to 35% lower!

The common link:
A high intake of 
vegetables, fruit, 
unprocessed grains, 
fish and seafood.




