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Are Mental Health Apps The Answer? – 1
st
 November 2016 

 
The Guardian recently published an article about the rise in the use of smartphone apps to support mental health. I was 
struck by the irony of using an app for therapeutic means when our mobile phones are a large part of the problem of 
sensory and information overload that we often experience. 
 
Reading that the NHS are using apps as part of their mental health strategy at first dismayed me as it felt like simple cost 
cutting. I imagine that part of the reasoning is that once an app is developed it costs very little going forward, and has the 
potential to reach hundreds of thousands of people. However, there have been studies that show the success of mental 
health apps such as Sleepio (Fleming, 2016). The danger is that these are part of a massive range of similar apps 
available. This leads to the problem that so many are untested, meaning that the benefits if any are completely unknown, 
and may not have been designed with a treatment model in mind (Reynolds 2015). 
 
However what does encourage me is the fact that mental health support is far more accessible to a greater number of 
people, particularly younger people, who are more likely to have a smartphone and to use Apps. Our youth is full of 
transitions and changes, pressures and problems, and anything that can support people in a way that is accessible to 
them is very welcome. 
 
I feel that having mental health resources freely and easily available to the public can only be a good thing. Personally I 
use a number of meditation apps and have found them very helpful, and frankly having something the reminds and 
encourages us to take time away from our daily pressures and practice some sort of self-care is a good thing. 
 
But for others it’s not enough to have just an app, or a computer program. Often a person in distress needs space to talk 
through their concerns, fears and worries face-to-face with a real person.  The relationship the client builds with their 
counsellor is an essential and massive part of the healing process. Perhaps a client who struggles with self-esteem will 
first build trust in the counsellor and use this as the stepping stone to slowly build trust in themselves. This can’t be 
achieved with a computer program. In a relationship with another we are free to explore ourselves, test out behaviours, 
learn about the patterns that influence us, be ourselves, laugh, cry, scream at the top of our voice if we need to, and an 
app just can’t do that. 
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Can The Doctor Really Give Up Drugs? – 1
st
 October 2016 

 

I recently watched the BBC’s “The Doctor Who Gave Up Drugs”, a two-part programme about a Doctor concerned about 
the rise in prescription drug use, trying to work with patients to give them alternatives to just taking pills for their ailments. 
 
I was slightly startled by the statistics he was throwing out about the rise in drugs being prescribed, and I really got the 
sense that for a GP prescriptions are the obvious option when you only have 10 minutes to diagnose and decide on 
treatment for a patient. On the other side of the coin, one doctor noted that often people want a quick fix, a drug that will 
make them feel better, so they can go and get on with their lives.  
 
What really came across to me was that for many of us, our health feels like a constant, consistent objective ‘thing’ that 
can be restored with a tablet. I personally feel that our health is an essential part of us, a reflection of us, our bodies, our 
mind and our habits and patterns. Too often a tablet will help us cope with a symptom in the short term, but for many 
illnesses doesn’t support or improve our ability to cope in the future. 
 
The programme reminded me that when receiving treatment of any sort, the patient/client is an active part, not a passive 
recipient - whether this is at the doctor’s surgery, or a counsellor’s therapy room.  I’m thinking back to the second episode, 
and the patient who managed to come off her drugs for chronic pain. With the right support around her the patient took 
the painful first step and made the change herself. When it didn’t seem like she had any other options she did something 
new, reaped the rewards and begin to get her life back. 
 
Gestalt principles are a key part of my counselling practice. A commonly accepted definition of‘ Gestalt’ is a whole that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. As humans we are all wholes of mind body and spirit, and pain is part of that whole. For 
me, a life without some pain is impossible. Pain can be useful, it tells us something is wrong and something needs to 
change. All too often our desire to be pain free means that we suppress the signal to change rather than try to work on 
what’s causing the problem  
 
It’s all about balance. If we are in so much pain we can’t do anything, then we’re unable to take action to help ourselves. 
However if we are dulled in a fog of tablets this stops us from acting also. Sometimes we need to take a pill to get over 
something, to fight an illness. Sometimes we need to get some rest, to stop for a while and recover. However what we 
always need to do is maintain what we have, to take care of our physical and mental health each day, not just when 
something goes wrong. Something as simple as exercise has been described as ‘The Miracle Cure’, able to massively 
reduce the risk of a huge variety of ailments. Our modern lifestyles mean we spend much of our day sitting down, so our 
daily routine doesn’t include enough physical activity. Simple things like exercise and socialising with other people can 
have a positive impact on both our physical and mental health. Just from a mental health perspective, the NHS states that 
those who exercise regularly are 30% less likely to suffer from depression or dementia. If they offered this in a pill we 
would all be queuing up to take it. I guess, as the saying goes, ‘no pain, no gain’. But it’s a small pain, and a massive 
gain. 


