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INTRODUCTION

I am Chanje Kunda and I am a poet, playwright and 
performance artist who has had artist residences throughout 
the UK and in mainland Europe, the Caribbean and Africa. 
I was recently appointed to the Freelance Task Force, 
supported by Manchester International Festival. 

I know that a lot of freelancers working in theatre and performance 
have been struggling with their mental health during this time, and 
in response I have created this toolkit.

Prior to my successful national and international career, I have 
had experiences of being rejected for funding, applying for 
commissions and not receiving them, a complex PTSD diagnosis 
caused by childhood trauma, homelessness, relationship 
breakdowns, assaults and discrimination. However, I have 
managed to overcome all these obstacles using a variety of tools, 
and live a full, varied and successful life. 

I am sharing with you my coping and thriving strategies. This 
document is a kind of ‘pick and mix’ toolkit: you can pick whichever 
strategy or strategies resonate with you. Give a few a go and see 
what sticks. I have divided them into the following categories:

• Mental resilience 
• Gratitude practice 
• Helping others 
• Resting
• Visibility 
• Therapeutic tools 
• Engagement with nature 
• Your living environment 
• Exercise 
• Clinical mental health resources
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GRATITUDE PRACTICE

Gratitude makes a big difference in life. It means rather than 
focusing on what is missing from your life, you can try to look at 
what you are grateful for. I learned this from books and music.  
Nina Simone’s ‘Ain’t Got No, I Got Life’ is a classic example of 
gratitude in the face of adversity. I have sworn by some of the  
lyrics during my darkest times:

 I ain’t got no home, ain’t got no shoes 
 Ain’t got no money, ain’t got no class
 Ain’t got no skirts, ain’t got no sweater 
 Ain’t got no perfume, ain’t got no bed
 Ain’t got no man 

 Ain’t got no mother, ain’t got no culture 
 Ain’t got no friends, ain’t got no schoolin’ 
 Ain’t got no love, ain’t got no name 
 Ain’t got no ticket, ain’t got no token 
 Ain’t got no god

 Hey, what have I got? Why am I alive, anyway? 
 Yeah, what have I got nobody can take away? 

 Got my hair, got my head, got my brains, got my ears 
 Got my eyes, got my nose, got my mouth, I got my smile 
 I got my tongue, got my chin, got my neck, got my boobies 
 Got my heart, got my soul, got my back, I got my sex…

MENTAL RESILIENCE

Making a decision: I REFUSE TO GO UNDER.

This is not so much a refusal to acknowledge that you are struggling 
to cope. It’s a statement that you can repeat to yourself, as a kind 
of self-talk. I’ve worked too hard and I have come too far, since 
my birth, to go under now. I refuse. I am not going to allow that to 
happen. I self-taught myself this strategy because I am stubborn. 
I am not going to lie down and die, – for anyone, for anything. I 
refuse. I am going to be successful to spite people who didn’t care 
about me. 

I listened on repeat to motivational speakers on YouTube who had 
worse sob stories than me and who were doing really well, and I 
thought: That’s going to be me. I refuse, point blank, for my life to 
amount to nothing. I will start from the bottom up. I will keep going 
until I show them I am indestructible.
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HELPING OTHERS

Helping others is one of the five ways to well- being – you can  
read more about all five on these links NHS 5 Ways to Wellbeing 
and Mind.org 5 ways to Wellbeing websites. 

If you volunteer at a food bank, or volunteer at a soup kitchen, or 
volunteer at a charity shop, you are doing something that makes 
you feel good about yourself. It stops you focusing on your own 
problems and gives you something worthwhile to do. 

I personally have not done any volunteering because I haven’t  
got the energy, but I do know people who have volunteered at  
soup kitchens and distributed food from a food bank. I know it 
helped them to feel good and useful, and to use their energy for 
something positive. 

I haven’t done that personally, but I do always give homeless 
people money. At times when I had little money because of funding 
rejection, I would do things like instead of getting the bus home 
from town, I would give a homeless person my bus fare and walk. 
I knew I’d made someone happy that day, and I would have spent 
that money anyway. It made me feel good about who I was.

RESTING

Give yourself permission to rest. Give yourself permission to 
sometimes do nothing. It’s not a permanent solution, but we have 
worked, we have schooled, we have done so much in our lives – 
and we deserve to rest. Rest is productive: it is like a phone that is 
out of charge and won’t switch on… Give it a chance to recharge 
its battery and it will function as it is supposed to. Don’t feel guilty 
about resting or doing nothing. It’s a recharge.

Rest and relaxation at sometime in your waking day is important. 
If you aren’t getting enough time to relax, you may find yourself 
feeling tense and stressed out. The brain requires substantial 
downtime. When we are relaxing or daydreaming, it replenishes 
the brain’s stores of attention and motivation, encourages 
productivity and creativity, and is essential to both achieve our 
highest levels of performance and simply form stable memories in 
everyday life. A wandering mind unsticks us in time so that we can 
learn from the past and plan for the future.

A good night’s sleep is also important for your mental health. If you 
get a good night’s rest, you will feel better the following day. Tips 
for getting a good night’s sleep are: Try to ensure that you have a 
comfortable bed and bedroom, limit the use of stimulants - such 
as caffeine, nicotine and alcohol near bed time, avoid drinking 
excessive liquids in the evening to minimise chances of waking to 
empty your bladder, avoid going to bed until you are drowsy and 
actually ready to sleep - most people who suffer from insomnia 
spend more time in bed lying awake rather than actually asleep, 
lastly avoid electronic devices late at night - such as computers, 
mobiles, tablets and so on; the bright light can be overly stimulating 
and keep you awake.
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THERAPEUTIC TOOLS

Therapeutic things I have done include: 

• Listening to motivational speakers on YouTube

•  Listening to guided meditation is said to improve emotional 
wellbeing and is also great for stress relief. I find it particularly 
good to listen to last thing at night, although you can do it at 
any time in the day if you are feeling anxious or tense. You can 
go on YouTube and put in ‘guided mediation’ into the search 
to find one you like. I personally like vortex meditation playlist 
which has emotional wellbeing, physical wellbeing relationship 
wellbeing and financial wellbeing vortex meditations. 

•  Writing a journal, which helps me get my thoughts and feelings 
out of my head and on to paper instead

•  Listening to music I used to listen to when I was younger and 
singing along to it

•  Getting magazines I like – I buy Men’s Health magazine even 
though I identify as female because I hate women’s magazines; 
they make me feel inadequate, and men’s health magazines 
have bodies that I can appreciate without comparing myself  
to them

•  Finding people who think you are ace and speaking to them, 
which can make a massive difference to your self-esteem – 
personal relationships can make a great difference to your 
mental health 

VISIBILITY

Working in the performing arts, working in theatre, either on stage 
or backstage, the work that you are doing is seen by an audience. 
It is appreciated. When you have that work or that visibility taken 
away, you can feel invisible, cast aside, aimless.

Social media is a great platform for broadcasting yourself. I would 
say: Do not get stuck in to how many likes you get. Use it more as a 
tool for expressing yourself, regardless of how many people ‘like’ it.

Instagram is great for photographs and videos. Use it to express  
how you’re feeling, what you like about yourself, what you like to 
do. In the past, I have taken a picture of myself under my duvet, and 
written with it: I am having a bad day. You would be surprised by 
how many people responded: So am I. It’s a great way of feeling 
solidarity. I have taken pictures of myself posing in the garden or 
with my plants, and made statements about how I love nature and 
being in it. People responded well by seeing me sharing something  
I love. I have also posted pictures of me doing the splits because  
I am proud of that too, and I got a ‘wow’ in my comments. It’s just 
fun, and I am not invisible.

Facebook is great for pictures or for just writing how you feel or  
what you think. By posting on the platform, you are making a 
statement that how you feel and what you think matters. 

Twitter is great if you want to do a political rant, about gender, 
about race, about disability, about the pandemic. Anything you 
feel passionate about you can tweet, and see who feels the same. 
It’s great for feeling heard and being an activist. Try to search 
hashtags that relate to what you are saying. So, for example, if 
you had concerns to do with race, you could tag #blacktwitter or 
#blacklivesmatter. If you are fed up of the pandemic, you could 
#lockdown or #covid just so that it reaches people who are 
interested in what you are interested in.
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ENGAGEMENT WITH NATURE

Engagement with nature decreases stress and increases  
well-being. You don’t have to live in the countryside to experience 
the benefits of engaging with nature. Go to a local park, buy some 
plants, spend time in the garden (if you have one). Try to recreate 
being in the Garden of Eden.

YOUR LIVING ENVIRONMENT

Your living environment can affect your mental health. Get rid of 
stuff you don’t need, and clean your house/room. Waking up to 
mess or disrepair can set your day off badly and contribute to a 
low mood. Even if you HATE CLEANING, set your timer for 10 
minutes, and be like: For 10 minutes, I will clean the kitchen. For 10 
minutes, I will clean the living room. For 10 minutes, I will clean my 
room. You will feel a lot better with less mess around. You can do 
the 10-minute rounds at any time of day, and if your house is a real 
mess, do them twice a day. Not looking at mess reduces stress.

EXERCISE 

You don’t need to be a fitness buff to use exercise to improve  
your mental health. Exercising for 30 minutes, five days a week, 
is the equivalent to of taking anti-depressants. Studies show that 
exercise can treat mild to moderate depression as effectively 
as antidepressant medication. As one example, a recent study 
done by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health found 
that running for 15 minutes a day or walking for an hour reduces 
the risk of major depression by 26%. In addition to relieving 
depression symptoms, research also shows that maintaining an 
exercise schedule can prevent you from relapsing. Exercise is a 
powerful depression fighter, it promotes all kinds of changes in the 
brain, including neural growth, reduced inflammation, and new 
activity patterns that promote feelings of calm and well-being. It 
also releases endorphins, powerful chemicals in your brain that 
energize your spirits and make you feel good. Finally, exercise can 
also serve as a distraction, allowing you to find some quiet time to 
break out of the cycle of negative thoughts that feed depression. 
More information can be found here: www.helpguide.org/articles/
healthy-living/the-mental-health-benefits-of-exercise.htm

MOVE YOUR BODY AND MOVE YOUR MOOD.
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CLINICAL MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES

If you are feeling seriously mentally ill or have severe emotional 
distress, seek professional advice. If you are feeling suicidal, if you 
can’t get out of bed, if you are not eating, binging, drinking alcohol 
more than you want to, or if you feel debilitated by your emotions, 
consider making an appointment to see or speak to your GP –  
they can refer you for appropriate treatment or give you 
medication, or both. 

I personally chose not to take medication and, instead, to do 
various other things detailed in this toolkit. That is because I had a 
choice and I made that decision, but it depends on your situation. 
I know other people find medication helpful, but I didn’t feel it was 
right for me. I have instead chosen to have counselling, cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT) and eye movement desensitisation and 
reprocessing therapy (EMDR), alongside the things listed in the 
toolkit. Medical staff can assess what type of therapy and/or  
medication is suitable for you. Be aware that there can be long 
waiting lists, but you can do the things in this toolkit until your time 
comes around.

IN A CRISIS, YOU CAN ALSO:

• Call Samaritans on 116 123 

• Call CALM (Campaign Against Living Miserably) on 0800 58 58 58

• Call MIND on 0300 123 1530

•  Call someone you trust and who knows and cares about you and  
see if you can see them, or stay with them for a bit

•  Go to a hospital A&E department if you feel like a danger to  
yourself – it is not a pleasant experience, but they can get you  
through the night and you can speak to a psychiatrist as  
an emergency
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