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Wellness Workshop Evaluation Study 2014: Key Findings
“Listening to the problems of others and how they coped with them gave me the
strength to reach out and to do my best to improve my wellbeing and in turn help
those who need to improve their wellbeing”

Introduction
Mental health is critical in maintaining overall wellness. Good mental health has a positive
impact on general wellbeing and helps to sustain personal relationships with family, friends,
work colleagues and the wider community. Mental health is often viewed as being on a
continuum with daily challenges in addition to static factors challenging our mental health
and our resilience which influences our location on the continuum. A focus on promoting
mental health has the potential to help individuals maintain wellness, reduce the risk of
people developing mental health problems, and enable those with mental health problems
to develop strategies to manage their mental health difficulties and also maintain their
wellness. Mental health education is one form of mental health promotion that can
encourage the development of personal mental health skills and can increase knowledge
about mental health. A number of mental health education programmes teach wellness
strategies which can be used at any point on the continuum and which are important to
keep a positive balance. The Wellness Workshop is one such education programme which,
through the teaching of wellness strategies, aims to better enable people manage their
mental health.
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The Wellness Workshop
The Wellness Workshop was developed by SOS in response to a number of key issues. One
of these issues was the need to prevent un-wellness and enable people to look after their
own mental health. The idea for the Wellness Workshop grew from the belief that people

can learn to stay well by learning certain strategies and preventative measures. The ultimate
aim is that if all people are educated to look after their mental health then when issues
around hopelessness and negative thinking abound they will have the skills to monitor and
evaluate their own wellness and seek appropriate support (Suicide or Survive 2012).

The first element of the Wellness Workshop is based on meditation and mindfulness
techniques and how these can be used to ground us and bring us into the present. The
second element involves the use of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) as a practical
wellness tool. The relationship between thoughts, feelings, actions and physiology and the
CBT based interventions that lead to improved mental wellbeing form the essence of this
part of the workshop. The Wellness Workshop utilises a narrative approach drawing upon
real life experiences detailed by the instructors. Through this method, the workshop
provides participants with an account of how life circumstances can lead to life or death
outcomes and importantly how these circumstances were overcome in the hope that
participants will take wisdom and learning from the experiences described.

The workshop also focuses on holistic goal setting. It looks at all aspects of life and focuses
on the key goals that will improve wellness. It shows how through simple goal setting and
regular self-appraisal individuals can take personal responsibility and regain control of their
lives. Other key elements of the workshop include a consideration of the principles of
general mental wellbeing and the development of a wellness continuum that focuses on
wellness strategies and triggers that affect mental health. The Wellness Workshop is
delivered in an atmosphere of genuine warmth and caring where participants are
encouraged to actively participate and learning is carried out in a manner that blends fun
and serious learning.

Evaluating the Wellness Workshop
In 2011, SOS commissioned a retrospective evaluation study to explore the impact of the
one day Wellness Workshop on participant’s knowledge of mental health and attitudes
towards mental health difficulties. Participant responses were extremely positive, with the
workshop regarded as being very effective in improving participants’ perceptions and

knowledge of mental health (Doyle et al., 2012). However, one limitation of the original
study was its inability to determine whether the Wellness Workshop leads to an objective
and measurable improvement in actual wellbeing and knowledge and attitudes towards
mental health difficulties. This would provide a greater insight into how a programme of this
nature can improve mental well-being. Utilising a pre/post longitudinal design, this present
evaluation aimed to address this gap in knowledge and determine whether these
improvements were sustained over time.

This evaluation also served another distinct function which was to evaluate some major
changes that took place around the Wellness Workshop based on the recommendations of
the previous report. One of the main recommendations was that an information sheet
detailing the basics of the skills learned in the Wellness Workshop be developed which
participants could employ for their own use after the workshop and pass on to friends and
family if required. In response to this recommendation, the SOS team developed the
Wellness Workbook and this workbook is evaluated in this study. The Workbook follows the
same format as the Workshop but contains worksheets and exercises that participants can
use themselves on a day-to-day basis to manage and maintain their own wellness.

Another recommendation made by the research team was to target certain groups of
individuals who might be more at risk of mental health problems. In response to this the
SOS team are currently adapting the Wellness Workshop with a view to piloting the
programme with 16-18 year olds. However, another group of individuals who were targeted
by SOS were prisoners. SOS developed a relationship with Wheatfield place of detention in
2012 when the organisation offered to run a Wellness Workshop for prisoners in return for
the completion of some printing jobs. Since then, a number of Wellness Workshops have
taken place in Wheatfield including workshops for prison officers. There was no change to
the materials used or how the workshops were run in Wheatfield as the workshop contains
a universal message of wellness and practical tools that anyone can use whatever their
circumstances or living environment. The roll-out of the Wellness Workshop amongst
prisoners is evaluated in this study.

This evaluation of the Wellness Workshop adopts a 2-part embedded mixed methods
longitudinal design, with the aim of evaluating the impact of the workshop over a three
month post workshop completion period. Part 1 of this evaluation involved the
administration of three consecutive surveys (pre, post and follow-up), which were designed
to identify perceptions of the Wellness Workshop over time and crucially the long term
impact it had on participant mental health. Pre-workshop (baseline) surveys were
completed immediately prior to the commencement of the Workshop, post work-shop
surveys were done within one week of completing the Workshop and a follow-up three
months later. The surveys examined participants’ perceptions of the impact of the Wellness
Workshop and their attitudes to mental health and self-reported mental wellbeing. It also
examined whether participants used the Wellness Workbook and whether this workbook
provided them with strategies to manage their mental health. A total of 484 completed
surveys were included in the final dataset. Of these 415 were general public participants
and 69 were male prisoners serving a sentence in Wheatfield Prison, Clondalkin. Response
rates for the three time points on the survey were 96% (n=484), 56% (n=270), and 27%
(n=133). This progressive reduction in response rates is not unusual in longitudinal studies.

Part 2 of this evaluation comprised semi-structured telephone interviews conducted to
explore in more depth participants’ views and experiences of the workshop and the
workbook. An interview guide was developed with a focus on the impact of the workshop
on participants’ knowledge, confidence and skills in dealing with mental health issues,
attitudes towards mental health issues, the application of the programme principles to own
life, use of the workbook, and recommendations for improvement of the workshop. In total,
34 interviews were conducted, 10 of which were with prisoner participants. Using both
quantitative and qualitative data in this evaluation provided a richness and depth of
information that would not have been possible to achieve from one method alone thereby
leading to a more comprehensive evaluation. This ‘Key Findings’ report summarises the
main findings and key recommendations that that have emerged from this evaluation of the
Wellness Workshop. A full report of this Wellness Workshop evaluation is available upon
request.

Key Findings: General Population


Approximately 50% of participants who attended the Wellness Workshop had
experienced mental health problems and the single most important motivation for
attending the Wellness Workshop was to learn skills to manage their mental health:

“To look at my future from a
positive perspective. To get
the skills to stay well”



A large number of participants were motivated to undertake the workshop due to
concern about a family member (n=171) or friend (n=156), and approximately onethird attended in order to help clients suggesting that the workshop attracted a
mixed population who had both personal and professional interests in mental
health.

“To develop new skills
for me professionally”



“To be aware of the
signs of mental health
problems as I have 3
teenagers”

A strong driver for attending the Wellness Workshop for many participants was a
desire to understand their own suicidal feelings and in many cases to understand the
suicidal behaviour of a friend or family member and respond appropriately in these
situations:

“I have two nephews who died by suicide
and want to help the family to cope”

“A friend killed herself, I still struggle with
this”

“To help me forgive my brother who died by
suicide”

“I have had thoughts of suicide in the
past”



95% of participants were extremely satisfied with the workshop and found the
workshop useful or very useful. Many respondents illustrated how the workshop was
well facilitated, made a positive impact on their understanding of mental health
issues and provided insight and tips on how to best approach mental wellness. For
some the workshop was an “incredible experience” which “gave a lot of information
in a very simple way”; for others it increased their sense of “hope about being able to
cope with mental illness”. A number of participants who attended the workshop for
work purposes highlighted that it also had a positive impact on them personally. One
participant explained how: “I went in the hope of getting tools to help those I work
with. I did but I also came away with tools that helped me personally to care for my
own wellbeing.”

The Wellness Workshop was…



Participants described how the workshop was ‘realistic’, ‘honest’, ‘practical’,
insightful’ and ‘rewarding’. Throughout the course of the day participants learned
about a multitude of self-help skills and aids including mindfulness techniques,
coping strategies, the wheel of life plan and the first aid-tool kit.

The Wellness Workshop...



Findings indicate that it was not just the content that was delivered that was
important but how that content was delivered was equally valued. The narrative
approach and non-medical language that was used by facilitators to share their
stories and speak about their specific experiences of mental distress was identified
by participants as being central to their overall positive experience:

“They spoke so simply, they didn’t use dictionary language or medical
language so that they could relate to everybody and they could
give practical tips to everybody from clients that you deal with yourself
or to your family and friends about minding their mental health or
recovering from mental health issues.”



A key finding from this evaluation is that 75% of participants reported that attending
the Wellness Workshop improved or greatly improved their wellbeing and this
improvement persisted over time.



Very few participants reported that the workshop worsened their wellbeing
suggesting that the Wellness Workshop appears not to have a negative effect on
wellbeing.



There was no statistically significant improvement in most attitudes towards mental
health following the Wellness Workshop; however this may be due to the fact that
this group of participants already had very positive attitudes towards mental health
at baseline.



There was however a difference in participants views about recovery. Findings from
the survey showed that one week after the workshop more participants believed
that recovery from a mental health problem was possible than before the workshop.
Analysis of the open-ended comments from the survey suggests this change in
attitude may have been the result of hearing about ‘Caroline’s story’. Time and time
again, ‘Caroline’s story’ was identified in the survey and the interviews as having a
deep impact on participants. Many gave distinct examples of how hearing this story
affected them and affected their view of mental health difficulties. It was perceived
as promoting wellness and focusing on strengths and recovery:

“They had some unbelievable stories and how they came through their issues
with suicide and how they’re surviving. Their stories were heart wrenching yet
they all used different interventions that applied to their life.”

“The fact that she [Caroline] was speaking to people in layman’s terms and she
spoke from her heart and experience. And everyone could relate to that.”



The Wellness Workshop also appeared to have a positive impact on stigma which
again appeared to be largely attributable to ‘Caroline’s story’. Participants reported
how they ‘never in a million years’ believed that a ‘very attractive woman’ like
Caroline who was ‘so with it and together’ could have gone through these traumas.
These are very important comments as they signify how misconceptions, myths and
stigma around mental health difficulties can be dispelled through hearing other
people’s stories of recovery.

“It [Caroline’s story] encouraged you to consider that
everybody has problems like that and it doesn’t mean that
they’re weird or strange. It affects everyone really”



The Wellness Workshops appear to have impacted positively on participants’
perceptions of mental distress and suicide, leading in some cases to a change in
perceptions and more openness about mental distress and suicide, in particular that
suicide is avoidable and that solutions to problems exist:
“It gets you thinking that all problems can be solved. It’s the way you deal
with things. I think suicide is more of a permanent solution to anything. It
basically means everything can be sorted out and it’s just your way kind of
dealing with issues and you should reach out and talk to people. And that you
should find ways of managing stress and mental health really. I suppose it
reminds you to mind yourself really.”



Participants reported a slight improvement on mental health self-efficacy postworkshop and this improvement was maintained over time. Qualitative comments
suggested that this increase in mental health self-efficacy may be down to the
increased repertoire of wellness strategies which were available to participants
following the Wellness Workshop. This included a focus on ‘minding yourself’:

“I suppose exercise, just to get out every day for a walk. Our diet I think as well. I
think being in contact with people and staying in contact with people and doing
things like if you’re feeling down meet people or do something that makes you feel
better. You know, just those key things that everyone can
do to look after themselves.”


There was huge value placed on the small, simple but important strategies such as
the ‘Mindfulness Minute’ and the ‘Wheel of Life’ taught at the Wellness Workshops.
These were perceived as user-friendly, non-invasive techniques to maintain mental
health that could be easily incorporated into participants’ daily routines.



The most positively evaluated strategy learned by participants was the ‘Mindfulness
Minute’. Participants identified using it to help brings thoughts under control and to
bring themselves back to the present:

“If I find myself getting a bit panicky, I try to bring
myself back to the present which helps me not go
away and go mad with my thoughts like, so I
really do find that useful”

“I found the mindfulness the most beneficial because Caroline actually sat in
the room and did them with you. I think the one minute at five different
intervals throughout the day, I found the best. Because everyone might say
that they’re really busy and don’t have time to do this, but she showed how
easy it is to slot it in to your day to day lifestyle. To try and bring your anxiety
levels back down. To try and manage your stresses throughout the day. You
need to commit yourself to them throughout the day.”

“We actually practice that [mindfulness] ourselves when I’m at home.
My wife would say we’ll have our few minutes and you go off to
whatever room you want for a few minutes of breathing and
relaxation. And for clearing your thoughts. She does the same herself
every day. I find that a big benefit.”



As is clear from the quote above, wellness strategies were utilised by people
experiencing mental distress but also by those who were currently well in an effort
to maintain that wellness. This demonstrates that the strategies taught in the
Wellness Workshop have utility across the Wellness Continuum.



There was no statistically significant difference in Hope as measured using the
Hearth Hope Index following the Wellness Workshop. Qualitative data from the
interviews and survey comments however suggest that hope was increased
following attendance at the Wellness Workshop and this increased hope was related
in particular to the perceived increased ability to take control and manage mental
health and hope in the possibility of recovery:

“It is about mental health and not illness. It gives real hope about being able to
cope with mental illness and end up with a positive view of how you can recover
from mental illness”

“You can use it when you’re not feeling well but you can break down a problem
into smaller chunks and deal with it rather than one big amount. It just helped kind
of deal with things easily and get your mind in that frame. Now I find I’m
managing things better because I’m not taking on one big giant task and I can do
this much tomorrow. It’s better that way.”

“We can take charge of our life if we have a different way of thinking about things.
We can break things down into components and by doing that we can take control
in that area of our life and regain momentum and energy.”


None of the demographic or other variables predicted the perceived impact of the
workshop on wellbeing, suggesting that the workshop is equally applicable to a wide
range of participants.



Almost all of the participants identified that they would recommend the Wellness
Workshop to others. The universal applicability of the workshop was again
highlighted by responses indicating that family, friends and ‘anyone’ should
undertake the Wellness Workshop:
“I think everyone could benefit from it as it's a practical, informative and
empowering approach to mental health wellness...”



Recommendations for improving the workshop centred on extending the length of it,
including a follow-up or refresher course for attendees and targeting certain groups
e.g. men and young people:

“Fantastic workshop. Would love refreshing every 1-2 years to stay on track”.

“I suppose making it more visible to people. I thought it was well
advertised but if they reach more. [There was] a lot of women and they
need to reach more men.”

“…The workshop in schools would be brilliant too. As someone said
recently, depression doesn’t start when you become eighteen, it’s not
when you become an adult, it’s there prior to that”

“It was a very useful day. It recognised how stress can creep in and
overcome your life.”

“We take a lot of these things for granted and it’s kind of only when
you get given it in a class, broken down into different sections that
we’d actually begin to use it. Oh yeah this really works. You can use
it in everyday life really. You can use it when you’re not feeling well
but you can break down a problem into smaller chunks and deal
with it rather than one big amount. It just helped kind of deal with
things easily and get your mind in that frame.”
“People often have more of a choice about their own attitude than they
might think.”
“The knowledge that we gained has helped us understand and we’d be
more confident to approach a person and speak to them and tell them
that it’s ok to talk about it.”

75% of participants reported that
attending the Wellness Workshop
improved or greatly improved their
wellbeing and this improvement in
wellbeing persisted over time.

Key Findings: Prisoner Group


Approximately 40% of prisoner participants had personal experience of a mental
health problem.



Prisoners identified how being imprisoned and reflecting on what led to
imprisonment created an additional burden on their mental health:
“My son, Saturday coming will be his birthday. The last time he came to visit
me he was crying and he told me that he wants me to come home for his
birthday and I said I can’t that I have to stay here so he started crying. After
they left I started thinking ‘what did I put my family though?’ That is my
fault you know. My children suffer for what I did. So I’m thinking and
thinking, everyday things”



Suicidal thoughts were reported by a number of prisoners however it was identified
that it was difficult to open up about this in a prison environment:

“They ask you before you go to prison “have you suicidal thoughts?”,
and you’re obviously going to say no because you’re a man. You’re in
front of a doctor and a medic you don’t say yeah but when you go into
that cell and they lock that door everybody thinks about it. Most men
think about it in prison and it’s hard to talk about it.”



As with the general population group, the single most important motivation for
attending the Wellness Workshop was to learn skills to manage mental health:
“The reason I got into this [Wellness Workshop] is because my
emotions put me into prison. I couldn’t manage my emotions
so my emotions managed me and they led me then to taking a
life in rage”



88% of prisoner participants indicated that they were satisfied or very satisfied with
the workshop.



95% reported that the workshop useful or very useful, with a number of participants
identifying having completed the course more than once:

“Excellent input. Had time to ask questions. Didn’t feel talked down to. Tutors were
very professional, caring and respectful. Listened to everyone and gave simple
answers, easy to understand. Would encourage everyone here to take part.”

“Excellent programme…it
stays in the mind”



Almost 79% of prisoners reported that the Wellness Workshop improved or greatly
improved their wellbeing one week following the workshop and this improvement
persisted over time rising to just over 90% three months after the workshop.



Baseline measures of hope and mental health self-efficacy were lower than those of
the general population suggesting that prior to the workshop prisoners were less
hopeful and has less ability to effectively manage their mental health.



Scores for both hope and mental health self-efficacy increased post-workshop. Due
to the small numbers this was not statistically significant however the trend suggests
that the Wellness Workshop had an impact on hope and the ability to manage
mental health. This is further supported by qualitative findings in which prisoners
described how strategies learned in the Wellness Workshop had a real impact on
their ability to manage their mental health:

“I felt I could cope with
more after I did it”



Prisoner data clearly identified how the Wellness Workshop helped prisoners in
three main ways. The most frequently identified was being able to manage and
control feelings of intense anger and agitation. This was largely achieved through the
breathing techniques and the Mindfulness Minute. The second was being more
aware of thought patterns and how they impact on mood while the third main
positive outcome was being able to communicate about mental distress to others.



The breathing techniques and Mindfulness Minute were used by many prisoners to
control stress and to manage anger. Participants identified how using these
techniques encouraged them to have a more reflective rather than reactive
approach to problems:

“Yeah say you’re in a bad mood and you do that breathing, it sort of calms
you down you know. Because in prison you get knocked back. Like they tell
you that ‘oh you’re getting released this day and that day’ but sometimes it
doesn’t happen and you’ll be boiling. Your blood will be boiling. Just take
your ten deep breaths and it just calms you down. It helps the problem.”

“It gave me a thought. Like if I
was ever feeling bad I’d just
think of that mindful minute
first before I do things.”



Being aware of and reflecting on their thoughts was something that participants
were able to do following the workshop. A concerted effort was made to try and
focus on more positive thoughts when negative thoughts were present and this
appeared to impact on prisoners in a very real way:

“I thought it was very good and it hit home
with me. I notice that it all comes down to
my thoughts and how I can go into my own
head.”

“Helped me understand that I've to try control
my thoughts and not let the head get carried
away with itself.”

“We were talking about thoughts – good thoughts and bad thoughts. I
think that I only get bad thoughts when you’re down but then you can
manage the bad thoughts by just thinking the good thoughts. That’s what
I started doing after the course. Every time I had bad thoughts I started

thinking good thoughts and good times in my life instead of bad times.”



Participants in the prison setting identified how the Wellness Workshop was
particularly helpful in giving them the confidence to talk to other prisoners who were
distressed. A number of participants offered insight into how through the use of
techniques and language learned in the Workshop, participants were able to talk to
other prisoners who were feeling down or suicidal:

“A few weeks ago there was an issue with a younger fella, he was on the
packed landing up here and I know him from the outside but he called the ACO
over to get me. He was sort of feeling down in himself it was his first time in
jail, he was crying and all. I went over and I was talking to him and he started
to tell me that he’s hearing voices and all. He was feeling real down and if it
wasn’t for that course itself, I wouldn’t know what to say to him. I’m not an
expert you know but stuff that I learnt in that course sort of came out in the
conversation.”



Prisoners also reported having a greater understanding about suicidal behaviour,
and why someone might consider suicide as an option following the Wellness
Workshop which was seen as important within the prison setting:
“It sort of made me look at suicide, and my training as a listener as well. The
majority of people don’t want to commit suicide; we just want to stop the
pain that we’re in at the moment. Mainly what I took from it was stopping
and thinking in your given situation at that moment.”



Many participants also described utilising the strategies learned on the workshop to
help family and friends to manage their mental health and wellbeing suggesting that
the Wellness Workshop had a ‘ripple effect’ as knowledge and skills gained from it
was imparted to other inmates and to friends and family members:
“My main thing was the wheel of life with the prisoners and with my children as
well. They’re fifteen and sixteen now and I actually drew the diagram of your
thoughts, affecting your thoughts and behaviour you know and that has sort of
stuck with them. I’ve got little bits back from them where they’re saying ‘this was
going on and I was thinking this but then I thought of what you showed me so I
discharged that thought and I didn’t feel upset about something.’ So I thought ‘yep
that works’.”

“I found it worked for me because
I would now know what to say
and do in different situations”



One striking attitudinal change noted throughout the data was the belief that mental
distress could affect anyone regardless of their background, situation and walk of
life. As with the general population group, this was particularly related to hearing
‘Caroline’s story’ which served to ‘normalise’ mental health difficulties:

“If it can happen to that woman [Caroline], it can happen to us all. We weren’t
really aware of mental health, it was only when this woman was saying it to us and
you see her telling you all this. It really hits home, well it hit home for me anyway.”


Some recommendations were made by prisoners to improve the workshop. Similar
to the general population group these included extending the length of the
workshop. Some prison specific recommendations were also made including
increasing the privacy of the location of the workshop and trying to ensure that only
those who were serious about the workshop be included:
“Like there was one or two having a laugh or making a joke, there’s people like
that and I don’t really like when they’re in the group because they don’t really
listen to what’s going on in there like.”



The majority of participants would recommend the Wellness Workshop to others
including friends and family but newcomers to prison and younger prisoners were
identified as being groups in particular need of the strategies taught on the Wellness
Workshop:
“I think we could have more of it. I think as well by all means get it done in all the
prisons but to start with the youngest of the population. Like start with the young
lads in St Pat’s.”

“Before I went into that course I thought that there was something
wrong with me because of my anger. When I’m in an argument with
somebody or if I get into a small argument with someone I usually
kick off and I’d do stupid things but ever since that course I’ve
learned how to control my breath and control the situation I’m in
and look at the outcome. If I was going to do something stupid just
look pass the thing that I was going to do and try to see what’s
going to happen to you and what the consequences are.”
“I never thought about it before but I use to think like I’m not
putting myself in a box here with prisoners suffering from emotion
but the staff here suffer with it, the doctors suffer with it, people in
the high professions suffer with it and probably the lower class.
When I did think about it I thought that it would just be people like
me that came from what people call a dysfunctional background
that suffers the most, but everybody suffers from it. That’s what I
learnt.”

Approximately 40% of prisoner
participants who attended the
Wellness Workshop had
experienced mental health
problems.


Key Findings: Wellness Workbook


67% of the general population participants used the Wellness Workbook.



Of those who did not use the workbook, the most commonly cited reason was a lack
of time. However, completing the evaluation has acted as a prompt for some to use
it:
“I just haven’t gotten
around to it yet. This is
the push I needed”



“It is an ‘out of sight, out of
mind’ thing. This form has
motivated me to take it out
of my desk drawer though”

A number of participants indicated that they did not feel the need to utilise the
workbook as they were feeling well and in a positive state of mind however they
alluded to the fact that they knew it was there to help them if feeling distressed:

“I feel I will turn to it when I need to get back on track and at the
moment I don't feel that I need that support because I'm coping well.”



Of those who did use the workbook, over 95% reported that it provided strategies to
help manage their mental health. Findings indicate that the workbook was an
effective resource in offering hints, tips and practical reminders of how to approach
good mental health and wellness.



The Mindfulness Minute, the Wheel of Life and the Wolf of Hope were extremely
popular strategies incorporated into the Workbook:

“Mindfulness moment.
Having the technique to step
back mentally from negative
thoughts and away from the
past or future events/worries
helps.”

“How to look after
yourself and look at the
life wheel and become
aware of areas in your life
that need attention.”



94% of participants identified that the Workbook was widely regarded as a useful
tool to help to support the implementation of coping and planning strategies in a
meaningful way.



Participants indicated that the workbook helped them to ‘check’ and ‘identify’
situations that trigger negative emotions and the thought process behind these
emotions. It also ‘taught’, ‘reminded’ and ‘helped’ them to ‘practice’ positive mental
health and wellness activities and exercises:

“I constantly remind myself of the wolf of hope. I read through the book and it
helps me keep control of my strategies, to keep my mind calm.”

“I can check at times if there is a
balance in my life by using the
workbook and I can then clearly
see where I need to make
changes.”

“The circle of life helps me
in reflecting on my life and
helps me to prioritise my
responsibilities and
hobbies.”



The Wellness Workbook was seen by participants as a reference source to which
they could refer back to when necessary. It was generally used in an elective way
and participants ‘dipped’ in and out of it when necessary. Reading the sections of the
workbook that were relevant to the participants reminded them of the workshop
and the strategies that were used during it as well as reinforcing them:

“Well for me, I just open it up on the bits when I’m feeling down as I say. Like when
I talked about the wolf of hope and despair. And I read through Caroline’s story
again and realise, you know things like that to look after yourself. Think your way
to wellness.”

“Well it reinforced all the information that we got on the day. I don’t know what
the statistics are but I know that research has shown that when you do a course
you only take in a certain amount of information. So to have something there that
literally goes through everything that you done in the course, to go back over
things and to remember things from the course. I thought that was excellent.”


Similar to the general population, the prisoners who utilised the Workbook reported
high satisfaction levels with its content. Almost 79% strongly agreed that the
workshop successfully provided them with useful strategies to manage their mental
health and approximately 50% identified that the workbook aided the
implementation of these mental health strategies.



Those prisoners who did use the workbook reported using it sporadically rather than
systematically:
“Yeah I flick through it every so
often when I’m stressed out, I’ll
just pick it up and go through it
like “



Prisoner participants reported that the workbook offered ‘guidance’, ‘information’
and ‘exercises’ on how to improve mental health.



For some prisoners, the biggest road block to utilising the Workbook were literacy
issues:

“I think pictorials stick a lot quicker in people’s minds than reading them three
pages of something……There was a lot of literature and a lot writing and that in it.
I think for the prison population the majority of them would quicker pick up the
contents of a picture and it would stick with them rather than reading three pages.
They’d read about two paragraphs of it and throw it to the side.”


The vast majority of general public (88%) and prisoner participants (84%) reported
that the Workbook did not require any modifications:

“Don’t try to fix
something that
works”



“I find it very well put
together and don’t feel
there’s a need to
improve it”

However, some participants did offer suggestions to improve better engagement
with the Workbook. These include incorporating the use of the workbook into the
workshop itself and providing some completed written examples in the workbook of
how best to commence the exercises:

“Maybe a few more suggestions re: exercise. I know everyone is unique, but
sometimes it's difficult to start the list, but with a few more examples will make it
easier.”

“I suppose the only thing, and that’s why I don’t use much from it, is that it wasn’t
used directly in the workshop. Even though I know that that’s where it was
obviously related but the workbook was just given to us afterwards...Only thing
now is that I don’t relate the workbook to some of the stuff that I picked up at the
workshop. Maybe some of that could be done differently, there could be more link
from the workbook to the workshop.”

“I read through the book and it helps me keep control of my strategies, to
keep my mind calm.”

“Well for me, I just open it up on the bits when I’m feeling down as I
say. Like when I talked about the wolf of hope and despair… and I
read through Caroline’s story again and realise, you know things like
that to look after yourself. Think your way to wellness.”

95% of participants reported
that the Workbook provided
them with strategies to
manage their mental health.

Participants Comments about the Wellness Workshop
Participants undertaking this evaluation provided hundreds of comments throughout the
surveys. These comments were analysed and some are used in this report. However the
following provides a further flavour of participants’ perceptions of the Wellness Workshop
and are representative of the overwhelmingly positive reaction to it.

What they thought:
“It was a very worthwhile workshop to attend and I believe that if this was more
readily available, gradual change would come about towards people's attitude to
mental health”
“One of the most worthwhile workshops I have ever attended. Gave me a wakeup
call.”
“I thoroughly enjoyed the Wellness Workshop and would highly recommend it to
everybody. It was interesting, sad and funny and the day went too quickly, which
speaks for itself. The speakers were brilliant.”
“It was really motivational and very insightful.”
“The workshop was very well presented, it has given me tools to maintain my own
wellness and also recommend to clients, family etc. The facilitators were excellent
and it really helped me to reflect on my own values/opinions on mental health and
how this can affect other people.”
“It was wonderful from beginning to end. I felt the facilitators were bog standard
down to earth no jargon given in a simple but hugely profound way. Was so
delighted to be there.”
“Extremely eye opening/soul searching workshop. Had a huge impact on my life.
Thanks!”
“It was a really good, worthwhile workshop both from a personal and a professional
perspective.”
“Excellent workshop, Very grounded, very real and very practical and very enjoyable.”

“It touched on all the right topics of mental health, how stress can affect me and
gave me a great overview of how life affects us all. I found the course excellent and
touching. Thanks!”
What they learned:

“We can take charge of our life if we have a different way of thinking about things.
We can break things down into components and by doing that we can take control in
that area of our life and regain momentum and energy”
“I thought it was very useful and taught us some coping strategies. It gave us all a
save space to talk about mental health. We found out some facts and had some
myths dispelled.”
“I use the mindfulness method quite often. I have spoken to others about the
workshop. I will use the workshop as a guide to keeping my mental health on a
positive track.”
“Insightful I enjoyed it and learnt some important strategies for minding your mental
health. I could use these strategies in my work and pass onto friends. It was very
practical and applicable.”
“I absolutely loved the bleak wolf (Wolf of Despair) and the White Wolf (wolf of hope)
scenario. I use it constantly now even with my grandchildren.”
“I am practicing mindfulness most days and I'm hoping it will become a habit!!”
“The Wellness Workshop was excellent. It really got me thinking about my mental
health and the mental health of my family and pupils in the school that I teach. I love
the 5 mindful minutes as it definitely relaxes me before sleeping and it also takes
away my butterflies in my stomach.”
“I was greatly taken by the idea of 'feeding our wolf of hope' so simplistic an
explanation it would easily be understood by children and starting them with this
idea would provide a wonderful tool for life. Well done. One of the best day seminars
I have attended.”
“I liked the imagery of feeding the world of hope and despair - simplistic but
effectively putting across the point that people often have more of a choice about
their own attitude than they might think.”

Recommendations
In light of the findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

Workshop format
While overall the structure and shape of the workshop was very well evaluated,
consideration should be given to the following issues:


As a number of participants in the surveys and interviews believed some of the
content was rushed, consider extending the workshop by half a day if possible.



A proportion of participants identified the desire to have on-going basic education
on maintaining wellness. In light of this, consider providing additional educational
content including simple tutorials and online videos for participants to access via the
SOS website.



Many participants identified a desire for a Wellness Workshop refresher course. In
light of this, explore the potential to offer a follow-up session to those who have
completed the Wellness Workshop.

Workshop content
In view of the overwhelmingly positive evaluation of the content of the workshop the
following actions are proposed:


Continue with the sharing of facilitators’ experiences of mental distress.



Continue identifying how wellness strategies can be incorporated into everyday life.



As the mindfulness strategies were particularly strongly evaluated and utilised by
participants, consider expanding the amount of time dedicated to these particular
wellness strategies.



A significant proportion of participants identified undertaking the workshop to help
others in distress. In light of this, consider expanding a section of the workshop to
focus on supporting family/friends who are in distress. In the context of the time
constraints of the workshop, this may take the form of a ‘what to do/say, what not
to do/say’.

Recruitment to the workshop
Participants on the Wellness Workshop are not representative of the general population. In
light of this, consideration should be given to:


Actively recruiting more young adults



Actively recruiting those from different racial and ethnic backgrounds which more
accurately reflect Irish society. This could include targeting such groups as asylum
seekers who are known to have more mental health problems and may particularly
benefit from this programme.



Actively recruiting those with varying levels of education which more accurately
reflects Irish society (i.e. those who are educated to third level are over-represented
in this evaluation). Consider targeting early school leavers, those on apprenticeship
schemes etc.

The Wellness Workshop in the Prison setting
Following evaluation of the workshop in the prison environment, the following actions are
recommended:


The workshop was not changed for the prison setting however some modifications
are advisable e.g. context specific examples and an increased focus on the
techniques to reduce agitation and feelings of anger (e.g. mindfulness minute and
breathing techniques), which were very positively evaluated.



Further modifications which reduce the requirement for reading are recommended
for the workshop in the prison setting to account for varying levels of literacy.



Anonymity and confidentiality is decreased in the prison setting however every
effort should be made to increase participants’ sense of confidentiality. This may
mean moving the workshop to a quieter location if possible where other prisoners
not participating in the workshop are less likely to overhear proceedings.



Findings suggest that some participants in the prison setting may undertake the
Wellness Workshop to ‘pass some time’ and may not be fully invested in it which
may impact on other participants. In light of this, it is suggested that where possible
only those with a genuine interest in improving mental health and wellbeing be
included on the programme.



A number of prisoner participants identified how the workshop helped them to help
other prisoners. In light of this finding, consider developing the workshop further to
increase awareness of how to support other prisoners in distress.

The Wellness Workbook
Following evaluation of the workbook, the following actions are recommended:


Use of the Wellness Workbook should be more interwoven into the workshop with
reference made to the workbook throughout. This may increase engagement with
the workbook following completion of the workshop.



For exercises within the workbook, examples should be given of how best to
complete each exercise which participants can then easily adapt to their own
situation.



A reminder to use the workbook should be sent to participants at a period after
completion of the workshop. This could occur through social media (e.g. twitter or
facebook), through email or text, or through the development of an ‘e-Wellness
Workshop Newsletter’ which could incorporate a reminder to use the workbook
along with hints and tips on managing wellbeing. This newsletter could be sent to all
attendees of the Wellness Workshop.



Although the workbook contains a combination of text and imagery, findings from
the prison population suggest that it is difficult to follow for those with literacy
issues. In light of this, consider adapting worksheets that may be better used for
those with literacy issues.

Conclusion
The Wellness Workshop is a successful one-day education programme which participants
believe impacts positively on their wellbeing. In many respects, this highly positive
evaluation mirrors that of the previous Wellness Workshop evaluation. This consistency in
terms of satisfaction and usefulness of the programme over time is very encouraging,
particularly in light of recommendations that mental health promotion initiatives, including

education programmes, be constantly evaluated to ensure that they are beneficial to
participants and in-touch with their target audience.

It is clear from this evaluation that there are a number of key areas where the Wellness
Workshop is performing very well. The primary key to the success of the workshop appears
to be the ease with which the wellness strategies are understood and utilised by
participants. This evaluation is replete with examples in participants own words of how they
incorporated these strategies into their everyday lives in times of distress but also
encouragingly in times of calm illustrating that these strategies have a role to play in
maintaining wellness. The focus on wellbeing and the strategies to increase this which is at
the centre of the Wellness Workshop appears to be as important to those without mental
health problems as it is to those with mental health problems, suggesting utility across the
whole of the Wellness Continuum.

The information component of the workshop was evaluated as being particularly useful
with many participants identifying how they used what they learned in the workshop when
helping a family member, friend or client. This was especially true in the prison setting
where poignant examples were given of how by calling on what they learned in the
Wellness Workshop, participants’ were able to help fellow prisoners in times of distress.
Finally, the last key strategy from the Wellness Workshop which appeared to be particularly
successful is the telling of ‘Caroline’s story’. Time and time again during this evaluation
participants referred to the ‘power’ of ‘Caroline’s story’ and how it impacted them deeply.
Further probing on this identified that ‘Caroline’s story’ had two main positive effects; firstly
it made people hopeful about the possibility of recovery which is an important finding in the
context that 50% of participants’ on this workshop had self-experience of mental health
difficulties. Secondly, hearing Caroline recount her life story and her journey towards
recovery helped remove some of the stigma some participants had about mental health and
people who experience mental health difficulties. These are two very significant findings.

The introduction of the Wellness Workshop to the prison setting has been evaluated as a
very positive one as is evidenced by the accounts of prisoners who undertook the workshop.
Similarly, the introduction of the Wellness Workbook was well evaluated although strategies

are required to increase participant engagement with the workbook. Encouragingly, the
Wellness Workshop for many appeared to be a stepping stone to further education about
mental health with participants identifying how it gave the interest to undertake further
courses in areas such as mindfulness and Wellness Recovery Action Planning (WRAP). The
ultimate aim of the Wellness Workshop is to equip participants with the skills to monitor
and evaluate their own wellness and the tools to maintain and improve their wellness and
seek appropriate support if required. This evaluation of the Wellness Workshop suggests
that it has succeeded in this endeavour.

