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Defining Community 
In the context of Mental Health Awareness Week, community refers to the networks of support,
connection, and belonging that surround us, whether they are built through shared experiences,
interests, or spaces. A strong community offers more than just companionship; it creates a sense of
safety, identity, and collective wellbeing, all of which are essential to good mental health.
Examples of community include:

Neighbourhood groups that come together for local events or mutual support.
Workplace teams that promote a culture of care and openness.
Online communities where people connect over shared interests or lived experiences.
Faith or cultural groups that provide spiritual and emotional grounding.
Support groups are formed around mental health, parenting, or shared challenges.

These communities remind us that we’re not alone and that mental wellbeing flourishes when we
feel connected, supported, and seen.

Mental Health Awareness Week 
Mental Health Awareness Week is an annual campaign led by the Mental Health Foundation to raise
awareness and promote better mental health for all. This year it runs from 12 to 18 May, with the
theme ‘Community’, highlighting the vital role connection and belonging play in supporting our
mental wellbeing.

Raising awareness during Mental Health Awareness Week is crucial for breaking down stigma,
starting meaningful conversations, and encouraging people to seek support. It’s an opportunity to
shine a light on mental health challenges, share practical tools for wellbeing, and foster a more
compassionate, understanding society. By raising awareness, we help create environments at
home, work, and in communities, where mental health is prioritised and no one feels alone.
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Why Community Matters for Better Mental Health 
Community is vital for mental health because it gives us a
connection, a basic human need. Feeling part of something
helps us feel seen, supported, and less alone, especially
during tough times. Without it, we risk isolation, which can
harm both our mental and physical health.

Even small moments of connection, such as sharing a chat, a
routine, or a common interest, can make a difference.

Community helps us build trust, find belonging, and feel
stronger together. It reminds us we’re not alone, and that’s
essential for good mental wellbeing.

When we nurture community, we create a culture of care
where everyone has the chance to thrive. Supporting each
other is not just good for individuals, it’s good for all of us.
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Loneliness is more than just an emotional experience—it’s a serious public health concern.
According to research by the Campaign to End Loneliness, over 3 million people in the UK report
feeling lonely often or always. Chronic loneliness has been linked to increased risk of depression,
anxiety, and suicidal ideation, and it’s estimated to be as harmful to health as smoking 15 cigarettes
a day (Holt-Lunstad, 2015).

Social isolation can trigger a biological stress response, increasing inflammation and reducing
immune function, which in turn impacts physical and mental resilience. People who lack social
support are also less likely to seek help when struggling, which prolongs recovery and increases the
burden on health services.

Fostering a strong sense of community isn’t just beneficial—it’s essential for reducing these risks
and promoting long-term wellbeing.

The Hidden Cost of Loneliness
Mental Health Awareness Week is an annual campaign led by the Mental Health Foundation to raise
awareness and promote better mental health for all. This year it runs from 12 to 18 May, with the
theme ‘Community’, highlighting the vital role connection and belonging play in supporting our
mental wellbeing.

Raising awareness during Mental Health Awareness Week is crucial for breaking down stigma,
starting meaningful conversations, and encouraging people to seek support. It’s an opportunity to
shine a light on mental health challenges, share practical tools for wellbeing, and foster a more
compassionate, understanding society. By raising awareness, we help create environments at
home, work, and in communities, where mental health is prioritised and no one feels alone.
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Barriers to Building Community and Connection

While community is essential for good mental health, many
people face barriers that make it difficult to feel connected. One
of the most common is stigma. The fear of being judged or
misunderstood can stop individuals from reaching out or opening
up about their struggles. This is especially true when people feel
pressure to appear strong, independent, or emotionally ‘together’.

Loneliness and social anxiety can also make it harder to form or
maintain relationships, even when support is available. People
may avoid social spaces or feel unsure of how to engage, leading
to further disconnection. 

Busy lifestyles, remote working, or caring responsibilities can limit
the time and energy people have to build or participate in a
community. For some, past experiences of exclusion or
discrimination can create deep mistrust and hesitation in joining
groups or seeking support.
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Recognising these barriers is the first step in breaking them
down. However, there are many ways to address and
overcome these challenges. From creating safe, inclusive
spaces to encouraging open dialogue and offering flexible
support, there are practical steps we can take to foster
stronger connections. In the following sections, we will
explore some of these solutions and how they can help us
build more connected, supportive communities.

Overcoming the Barriers 
Being a Good Listener with the Skill of Being Present 
One of the most important ways to break down barriers to connection is by being a good
listener. When someone is sharing their thoughts or feelings, giving them your full attention and
being present can make a huge difference. People are more likely to open up and feel
comfortable when they feel truly heard. Listening without judgment and responding with
empathy helps build trust and encourages a sense of safety within a community.

Asking Questions with Intent
Another effective way to overcome barriers is by asking questions with intent. By showing genuine
curiosity and interest in someone’s experiences, you invite deeper conversations and stronger
connections. Thoughtful questions not only demonstrate that you care but also create space for the
other person to share more openly. This approach helps move beyond surface-level interactions
and fosters a sense of understanding and mutual respect.

Creating and Seeking 
Creating and seeking  is essential for building stronger connections. By focusing on shared
experiences, values, or interests, we can find points of connection that help bridge any divides.
Whether through similar hobbies, challenges, or goals,  encourages inclusivity and reduces feelings
of isolation. When we recognise and celebrate these similarities, it becomes easier to form genuine
bonds and build supportive communities.

By actively engaging in these practice we can overcome the barriers to connection and create
more inclusive, supportive communities where everyone feels valued and understood.

What We Can Learn from the World’s Healthiest
Communities
Research into the world’s Blue Zones—regions where people often live to 100+—shows a powerful truth:
community saves lives.
In places like Okinawa, Sardinia, and Nicoya, strong social ties are just as important for longevity as diet
and exercise. These communities prioritise belonging, shared purpose, and daily connection.
Key practices include:

 • Intergenerational living to reduce loneliness
 • “Moai” in Okinawa—lifelong peer support groups
 • Shared rituals like meals and spiritual gatherings

The takeaway? Intentional community isn’t just good for mental health—it helps us live longer, better
lives.



WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THE WORLD’S
HEALTHIEST COMMUNITIES?

Research into Blue Zones suggests that ‘community’ can
saves lives

PRACTICAL TIPS TO STRENGTHEN COMMUNITY

Start micro-connections, e.g., smile or greetings 
Host connection spaces such as video calls or
online groups 
Practice “doorstep acts of kindness”. E.g., cook
for a neighbour 
Create community agreements on wellbeing 
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The Power of Community 

THE HIDDEN COST OF LONELINESS
Over 3 million people in the UK often or always 
feel lonely 

Chronic loneliness is smoking 15 cigarettes a
day 
Social isolation and depression, anxiety, and
suicidal ideation 
Loneliness triggers a biological stress response
and immunity 

Intergenerational living reduces loneliness
‘Moai’ peer support groups in Okinawa
Shared rituals foster connection and meaning 
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A.C.T. For Deeper Connection 
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What Is A.C.T.?
A.C.T. stands for Authenticity, Connection, and Topic. It’s a simple yet powerful framework
designed to help people build stronger, more meaningful relationships. When used intentionally,
A.C.T. creates the space for genuine connection, trust, and understanding, all of which are essential
for good mental health and a sense of community.

How A.C.T. Supports Connection and Mental Health
At its heart, A.C.T. encourages us to show up as our real selves and to engage others with openness
and care. Meaningful connection happens when we allow ourselves to be emotionally available and
take the time to ask intentional questions that invite deeper conversation. It’s not just about being
physically present but emotionally present too.

Authenticity means being honest about who we are, our feelings, struggles, hopes, and stories.
When we show up vulnerably, we make it safer for others to do the same. It’s about letting go of
the pressure to always appear fine and instead allowing space for real, human moments.

Connection grows from that honesty and vulnerability. It looks like showing up for someone when
they need support, consistently being there, and building trust over time. It also means believing
that everyone, including those who seem disconnected or on the margins, is worthy of real
connection.

Topic refers to asking thoughtful, intentional questions that create room for meaningful dialogue.
This might be as simple as asking, “What’s something you’ve been thinking about a lot lately?” or “If
you really knew me, you’d know…” These prompts invite others to share from the heart and deepen
your bond.

A.C.T. in Practice: An Example
Imagine a colleague at work who seems withdrawn. Instead of avoiding the discomfort, you sit with
them at lunch. You start by sharing a small story about something meaningful to you (authenticity).
You then ask them how they’ve been feeling lately (connection). As the conversation develops, you
gently ask, “What’s something you’ve found challenging recently?” (topic). Through this simple
interaction, you’ve created a moment of genuine connection that could be the beginning of
something supportive and lasting.

By using A.C.T., we create opportunities for deeper connection, break down barriers to community,
and foster spaces where everyone can feel seen, valued, and supported. And in doing so, we
strengthen the foundations of good mental health, for ourselves and for those around us.
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Building Better Connections
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In addition to A.C.T., here are some actionable ways to promote deeper connection in everyday life:
 • Start micro-connections: Smile at your neighbours, greet your barista, or compliment a colleague.
Small gestures lay the groundwork for trust.

 • Host connection spaces: Whether at work or in your local area, organise casual meet-ups,
wellness lunches, or story-sharing circles.

 • Use tech to connect, not distract: Schedule regular video calls with distant friends and consider
joining purpose-driven online communities.

 • Practice “doorstep acts of kindness”: Run errands for an elderly neighbour, cook for a friend, or
simply check in on someone who lives alone.

 • Create community agreements: In workspaces or shared living environments, co-create values
around communication, inclusion, and wellbeing.

Conclusion 
This Mental Health Awareness Week reminds us that community is not just a nice-to-have, it’s
essential. When we feel connected, included, and supported, our mental wellbeing improves.
Whether through a friendly neighbour, a trusted colleague, or a shared interest group, community
offers us strength, safety, and a sense of belonging.

By understanding the power of meaningful connection and taking active steps to listen, support,
and show up for one another, we can build stronger, healthier communities where everyone has the
opportunity to flourish. Connection is care, and it starts with all of us.

Taking time to reflect is a powerful step towards understanding ourselves and the role we play in
creating connected, caring communities. These reflection notes below are designed to help you
pause and think about your own experiences with connection, vulnerability, and belonging. There
are no right or wrong answers, just an opportunity to explore how you show up for others, how
others show up for you, and what meaningful connection looks like in your life. Use these questions
as a starting point to build awareness, deepen relationships, and contribute to a culture of support
and wellbeing.

When was the last time I felt truly connected to someone?
Reflect on what made that moment meaningful and how you can create similar
experiences.

How comfortable am I with being emotionally open and vulnerable in my
relationships?

Consider what supports or hinders your ability to share your true self with others.

Do I actively listen when others share with me, or do I find myself formulating
responses before they've finished speaking?

Evaluate your listening habits and think about how you can be more present in
conversations.

What common interests or experiences do I share with those around me that
could serve as a foundation for deeper connections?

Identify opportunities to strengthen bonds through shared activities or discussions.

Are there individuals in my community who might be feeling isolated, and how
can I reach out to include them?

Reflect on ways to extend support and foster inclusivity within your community.
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Phone: +44 203 142 8650

Email: info@stress.org.uk

Visit: www.stress.org.uk

www.wellbeing.work
or 
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Our Services: 
Free Resources: 
People, Culture and Wellbeing Forum 
Sign up for our Weekly Stress-Buster Newsletter 
Mental Health Champions 
Wellbeing Protect
Email info@stress.org.uk


