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IN BRIEF

Defining Mental Health
and Wellbeing

What do we mean by ‘wellbeing’?

This document clarifies some of the terminology used in this program, including: ‘mental
health’, ‘mental wellbeing’, ‘mental health difficulties’, and ‘psychological distress’.
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Figure 1: The mental health spectrum. Adapted from Huppert, Wellbeing can promote positive mental health and wellbeing,
whereas risk factors can exacerbate mental health
Institute, University of Cambridge, 2011.
difficulties (especially in the absence of protective
factors).
Mental wellbeing refers to a positive state of
psychological and emotional health; it indicates
that a person is able to function cognitively and
emotionally in a manner that is productive and
fulfilling. Wellbeing is a multi-dimensional construct
(Seligman, 2012) that involves more than just being
in a good mood or feeling happy. In addition to
positive emotions, wellbeing is achieved through
optimal development, a ‘meaningful’ life, and
satisfaction of basic human needs for autonomy,
competence and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

Everyone has a state of mental health, just as everyone has a state of physical health. Thus the
erm ‘mental health’ does not, in itself, indicate whether a person is experiencing any
psychological distress or mental health difficulties (indicative of mental ill-health).

A person’s state of mental health fluctuates over time, in response to many factors including
physical health, life events and environmental conditions that increase protective or risk
actors. Protective factors can promote positive mental health and wellbeing, whereas risk
actors can exacerbate mental health difficulties (especially in the absence of protective
actors).
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