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What is mental strength? According to Amy Morin, mental strength allows us to 
control our emotions, regulate our thoughts, and behave positively, in all kinds of 
situations. Our mental strength is based on many things, including genetics, our 
personality, and our life experiences. 

But whatever level of mental strength we possess, we can improve it, says Morin. 

There are lots of benefits to becoming mentally stronger. We can be more resilient 
when dealing with stress, both in a crisis situation, and in dealing with day-to-day 
problems. We can gain greater confidence. And we can perform better, whether at 
the office, at home, or on the playing field.  

For Morin, a series of personal losses was the impetus for writing 13 Things Mentally 
Strong People Don’t Do. First, her mother died, when Morin was just 23. A few 
years later, Morin’s husband died, at the age of 26. Then, after Morin remarried, her 
father-in-law, an active and involved 72-year-old, was diagnosed with cancer. It was 
then, when faced with yet another staggering loss, that Morin wrote the “13 Things 
Mentally Strong People Don’t Do” blog post that evolved into this book.    

As a psychotherapist, college instructor and licensed clinical social worker, Morin 
understands that our bad habits can drag us down, and hobble our efforts to reach 
our goals or find happiness.           

Morin has identified 13 things, or habits, that can hold us back. In her book, she 
devotes a chapter to each, sharing examples of the negative habit in action and 
providing guidance and tips on how to avoid the behavior, or break the habit if it’s 
already a part of your life. 

These are the 13 things that mentally strong people don’t do:

1. Waste time feeling sorry for themselves

2. Give away their power

3. Shy away from change
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Take Back Your Power, Embrace Change, Face Your Fears, 
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4. Focus on things they can’t control

5. Worry about pleasing everyone

6. Fear taking calculated risks

7. Dwell on the past

8. Make the same mistakes over and over

9. Resent other people’s success

10. Give up after the first failure

11. Fear alone time

12. Feel the world owes them anything

13. Expect immediate results

In this summary, we’ll look at each of the “13 Things” in turn, and explore ways to 
avoid or break free from that habit or behavior. 

1. Mentally strong people don’t waste time feeling sorry 
for themselves.

Are you the kind of person who feels the world tends to treat you badly? Does bad 
luck seem to follow you around? Do you find yourself complaining that life just isn’t 
fair?

It’s normal to feel sad some of the time. But when we spend too much time feeling 
sorry for ourselves, it can be very destructive. It can prevent us from taking 
responsibility for our circumstances, or from facing our fears. Sometimes we use our 
feelings of self-pity to justify not doing anything to change or improve our situation. It 
can also be a way to elicit sympathy and attention from others. 

Morin offers three suggestions to stop feeling sorry for yourself:

Get active.  Volunteer for a worthy cause, take up a new class or sport, or do a good 
deed like mowing your neighbor’s lawn. Morin honored her late husband’s memory, 
and avoided being overwhelmed by self-pity, by sky-diving on what would have been 
his 27th birthday. 

Reframe the way you look at life. Try to react to events from a glass-half-full 
perspective instead of thinking “woe is me.” Think of the words of encouragement 
you’d offer to a friend faced with the same situation, and try to apply them to 
yourself. Remember times when you’ve successfully dealt with difficulty in the past, 
and reassure yourself that you can get through your latest challenge. 

Aim for gratitude instead of self-pity.  Remind yourself of all that you have to be 
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grateful for. Studies have proven that gratitude is very powerful – it keeps us healthy, 
keeps our thoughts positive and helps us be more social. 

2. Mentally strong people don’t give away their power.
Do other people sometimes make you so angry that you lose control? Does negative 
feedback upset you more than it should?  Do you find it hard to say no?

These are some of the ways that we give away our power. A first step in reclaiming 
your power is to identify the people who’re stealing it. Once you’ve identified them – 
for example, your boss, your mother-in-law, or a colleague – ask yourself if they’re 
worth the time and energy you spend worrying and complaining about them.

Then, think about how you could reframe both your perspective and the language 
you use to talk about the people who are causing you grief or difficulty. Do you say 
things to yourself like: “My mother-in-law makes me so angry.” Or “I have to invite my 
brother and his wife for dinner every Friday.” Are these things really outside of your 
control? It’s your choice to be angry or not, or to host or choose not to.

It’s also important to understand that when you lose your cool, in a discussion or 
a confrontation, you give the other person your power. Instead, take some deep 
breaths, remove yourself from the discussion, or distract yourself by taking a walk. 

Decide that no one will have the power to control the way you feel. Make choices 
determined by what you want, rather than what’ll result in the least amount of fallout. 

3. Mentally strong people don’t shy away from change. 
 Change is difficult. We often avoid change, because we fear the unknown, or we 
want to avoid the discomfort that comes with changing a behavior. But not changing 
can have very negative results. Being stuck in a rut is boring, which can lead to 
depression. Sticking with unhealthy eating habits can damage your health. If you’re 
not interested in new ideas or activities, your friends and family may become bored 
with you. And the longer we put off a change, the harder it becomes to make it.

There are ways we can make change easier. 

List the pros and cons. Make a list of the possible good and bad outcomes that 
could result from making a change. Thinking about the reasons for each pro or con 
can help you figure out the difference between what you really want, and what you’re 
afraid of. 

Be aware of your emotions. The thought of making a change can make us scared 
or sad. Keep in mind that these feelings can be very powerful, but your decisions 
should be based on rational thinking, not emotion.

Create a plan for change. Identify a goal that you’d like to achieve in 30 days. Then 
choose one step you can take each day, toward that goal. Track your progress, make 
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yourself accountable by sharing your goal with others, and figure out ahead of time 
how you’ll handle any obstacles that threaten to derail your progress.

4. Mentally strong people don’t focus on things they 
can’t control.

Are you a “control freak?” Do you have trouble delegating, because you’re not sure 
others will perform to your standards? 

Sometimes, in an effort to reduce anxiety, we try to control too much. But it’s very 
stressful when we put a lot of effort into trying to control things over which we have 
no control.

It’s about finding a balance. Our behavior does contribute to our success or failure, 
but other factors also contribute to an outcome. So we need to focus on what we can 
control. For instance, we can’t control what happens to our luggage once we hand it 
in at the airport check-in desk. But we have complete control over what we pack in a 
carry-on bag.

We can’t control other people. There are, however, ways to influence them. To do 
so, make sure you listen to their feelings before you share your own. And only share 
your opinion once. Stating it repeatedly will alienate, not persuade. 

Consider changing your behavior instead of trying to change theirs. For example, if 
you don’t like the way someone acts while under the influence, instead of nagging, 
just avoid them when they’re drinking. 

Studies show that the happiest people are those who understand that while they 
can control some things in life, they realize that other things are totally outside their 
control. People who want to control everything, on the other hand, are anxious, 
stressed, and reluctant to consider change or new opportunities.  

5. Mentally strong people don’t worry about pleasing 
everyone.

If you find it hard to say no, worry about disappointing others, and take responsibility 
for how others feel, you may be a people-pleaser – and you may expend a lot of your 
energy on trying to make other people happy. People-pleasers operate under two 
false assumptions: they have the power to control the feelings of others; and that 
other people actually care about their every move. 

Since you can’t please everybody, it’s important to decide who you do want to 
please. Is it your spouse? Your boss? Your employees? Pleasing one might mean 
displeasing another. People-pleasers tie themselves up in knots trying to please 
everyone, running themselves ragged in the process.

Clarify who it is that you want to please, or what values you wish to honor. Perhaps 
you want to focus on your family, career, volunteering, friendships and health. Pick 
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your top five, and consider how much of your energy you’re devoting to each. You 
may need to re-calibrate your activities and outlook, based on your choices. 

6. Mentally strong people don’t fear taking calculated 
risks.    

It makes sense to be cautious, but for some of us, fear is the main driver when it 
comes to making important decisions. Emotions often override logic. If something 
feels scary, we believe that it is scary, even if our belief is based on habit or 
assumption. (Like air travel – many people are afraid to fly, even though it’s much 
safer than travelling by car. Our chances of dying in a car crash are about one in 
5,000, compared to about one in 11 million for a plane crash.) 

By calculating the level of risk, we can replace emotion with logic. Whether you’re 
considering an activity, a job change, or an investment, you can use these questions 
to assess the level of risk.

What will it cost me?  You might fail at the activity, miss your former colleagues, or 
lose your money. How will paying this cost affect you? Think about how you could 
minimize these costs.

How will I benefit? Consider whether the payoff will outweigh the costs, and what 
the impact of a positive outcome could be.

Are there other options? Maybe there’s another, less risky alternative. 

Will it matter in five years? Viewing it from this angle can help keep things in 
perspective. 

7. Mentally strong people don’t dwell on the past. 
Sometimes we can get stuck in the past, and obsess over mistakes or regrets. Or 
sometimes grief, or a longing for “the good old days,” keeps us trapped in the past. 
Whatever the reason, looking back distracts us from focusing on the present. It can 
also lead to depression. 

There are ways to get free of the past, and move forward. According to Morin, these 
are some of the best ways to change your thinking.

Consider the lessons that the experience has taught you. Maybe there’s a silver 
lining. A hardship may have made you a stronger person. 

Try a different perspective. What might your story look like to an outsider? Maybe 
you’re being overly harsh on yourself.  

Get professional support if you need it. Traumatic memories can cause significant 
stress. Seek counseling if you’re finding it hard to move on.
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8. Mentally strong people don’t make the same 
mistakes over and over. 

It takes energy and effort to try a new approach. Sometimes it’s easier just to do 
things the same old way, even if it’s not working well, than it is to try something new. 
And sometimes we feel we have so much invested – in a job, or a relationship – that 
we stick with a negative situation rather than testing the unknown. 

But being stuck, and repeating the same mistake over and over, means that we’re 
not moving forward. Morin offers three ways to stop making the same mistakes 
repeatedly. 

Learn all you can from your mistakes. Ask yourself what went wrong, how you 
could have done better, and what you’d do differently next time. Perhaps you didn’t 
stick to your diet long enough to lose weight or maybe you need to add exercise to 
the regimen. Evaluate and come up with strategies so you’ll do better next time. 

Make a plan. Figure out what you’ll do in place of a negative behavior that you’re 
eliminating. Be alert for signs that the old behavior is returning, and come up with a 
way to be accountable, perhaps to a friend, or a support group. Recovering addicts, 
for example, are more successful when they create a plan that outlines exactly how 
they’ll avoid situations that are likely to include drugs or alcohol. 

Strengthen your self-control. Giving in to impulse can weaken your self-control. 
Instead, practice “tolerating discomfort.” The more frequently you can say no to that 
treat, or refrain from texting your ex, the stronger your self-control will become.

9. Mentally strong people don’t resent other people’s 
success.

Resentment is a high-octane form of jealousy. You don’t just desire what someone 
else has, you’re angry that they have it. Feeling resentful can cause us to lose sight 
of our own goals and standard of living, and focus to an unhealthy degree on the 
talents and lifestyles of others.  

A study from 2013 explored the negative feelings some people had when on 
Facebook. The sharing of vacation photos, and seeing “friends” who received a lot 
of birthday messages, caused the most resentment. The study found that the people 
who felt the most resentful also experienced a decline in general life satisfaction.

How do you avoid feeling resentful? Stop comparing yourself to others, become 
aware of the stereotypes you use to make your judgments of other people, and stop 
focusing on “what’s fair.” Life isn’t fair. And it’s unhealthy to view the people around 
you – your spouse, your colleagues, or your neighbors – as your competitors. 

Define what success means to you. Think about how you’ll evaluate your life when 
you’re very old. Will you have focused on the things that are most important to you? 
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10.  Mentally strong people don’t give up after the first 
failure.

We can learn a lot from our failures. Thomas Edison is one of the best-known 
inventors in history. He embraced failure, and viewed his inventions that didn’t 
succeed – like the ghost machine or the electric pen – as key learning opportunities.  

But for some of us, failing at something can make us afraid – afraid to try again, or to 
try anything that’s challenging. If you feel this way, you may hold some false beliefs 
about failure. You may believe that you have to be born with a talent, or an ability in 
order to succeed. But research shows that people who work hard can surpass those 
with “natural” talent. 

You may have irrational thoughts about failing – that you fail because you’re “bad,” 
that people won’t like you if you fail, or that you’re not good enough to succeed. 
Change the way you think about failure by telling yourself you can handle it, you can 
learn from it, and that it’s a key part in achieving success. 

If you fail, analyze your failure to see what you can do better next time, and then 
move on. You’ll be stronger, thanks to what you learn from your mistakes. 

11. Mentally strong people don’t fear alone time.  
We need quiet moments in order to recharge our batteries. Walking the dog, or 
pulling weeds can help reduce stress and let our minds take a break from deadlines 
and to-dos. Some people, though, find it hard to “switch off.” They feel they’re 
wasting time if they’re not accomplishing something. Others dislike quiet, preferring 
to have music or the TV on, even when they’re alone. 

There are benefits to being alone with your thoughts. Morin suggests scheduling 
a date with yourself at least once a month, to take a walk in the woods or eat at a 
restaurant. Don’t spend the time on your phone, or even reading a book – the idea 
is to create a space for your thoughts. If you can’t manage a monthly date, try to add 
more “quiet time” to your schedule by leaving your phone at home and taking a walk, 
going for a drive without having the radio on, or just turning off all of your electronics 
every once in a while. 

Or learn how to meditate. It’s not just for hippies anymore – many professionals use 
meditation to reduce anxiety, stave off depression, and achieve other health benefits. 
You can calm your mind and improve your self-awareness in as little as five minutes 
a day. 

12. Mentally strong people don’t feel the world owes 
them anything.

People who feel a strong sense of entitlement are often not very self-aware. They 
might think that their problems are worse than anyone else’s, or that they deserve 
more, or that they’re “special.” They expect results and rewards based on who they 
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are, rather than what they do. 

Developing self-awareness is a first step in minimizing a sense of entitlement. If you 
think you might be heading down the entitlement path, tell yourself that you aren’t 
more deserving or special than anyone else. When disappointment occurs, figure out 
how to deal with it without always seeing yourself as the victim. 

In dealing with others, make sure you’re a team player. Be aware of what other 
people think and accept criticism with grace.   

13. Mentally strong people don’t expect immediate 
results. 

Technology that gives us what we want at lightning speed has given us a false belief 
that everything should happen quickly. But real achievements take time. Whether 
you’re trying to change a behavior, or start a business, you won’t see results until 
you put in the time. 

When you’re making a big change, make sure your expectations are realistic. 
Change is hard. And sometimes when you achieve the goal, the total outcome 
isn’t what you expected. You may have lost 20 pounds, but perhaps your life didn’t 
change like you’d hoped.

You can’t always see the progress you’re making so choose some progress markers 
at the outset, to give yourself a way to measure your results. Decide on a timeframe 
around when you should be seeing results and celebrate when you reach a 
milestone. 

Concluding Thoughts
Mental strength is like physical strength – you need to develop and maintain it. 

Keep these suggestions in mind:

Watch your behavior. Be on the alert for times when you’re making a mistake 
over and over, giving up too soon, or avoiding change. If this happens, analyze the 
reasons why, and devise a step-by-step plan to help you get over this hurdle. 

Keep your emotions in check. If you start feeling self-pity, or resentment, or that 
life is treating you unfairly, remember that if you want to change how you feel, you 
need to change how you think and behave. Stop comparing yourself unfavorably to 
others, and remind yourself that life isn’t supposed to be fair. 

Check that your thoughts are realistic. Don’t act until you’ve assessed your 
thoughts, to make sure they’re not overly negative or positive. Weed out thoughts 
that are holding you back – like obsessing on the past, giving away your power, or 
focusing on things you can’t control. Exchange them for positive and encouraging 
messages and you’ll be on the path to living a happier and more complete life.


