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How Full is Your Cup? 

By: Dr.  Steven Loos, PSY.D, LP Director of 

OPMH 

Why me? Why do I have a mental illness? My 

clients frequently ask me this question during 

the course of therapy. I often try to engage my clients through stories and 

metaphors to break down psychological concepts. The following response 

is based on the diathesis-stress model I learned in graduate school. My 

clients tend to respond favorably to this story and thought it could be an 

important message during Mental Health Awareness Month.  

One in five individuals are diagnosed with a mental illness, ac-

cording to the National Council for Behavioral Health (see Infographic). 

However, it is my personal opinion that every person will meet criteria for 

a diagnosable mental illness at one point in their life. At this point, I grab 

my always present cup of coffee… You and I were born with the same size 

coffee cup. Mental illness happens when your cup can no longer contain 

life and it begins to spill to the ground. Let’s say my family has an extensive 

history of mental illness. I have no control over this family history, no 

different than if my family had an extensive history of high cholesterol. 

Perhaps the only difference is I am not judged for my family history of high 

cholesterol. Based on this family history, when I was born my cup was al-

ready half full. Next, let us look at your cup of coffee when you were born.  

Perhaps you were fortunate and have no family history of mental illness. 

Just like me, you had no control of that, but you start life with a complete-

ly empty cup. It is important to note that neither of our fates were deter-

mined (having a mental illness or not having a mental illness) when we 

were born. However, I have less room to work with before I start to dis-

play mental health symptoms.  

Life happens. Things start occurring that would be stressful for 

anyone. Being abused would be stressful for anyone, so this fills your cup. 

Losing a loved, becoming addicted to a substance, being diagnosed with a 

medical condition, losing a job, all fill your cup. Despite our best efforts, 

sometimes our cup can no longer contain the events of our life. When our 

cup overflows, it can take many different forms such as: Depression, Anxi-

ety, PTSD, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Chemical Dependency, etc. The 

key is to learn healthy ways to begin to empty our cup. The positive coping 

skills we develop in life allow us to slowly pour out the liquid in our cup, 

thus reducing our symptoms. These things look different for everyone but 

may include: finding a therapist you trust, becoming sober, deep breath-

ing, yoga, exercise, or being prescribed a psychotropic medication. Yet 

even as we continue to strive for balance in life, the stressors will keep 

coming. Through practice, we need to monitor the rate at which life is 

pouring in, as we seek to empty through positive coping skills. I find the 

greatest balance can be achieved when we develop early warning systems 

that our cups are getting too full. Sometimes these early warning systems 

come from our own self-awareness and sometimes this comes from gentle 

feedback from trusted individuals.  
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Recipe for a Healthy Community 
Serving Size: Your entire community, especially the 1 in 5 who live with 
addictions and mental illnesses. 
 
Ingredients: 
 1 pound Prevention 
 2 bottles Mental Health First Aid 
 8 oz 24-hour crisis services 
 1 quart same day access 
 1 bushel Treatments for mental illnesses and addictions 
 1/2 cup Trauma-informed care 
 4 cans Primary Care 
 1 box Criminal justice diversion and re-entry 
 1 gallon Housing 
 3 bunches Supported education and employment 
 
Directions: 
 Line pan with prevention so fewer children and adults suffer 
 Begin with Mental Health First Aid so everyone can recognize and help 

people in need. 
 Add in 24-hour crisis response and same day access to services to save 

lives. 
 Mix with treatment to promote recovery 
 Pour in primary care to improve health. 
 Fold in criminal justice collaborations, keeping people and communities 

safe. 
 Add in housing so everyone has a place to live. 
 Blend in education and employment to build a strong economy. 
 Sprinkle with trauma-informed care to ensure respect for all. 
 Blend well and properly plate with adequate funding. Enjoy a healthy 

Community! 

 
Recipe from: 

CMMHC’s Wellness Committee Mission Statement: 

It is the mission of the CMMHC Wellness Committee to promote 

the health and wellness of staff through education and initiatives 

that:  

 Encourage habits of Wellness 

 Increase awareness of factors and resources contributing to 

well-being 

 Inspire and empower individuals to take responsibility for 

their own health. 

 Support a sense of community 
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