
AI-04684 Mental Hygiene Principles from 
Burnham 1920
#burnham

Rewrite the following 10 Principles of Mental Hygiene into simplified version in 2026. Burnham wrote this in 1920.

1. Neither run away from emotions nor yet fight them, ... It is like guiding spirited horses—you guide, they obey, not their own 
impulses, but your will

2. Be efficient in what you do. ... In short, do not drive your tacks with a sledgehammer. There is a better, less fatiguing way. 
Find out how easily you can do things well, and take pride in such skill.

3. Do one thing at a time.
4. Make clean-cut practical decisions. . . . Finally decisions must be valued, not as irrevocable oaths or unretractable contracts, 

but as mere decisions, subject to change in the face of new facts or additional knowledge.
5. Do not accept hurry as a necessary part of modern life. . . . Quality of work, not quantity, spells success, and quality is 

destroyed by hurry.
6. The worst enemy of efficiency, as well as the best ally of nervousness, is worry. Worry is a complete circle of inefficient 

thought whirling about a pivot of fear. To avoid it, consider first whether the problem in hand is actually your 
business. If it is not, turn to something that is. If it is your business, decide next whether it be your business now.

7. Keep work, play, rest, and exercise in their proper relative proportions; not only in the space of decades, but year by year, 
month by month, week by week, and day by day. . . . Such a life absorbs emergencies without strain.

8. Shun the New England conscience.
9. Energy is often wasted by a peculiar process which many people seem to think necessary before they can do any* thing, 

especially anything that promises to be difficult. . . . When a decision has been reached, when something has to be done, 
waste no time in mobilizing extra energy, just do it.

10. Lastly, to avoid breaks in character, breaks between your ideals and your everyday actions, recognize that your problem is 
fundamentally the same as every one else's, no matter what your particular job may be. Do not criticize your part in the play, 
study it, understand it, and then play it, sick or well, rich or poor, with faith, with courage, and with proper grace.

Synthesize the concept and List 22 modern Principles of Mental Hygiene with explanations and examples.

 

The 22 Modern Principles of Mental Hygiene — 2026
1. Feel, Don’t Fight
2. Control Your Response
3. Focus on What You Can Control
4. Stop Worrying in Circles
5. Ask: Is This Mine?
6. Ask: Is This Now?
7. Do One Thing at a Time
8. Make Clear Decisions
9. Update Your Decisions

10. Reject Artificial Urgency
11. Prioritize Quality Over Speed
12. Work With Less Effort
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13. Start Before You Feel Ready
14. Stop Performing for an Audience
15. Protect Your Attention
16. Consume Information Deliberately
17. Balance Work, Rest, Play & Exercise
18. Rest Without Guilt
19. Stop Punishing Yourself With Guilt
20. Accept Reality Before Changing It
21. Play Your Part Fully
22. Live Deliberately

Absolutely. Burnham’s 1920 principles are surprisingly modern, but the language can be translated into a much simpler 2026 
mental operating system.

The 10 Principles of Mental Hygiene — 2026 Version
1. Feel your emotions—don’t fight them or run from them.

Notice them, understand them, and choose how you respond. You are the driver; emotions are signals, not commands.
2. Work smarter, not harder.

Find the simplest, most effective way to do something well. Efficiency is a skill worth mastering.
3. Do one thing at a time.

Focus your attention on what is in front of you. Multitasking usually means doing several things poorly.
4. Make clear decisions—and stay willing to change them.

Decide based on the best information you have now. A decision is not a life sentence; update it when the facts 
change.

5. Don’t confuse speed with productivity.
You don't have to rush just because everyone else is rushing. Slow down enough to do important things well.

6. Don’t waste your mind on worry.
Ask: Is this my problem? Is it mine to solve? Is it something I need to act on now?
If not, let it go. If yes, decide what you can do—and do that.

7. Keep work, play, rest, and exercise in balance.
Don’t wait until you burn out to recover. Build recovery, movement, recreation, and meaningful work into everyday 
life.

8. Let go of unnecessary guilt.
You don't have to feel guilty for resting, saying no, setting boundaries, or living differently from other people. A healthy 
conscience guides you; it doesn't punish you.

9. Stop preparing endlessly. Start.
Once you know what needs to be done, do it. Don't waste energy building yourself up for something difficult. Action 
creates momentum.

10. Accept your life and play your role fully.
Stop constantly criticizing your circumstances, status, job, age, or situation. Understand where you are, work with 
reality, and do your part with courage, dignity, and grace.

Synthesize the concept and List 22 modern Principles of Mental Hygiene with explanations and examples.

The 22 Modern Principles of Mental Hygiene — 2026
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Synthesizing Burnham’s 1920 ideas with modern realities—information overload, smartphones, social media, constant 
connectivity, decision fatigue, productivity culture, and the need for psychological resilience:

1. Feel, Don’t Fight
Principle: Emotions are information, not instructions.
Explanation: Notice anger, fear, sadness, excitement, or frustration without automatically obeying them.
Example: “I’m angry, so I should wait before replying to this message.”

2. Control Your Response
Principle: You cannot control every event, but you can control your response.
Explanation: Create a gap between what happens and what you do next.
Example: Someone insults you. Instead of reacting immediately, pause and choose whether responding is worthwhile.

3. Focus on What You Can Control
Principle: Spend mental energy where your actions can make a difference.
Explanation: Separate influence from concern.
Example: You cannot control the economy, but you can control your spending, saving, and investment decisions.

4. Stop Worrying in Circles
Principle: Worry without action is mental energy going nowhere.
Explanation: Convert worry into either action, acceptance, or release.
Example: “I’m worried about the problem. What can I actually do today?”

5. Ask: Is This Mine?
Principle: Not every problem deserves your attention.
Explanation: Other people's opinions, arguments, choices, and problems are often not your responsibility.
Example: You don't need to solve every family disagreement.

6. Ask: Is This Now?
Principle: Even legitimate problems don't necessarily require immediate attention.
Explanation: Timing matters.
Example: You have an important decision next month. Don't spend every day mentally solving it.

7. Do One Thing at a Time
Principle: Protect your attention.
Explanation: Constant switching creates mental noise and reduces quality.
Example: When writing, turn off notifications instead of simultaneously checking email, messages, and social media.

8. Make Clear Decisions
Principle: Decide when a decision is required.
Explanation: Endless deliberation consumes energy.
Example: Compare three options, choose one, and move forward rather than researching twenty more.

9. Update Your Decisions
Principle: Changing your mind when evidence changes is strength, not failure.
Explanation: Decisions are hypotheses, not permanent contracts with reality.
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Example: You choose an investment strategy based on current information, then revise it when your goals or circumstances 
materially change.

10. Reject Artificial Urgency
Principle: Everything marked “urgent” isn't actually urgent.
Explanation: Modern technology manufactures a constant feeling that you must respond immediately.
Example: An email arriving at 9:00 PM does not automatically become a 9:01 PM emergency.

11. Prioritize Quality Over Speed
Principle: Fast is useful; effective is better.
Explanation: Hurry often creates mistakes that require more time later.
Example: Spending an extra hour planning a project can prevent weeks of unnecessary rework.

12. Work With Less Effort
Principle: Don't use maximum energy when intelligent systems can do the work.
Explanation: Efficiency means using tools, automation, systems, delegation, and experience intelligently.
Example: Automate repetitive administrative tasks instead of manually performing them every day.

13. Start Before You Feel Ready
Principle: Action often creates motivation rather than the other way around.
Explanation: Don't waste energy psychologically preparing for every difficult task.
Example: Instead of thinking about exercising for an hour, put on your shoes and begin.

14. Stop Performing for an Audience
Principle: Don't build your life around other people's approval.
Explanation: Social media can turn life into a continuous performance.
Example: Choose a hobby because you enjoy it—not because it photographs well or earns likes.

15. Protect Your Attention
Principle: Your attention is one of your most valuable resources.
Explanation: Every notification, feed, advertisement, and argument competes for it.
Example: Schedule periods during the day when your phone is deliberately ignored.

16. Consume Information Deliberately
Principle: More information does not automatically produce more wisdom.
Explanation: Excessive news, commentary, videos, and social media can create anxiety without improving decisions.
Example: Check important news at defined times rather than continuously refreshing feeds.

17. Keep Work, Rest, Play, and Exercise in Balance
Principle: A sustainable life requires multiple forms of activity.
Explanation: Productivity without recovery eventually becomes counterproductive.
Example: A week should contain meaningful work, physical activity, recreation, sleep, and unstructured time.

18. Rest Without Guilt
Principle: Recovery is not laziness.
Explanation: Rest is part of maintaining long-term performance and psychological stability.
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Example: Take an afternoon off without inventing a justification for why you “deserve” it.

19. Stop Punishing Yourself With Guilt
Principle: Use conscience to guide behavior, not to continually attack yourself.
Explanation: Learn from mistakes without turning them into permanent self-condemnation.
Example: “I made a poor decision. What can I learn?” rather than “I'm a failure.”

20. Accept Reality Before Changing It
Principle: You cannot effectively solve a reality you refuse to acknowledge.
Explanation: Acceptance isn't surrender; it is accurate starting information.
Example: Instead of denying that circumstances have changed, acknowledge them and redesign your strategy.

21. Play Your Part Fully
Principle: Stop constantly wishing you were living someone else's life.
Explanation: Understand your circumstances, responsibilities, strengths, limitations, and opportunities—and work with them.
Example: Don't spend your life comparing your career, wealth, appearance, or accomplishments with people online.

22. Live Deliberately
Principle: Design your life instead of merely reacting to it.
Explanation: Mental hygiene ultimately means becoming intentional about what you think about, what you pursue, what 
you ignore, and how you spend your finite time.
Example: At the beginning of each day, identify what actually matters and allow everything else to become secondary.

The underlying 2026 philosophy
Burnham's original framework can ultimately be reduced to five modern disciplines:

REGULATE → FOCUS → DECIDE → ACT → RECOVER

Regulate your emotions.
Focus your attention.
Decide without unnecessary rumination.
Act instead of endlessly preparing.
Recover so you can continue doing all of the above.

The central idea:

Mental hygiene is the practice of preventing unnecessary mental energy from being consumed by emotions, worry, 
distraction, urgency, guilt, comparison, and indecision—so that your mind remains available for the life you actually 
want to live.
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