MARA JAMES
IS CHANGING THE MENTAL HEALTH NARRATIVE
by Melissa Fales

In 2014, then 48-year-old Mara James was a mother and manager of
her husband’s busy OB/GYN practice when she experienced a manic episode for the first time in her life. Diagnosed with bipolar disorder, James underwent a long, healing journey. Now, inspired by her
own struggles, she’s the founder and CEO of the Extraordinary Lives
Foundation (ELF) which works to promote mental health awareness for
children and their parents. James also developed a mascot for ELF: a
stuffed animal named Piggie Bear, who teaches kids about wellness.
Piggie Bear is featured in James’ debut book, The Power of Piggie Bear,
available just in time for National Mental Health Awareness month. “At
ELF, our goal is for Piggie Bear to be the Smokey Bear of mental health
and wellness,” says James. “It’s time that we ended the stigma associated with mental health.”
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health patient.” James has also established the HUGS for
Life Healing Center, a subsidiary of ELF, where healers
can apply to become approved HUGS healers. “The idea
is to give clients a safe place to find alternative healers,”
says James. “I’m not aware of anything like it. It’s just one
more resource we can offer.”
ELF is working to improve children’s emotional intelligence,
or E.Q. as it’s sometimes called. “Teachers and parents don’t
always teach children how to deal with unhappy emotions,
but kids need to learn how to manage them,” James says.
That’s where Piggie Bear comes in. “He’s basically Mister
Rogers reincarnated,” says James. “He teaches kids beautiful
values like love and compassion and kindness, towards others
and towards themselves.”

J

ames experienced troubling symptoms during her
episode. “I would wake up in the middle of the night
and just start writing,” she says. “I’m usually an Excel
spreadsheet person, so I was confused as to where all these
ideas and words were coming from. It was scary.” It wasn’t
until over a year later, when James had been weaned off
her medication and was starting to feel better, that she
began thinking about writing a book for children.
While experiencing the mania, James went shopping and
found a stuffed animal she just had to have. That toy was
the inspiration for Piggie Bear. “Some people thought he
looked like a pig and some thought he looked more like a
bear, so he became Piggie Bear,” she explains. “I love the
idea of using Piggie Bear as a character in a children’s book
because kids will be able to relate to him no matter their
gender, color, weight, and whatever else. Any child can
identify with Piggie Bear.”
James says she wanted to create a foundation to help
provide children and their parents with the resources they
need to pursue holistic wellness. Her personal struggles
with mental illness, combined with the fact that she
raised a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder and ADHD,
have made her so passionate about children’s wellness.
“Holistic healing changed my life,” she says. “I created
the Extraordinary Lives Foundation because it’s basically
exactly what I needed, both as a parent and a mental
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The Power of Piggie Bear is a unique children’s book and the
first therapeutic tool offered by ELF. “There’s not really a
story line,” says James. “It’s much more of an interactive
visit with Piggie Bear. It’s designed to make readers feel
warm and fuzzy inside.” Piggie Bear models positive selfcare practices and helps children learn to identify what
they’re feeling, how to calm themselves, the power of using
positive words and learning to love and accept themselves.
Piggie Bear shows kids how he takes deep, belly breaths
when he needs a break and gives himself a big, long hug
when he recognizes that he needs one.
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James says she wants children to learn these easy stressrelieving techniques, which will serve them well for the
rest of their lives. “Science has shown that when you hug
someone, even yourself, for at least 20 seconds, your body
releases oxytocin,” says James. “Imagine waking up and
giving yourself a big hug. Then, opening up your arms wide
like Piggie Bear and saying, ‘I am amazing!’ That’s starting
your day off on the right foot. That’s how we want kids to feel
in the morning when they’re getting ready to face the day.”
In addition to the The Power of Piggie Bear book, ELF
offers a plush Piggie Bear for kids to cuddle with and a
deck of Power Cards that feature Piggie Bear’s positive
affirmations, such as “Say ‘I am Kind’” and “Tell someone
that they are amazing.”
Looking back at all she’s overcome and everything she’s
been able to bring to fruition, James feels it’s her life’s
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purpose to help parents and children access the resources
they need while pursuing holistic wellness. “I never
understood mental health,” says James. “The whole idea of
it scared me. But I’ve come to realize that every time there’s
a challenge, there’s a gift. And the greater the challenge, the
greater the gift.”
James hopes children will read The Power of Piggie Bear
and feel that they’re armed with the tools they need to
manage life’s ups and downs. “I want children to know that
it doesn’t matter what gender we are, nor what we look
like, because we are ALL amazing just the way we are,” says
James. “The more children learn how to process and deal
with their emotions, the more resilient they will become.”
For more information about Mara James, The Power of
Piggie Bear, and the Extraordinary Lives Foundation, visit
elfempowers.org.

•

“I WANT CHILDREN TO KNOW THAT IT DOESN’T MATTER WHAT GENDER WE ARE,
NOR WHAT WE LOOK LIKE, BECAUSE WE ARE ALL AMAZING JUST THE WAY WE
ARE. THE MORE CHILDREN LEARN HOW TO PROCESS AND DEAL WITH THEIR
EMOTIONS, THE MORE RESILIENT THEY WILL BECOME.”
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