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Introduction


Getting to Know You


I struggle to find the time to put myself first.


I sacrifice my own self-care because of my – or my family’s – busy lifestyle.


Sound familiar? Well, your struggle stops here, because I know that small moments of self-care lead to big changes. And I know that they can help you. Why?


Well, I have been where you are: busy, tired and letting self-care slip away. Between being a wife, a mother (to four kids) and working, looking after myself wasn’t a priority. I was exhausted and I knew I couldn’t keep it up for ever. But once I started taking care of myself, everything changed. When I started to prioritise self-care, my energy levels skyrocketed, and I felt strong, healthy and capable.


So what exactly do I mean by self-care? Essentially, it’s doing those things that help us to feel good about ourselves. That’s unique to each of us, of course, and can range from seemingly small things, such as repeating a positive affirmation to something like participating in a yoga session or meditative practice. It may also take the form of an ongoing exercise regime, caring for your body and mind through healthy eating, spending some time alone with your thoughts and also making the time for meaningful interactions with friends and family.


When you master the art of making self-care a priority, you will not only enhance your physical health but your mental health, too. This is something that is becoming more widely acknowledged by the National Health Service (NHS) in the UK, with self-care programmes being introduced around the country.


With all the demands of a busy, modern-day life, our self-care is often the first thing to go, and the potential negative health implications of this, such as depression, diabetes and obesity, can soon become serious and tricky to reverse. I know that you don’t have time to spare to become an expert on everything – that’s why I am sharing my experiences and advice with you in easy-to-understand, manageable chunks. My goal is to guide, support and inspire you as you strive to be the happiest, healthiest version of yourself. My health, fitness and well-being advice is specifically designed to be worked into your busy schedule, and will support you on your journey to health and happiness. With an abundance of guidance, tips and easy-to-follow advice, you will find it simple to keep self-care at the forefront of your mind and at the top of your to-do list.


The combined pressures of maintaining a balance between our careers and our home and social life can leave many of us feeling as though we aren’t doing enough. And this feeling is only exacerbated by social media and the constant barrage of photos, videos and other posts showing how great everyone else has it.


Check your own social feeds now and you will no doubt see a stream of smiling friends with flawless faces, or perhaps photos of their perfectly behaved children, or maybe their beautiful holiday photos in which everyone is having an amazing time. If you look at your own feed, you will probably see similar pictures, but you will know how rare those perfect moments are in among the more usual chaos. And of course, the same is true for everyone else.


Most of us are just so frickin’ tired. We’re juggling a million and one things, crossing tasks off to-do lists, while adding more at the same time. We are taking care of everything and everyone else, while desperately trying to find the energy to feel good about ourselves until, eventually, we burn out.


Put simply – we need to recharge.
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My Self-care Journey


It’s taken me many years, and a lot of pain, tears and struggle with self-esteem, self-worth and self-love issues to focus on my self-care. But I can wholeheartedly tell you that it has been worth it.


I didn’t wake up one morning and think that I needed to learn more about self-care. I didn’t want a degree in it. I simply realised that I needed to start taking care of me, or else I was going to fall into a downward spiral. And if that happened, who would take care of my family? That’s where the self-care journey began. My destination? Me. Caring for me.


January 2009. This was the start of my descent into exhaustion, unhappiness, self-loathing and all that went with it. I was a mother to four small children aged nine, seven, four and two. Oh, and happily married too. Then, it happened. My husband became ill – very ill – and I became very, very exhausted. Overnight, I became the sole caretaker for my unwell husband. And, of course, the main caretaker for our four children. My life was suddenly all about giving to everyone else but me: my love, energy, empathy, courage, strength – well, you get my point here … I gave all of me to all of them. It was like Groundhog Day: another day, but the same routine, the same depletion of energy, the same exhaustion – every single day, until I got to the point where I didn’t even know who I was any more. This left me feeling as though I was running on empty. My mood was low, my patience had worn thin and my happiness had been drained.


Where did the high-spirited, energetic, lover of life, ever-happy Julie go? I guess you could say I had hit rock bottom with my own self-care. I had stopped recharging my own batteries, so that I could recharge everyone else’s.


I am often asked how I found my way back. It wasn’t a one-day fix, or even a one-week or one-month fix. It took a good, solid year of self-care that I still continue to embrace each and every day of my life.


I found that on the very rare occasions that I did take time out to take care of me during this period I was not only happier and healthier, but I was also a better mother, wife and friend. Then, having noticed how these small moments of self-care made me and those around me feel, I realised that I needed to start taking care of myself every single day, not just once in a while. I also realised that I could do this in seemingly small ways – I didn’t have to take a whole day or an afternoon to focus on myself. I could do it in a few minutes – anywhere, anytime. And when I did, I felt as though I could take on anything. My energy levels were transformed, my smile reappeared and I was laughing again. I became healthy in body, mind and spirit and, most importantly, perhaps, I was recharged every single day!


Since making an ongoing commitment to my own self-care, I have had the energy I need to power through each day, the patience to be present for everyone who needs me and unlimited enthusiasm and passion for life.


Now I want to help you do the same.


Slowing Down for Self-care


When we nourish ourselves and start to incorporate even the smallest moments of self-care we tap into an energy within us that’s always been there, even when we are depleted. This energy is different to the energy that powers us through the day. It allows us to slow down, to listen to our gut instincts and to ourselves.


Making the decision to slow down, instead of finding ways to steam ahead, may seem ridiculous to you. If you have an endless to-do list and demands from countless people then you may think you need to stay in the fast lane. But if you take a moment to slow down, take stock of what is really important to you and then give the lion’s share of your energy and attention to those things, you will find you are more fulfilled and less stressed out.


Is Self-care Selfish?


Unfortunately, so many of us (past me included) think of self-care as a ‘selfish’ act. We see it as something that we do after we’ve taken care of everyone else, and after we’ve got everything else done. But let’s be honest: when do we really ever get all those tasks on our to-do list done?


Authentic self-care is about nurturing ourselves for our own benefit and that of those around us. Dr Andrew Weil, a guru of alternative medicine and one of my personal heroes, uses the heart as the perfect example of self-care, and I often share this analogy in my yoga class. He explained to American TV and radio host Larry King that, ‘Each time the heart beats, it first pumps blood to itself, then to the rest of the body. It has to work this way in order for us to stay alive. The same is true for us human beings. We have to take care of ourselves first, so we can take care of others.’
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Self-care isn’t about doing anything ‘perfectly’ or ‘right’. It is about taking time out for ourselves, on a daily basis, in order to think better, feel better and move better. When we do that we become more efficient and have so much more energy every single day. And we become more compassionate with ourselves and with others.


So, no, self-care is most definitely not selfish.


Different Types of Self-care


I believe that there are two main types of self-care: recreational and transformative. Both are necessary, but they serve different purposes.


Recreational self-care is a quick escape, like a massage, any kind of ‘spa’ appointment, a weekend getaway or a vacation. This type of self-care lifts our spirits and mood temporarily, clears the mind for a while and allows us to ‘let go’ in the short term. All of this is, of course, good.


Transformative self-care is on a whole different level, whereby we are able to nourish ourselves deep within and not just on the surface. This kind of self-care is an investment in our present and future well-being and overall happiness. And it’s permanent. But we must sacrifice some of our time and energy so that we can truly recharge for life.


I know that recreational self-care feels easier and, well, it is. It is a welcome distraction, an escape and an emotional reprieve, and it can almost numb us from wanting to go deeper into transformative self-care. But I think we all know the easy way is usually not the best way. Yes, transformative self-care will be harder, but it will be worth it, giving us healing, sustained energy, inner growth, confidence, self-love, passion and, ultimately, purpose in life.


Transformative self-care isn’t a guilty pleasure. It’s actually an important part of your journey towards long-term health and happiness. So at the heart of my plan is you making a commitment to your health, to your happiness, and to you – and that takes time. But spending time on you … well, that’s the beginning of your self-care journey. This book will help, but it starts with you.


There is a saying, ‘The longest relationship you have in your life is with yourself’. This perfectly illustrates where you should place yourself on your list of priorities. Over the next twelve months you will learn how to become your own best friend and how to recharge for life. You owe it to yourself – to you: your best friend.


The Plan


We are going to work on a different aspect of self-care each month in order to form real, lasting habits that become a permanent part of everyday life.


Studies have shown that it takes twenty-eight days to create a habit and twenty-eight days to break one. My twelve-month plan will help you develop a new self-care habit each and every month. Oh, and I bet you’ll find that you’ll also be breaking one or two bad habits along the way, too. And that’s OK!


Each month includes some form of recreational self-care which, as I said earlier, we do need. But the bulk of each month is about transformative self-care: taking small moments out of your day to work on you. Each month focuses on different areas of your life to create a well-rounded sense of self instead of simply focusing on one or two aspects of self-care. Here’s a little glimpse of the different types of self-care you will be exploring each month.


Month One: Love of food vs love of eating: Eating the right foods mindfully


This month is all about understanding your relationship with food and how you can eat to nourish your body and mind. We will talk about eating the right foods at the right times, and how you can adjust your dietary habits to boost your health.


Month Two: Managing stress


In Month Two, we will look at the prevalence of stress in our society and how it impacts our health and happiness. We’ll discuss practical techniques for dealing with stress and work on how we can change how we respond to it.


Month Three: Digital detox


Month Three explores how technology affects our lives, and I will share my tips for limiting use of digital devices in order to stay more connected to the real world.


Month Four: Rebuilding self-esteem and becoming optimistic


Here, we take a look at reasons why your self-esteem may be low and discuss realistic ways to tackle them. Through various techniques, I will show how you can become a much more optimistic and confident person.


Month Five: Alleviating anxiety


In Month Five, we will be working to understand how and why anxiety can become such a huge problem. I will share simple but effective techniques for alleviating anxiety and for lessening its impact on all areas of your life.


Month Six: Finding, believing and building your passions


Month Six is all about finding your passions, beginning to believe in them and building realistic goals around them. I will explain how you can achieve the right mindset for doing this, in addition to sharing other useful tools and techniques.


Month Seven: Shining your authentic light and finding your truth


In Month Seven, we are going to look at what it means to live an authentic and honest life, the endless benefits of doing so, and how we can all shine our lights continuously.


Month Eight: Mastering your inner critic


Month Eight will tackle the difficult topic of the inner critic – the voice inside all of us that tries to keep us down. We will look at how to silence this voice and rewire our minds with positivity instead.


Month Nine: Learning to love yourself


In Month Nine we are going to learn to love ourselves. We will consider the benefits of self-love and how we all can and should accept love and appreciate ourselves for the amazing, unique people that we are.


Month Ten: Say goodbye to fear and hello to courage


Expelling fear from our lives and inviting courage in is the topic for this month. We examine the reasons why fear can be so detrimental to happiness and practical ways in which we can overcome the fears that we each struggle with.


Month Eleven: Live with purpose and permit yourself to change


Here, we will explore how we can live our lives with greater purpose and benefit emotionally from doing so. I want you to see how embracing positive change can help you to create the life for yourself that you truly want.


Month Twelve: Enhance your happiness and spread it around


In our final month I will show you how you can enhance your own happiness and benefit from spreading this happiness to those around you.
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What to Expect


In each month you’ll find a questionnaire to get you thinking, but at the heart of each month’s theme are the ‘Self-care Actions’ – exercises that will help you put all my advice into practice. OK, it’s homework, but it won’t be scored, judged or critiqued by anyone else, unless you choose to share it. Rather, think of it as an opportunity for you to write from your heart, to feel from your gut, to put it all down on paper, so you can actually see in writing what your inner self – your true, authentic self – is telling you. You can either journal straight into this book in the spaces provided or use your own dedicated notebook as your twelve-month journal.


You will also find some ‘Tips to Recharge’ – these are things that you can do to help you along the road to self-care. At the back of the book, you will find a bonus 21-day challenge that you can do any time after the twelve-month plan: this comprises twenty-one little self-care nuggets to remind you how easy it is to incorporate self-care into your everyday life. You’ll also find some blank pages where you can make extra notes.


You don’t need to wait for January to start the plan; you can begin whenever you want, so if you get this book in May, your opening chapter is still ‘Month One’. But try to follow the order and not skip months. I’ve purposely themed and placed them in a particular sequence as each one builds on the previous month.


At first, twelve months might seem like a really long time, but look at it this way: first, a whole year goes by incredibly quickly and second, you get to spend an entire year (not just six weeks or ten days or one quick-fix week) on you! What better cause to devote the next year of your life to than the health, happiness and care of you?


QUESTIONNAIRE: What’s your motivation?






Before you turn the page to Month One, take a moment to answer the following questions in your own words and with your own feelings. There is no right or wrong answer. You just need to be honest with yourself. No one else, just you. So go deep inside of you and allow the words to come out authentically and honestly. You will find that being honest with yourself is the first step in committing to embracing self-care and being able to truly recharge.








•   Are you recharging for you or for someone else?


•   What will you gain if you stick with this twelve-month plan to recharge?


•   What will you lose if you incorporate small moments of self-care into your daily life?


•   What are the obstacles that have prevented you from taking care of you in the past?


•   How much support can you get from others as you attempt to recharge over these next twelve months?


And suddenly you know: it’s time to
start something new and trust the
magic of beginnings.


MEISTER ECKHART
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Month One


Eating the Right Foods Mindfully


When you are stressed, you eat ice cream, cake, chocolate and sweets. Why? Because stressed spelled backwards is desserts.


ANONYMOUS


The first month is all about the love of food versus the love of eating. The connection between our love of food and our consumption of it is the driver of many of today’s health problems. We tend to equate volume with value, quantity with quality, and love or celebrations with overeating.


We may claim to love food but, think about it, are we really savouring it? Notice people when they eat, and well, it’s a bit of a panic, and in five minutes the meal is over. Eating becomes a chore. Instead of sitting at the table to enjoy our meals, we tend to distract ourselves with the television, or by talking on the phone while we eat.


When I was younger, I lived on junk food. Everything I ate was highly processed and came in a packet or a jar. At the time, I didn’t even know what highly processed meant – I just thought food was food, regardless of how it was made and where it came from. I ate like that for many years, never looking at labels because if it was sold in my local supermarket, then surely it was OK. And the same went for eating out. Again, fast-food outlets had to be OK because they were in my nearest shopping centre. But, as we all now know, processed and packaged ‘junk’ foods are detrimental to our health. However, it is so easy to binge or ‘stuff down’ our emotions with these types of food because they taste so good. And so we just keep going back for more.


My Love Affair with Real Food


My love affair with real food began when my husband was ill. I wanted to cure him, but I’m no doctor so food was my way of helping with his recovery. But I wanted to cure me too! While I wasn’t technically ‘ill’, I was depleted of energy and my moods would fluctuate wildly from being upset, angry and sad to being reasonably OK.


I am also the first to hold my hands up and admit to many nights of emotional binge eating. Taking care of everyone else took its toll on me, and I can’t even begin to count the number of times I opened my fridge, glared at its contents, pulled something out (it didn’t really matter what it was) and just ate and ate and ate – all because I was an emotional wreck. I was eating to fill a void; to try to hide my despair. I wasn’t eating for energy, for nutrition or as a way to heal my body. I was actually doing the opposite. I was hurting my body which, ultimately, was hurting me.


I’d always known the famous Hippocrates quote, ‘Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food’, but I had never really tried to understand what it meant until this period in my life. After reading up on how food can affect both mood and energy levels, the penny finally dropped and I started making changes. I wanted to further my knowledge and completed a selection of online nutrition courses, which helped me to get really clear on exactly which foods are great for our health, and exactly how they can help. I soon discovered, for example, how antioxidants can combat the presence of stress hormones in the body and how certain carbohydrates can increase levels of serotonin – the happy hormone.


I bought every nutrition book out there, but I stayed away from dieting books. I wanted to learn about food – real food – and what it could do for my body, mind and spirit. I wasn’t interested in calorie counting or faddy diets.
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So was Hippocrates right? Can food be medicine? My research into food and experimenting with it convinced me that yes, it can heal. And not just physically, but mentally and emotionally. When we choose to nourish our bodies with the vitamins, minerals and other nutrients that it is crying out for, then we can heal, we can be healthy and we can be recharged.


Finding the Right Foods For You


You more than likely know which foods are wrong for you – those high-calorie treats or excessively sugary snacks that leave you feeling lethargic or always craving more. But do you know which foods are right for your body?


Unfortunately, it isn’t always as simple as labelling certain foods as good and others as bad. This is because as people, we are all unique, and the things that we need vary from person to person. For example, you may be an athlete who needs to consume a specific number of calories to perform at your peak, or you might be a mother of two and need to eat to energise your body and keep your mind balanced. But there are some basic principles that everyone can benefit from.


The key to choosing the right foods for your body is to avoid anything that has been pre-prepared and comes in plastic packaging, ready to be heated in the microwave. Junk food, fast food – whatever you want to call it – is not going to do your body or your mind any good. Instead, you need to discover which foods leave you feeling satiated and full of energy – these are likely to be plant-based wholefoods that are bursting with feel-good nutrients.


Emotional Eating


Emotional eating is the act of using food to temporarily make ourselves feel better, as opposed to eating because our body tells us it’s hungry. Many of us turn to food to relieve stress or boredom, or to comfort us when we need a friend. But what happens when we eat like this? Well, we often begin to feel even worse and the emotions that we’ve been trying to hide or cover up or even get rid of remain. And worse, they may now be accompanied by another negative emotion – guilt.


So in Month One, we are going to learn to understand the difference between being physically and emotionally hungry. Once we have established that, we are going to look at the emotional triggers that cause us to open that fridge and grab anything. We are on a mission to find other ways to deal with stress, boredom, loneliness or anxiety. And finally, to learn how to just step back and pause before giving in to emotional eating.


Understanding emotional eating


For many people, eating is their main emotional coping mechanism (that’s why we are addressing it in the first month). I’m not saying that from time to time when we use food to celebrate or to reward ourselves, or even as a pick-me-up, that it’s necessarily a bad thing. But we do need to recognise why we are eating certain things, and then start to gain power over the foods we eat and our feelings, rather than the other way around. So start by answering some questions. Grab your journal or simply write your answers here:


QUESTIONNAIRE: Are you an emotional eater?


•   Does your appetite increase when you are stressed?


•   Does food comfort you in a similar way to having a companion?


•   Do you often continue eating when you know that you are already full?


•   Do you use food to reward yourself?


•   Do you eat when you are experiencing negative feelings, such as sadness or anxiety?


•   Do you feel you have little power over your dietary habits?


Answering these questions will help you recognise how prone you are to emotional eating. Let’s go a bit deeper now to find out a bit more about what triggers us to eat emotionally.


Emotional versus physical hunger


Understanding the difference between emotional and physical hunger makes it much easier to distinguish between the two. When we are physically hungry, the hunger comes on slowly. Think about the times when you felt a bit hungry and then, as time went on, you felt more and more hungry until you thought, ‘OK, I need to eat!’ This is physical hunger. But with emotional hunger, you feel you need to eat right now, as though it’s a matter of urgency.


When you are physically hungry, your stomach growls and you feel as if anything will satisfy you – even vegetables! When you are emotionally hungry, however, you crave something in particular – a pizza, a tub of ice cream, an entire bag of crisps – and nothing else will do. This, in turn, leads to mindless eating – you don’t really enjoy what you’re eating, you just ‘need’ to eat it.


When you are physically hungry, you eat until you are full, not stuffed. Emotional eating, on the other hand, is about eating until you are uncomfortably stuffed. (I have many memories of having to unbutton my jeans without being seen to do so!)


But I think the biggest distinction between emotional and physical hunger is this: when you are emotionally hungry, the hunger pain isn’t located in the stomach as it is when you are physically hungry. Emotional hunger is located in your head – you can’t get the craving, the food, the emotion out of your mind.
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Causes of emotional eating


Emotional eating is linked to our feelings, but situations, places and even people can cause it too. I’m sure you can think of a time when you didn’t feel great – maybe you felt uncomfortable, insecure or uneasy – and you used food to help you ‘get through’ that situation or ‘deal’ with that person. At these times, and when these feelings arise, we need to identify our emotional eating triggers.


First on that list is stress. Stress can make you emotionally hungry. And, in our fast-paced world, with the demands of home and work life, high levels of the stress hormone cortisol can be a serious problem. Cortisol is released by the adrenal glands (small glands situated on top of the kidneys) and, when we have too much of it in our bloodstreams, we experience cravings for junk foods, salty and sweet foods, fried foods and processed and packaged foods – the foods that give us that instant, but short-lived burst of energy. This, ultimately, is a form of pleasure eating.


The more stress there is in your life, the more likely you are to eat emotionally, unless you find ways to control these urges – distracting yourself with an activity, for example. (You’ll find some suggestions on how to do this on pages 27–9).


As I briefly mentioned earlier on, emotional eating is also a way to briefly silence feelings, such as anger, shame, guilt, loneliness, self-loathing, anxiety, pain, sadness and even resentment. Even boredom or a feeling that we have no purpose can be a trigger, and so we emotionally eat because we are dissatisfied with life. By numbing ourselves with food, we feel we can numb our feelings.
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