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Introduction


The leaves in all their magnificent golden hues have fallen, the evenings are drawing in and we’ve crossed the threshold into the deep, dark winter months. There are milky pink mornings, crisp fresh air that sharpens your focus, the nodding encouragement of snowdrops promising the rebirth of spring, and a silence and stillness that feels calming to the senses. Do you feel it too? The genuine urge to cocoon, a growing need for rest, a deep desire to seek comfort? For some people, winter is a treasured time of year – one that is happily embraced – but for many others it is a tough season to weather, and for good reason.


As a psychologist, my job involves supporting people through stress, loss and change – often across prolonged periods of time and seasons. Many people find winter a genuinely challenging time of year, with deep fatigue and diminished productivity, and these feelings are often met with harsh self-criticism for not being able to “push through”. If you feel this too, you’re in excellent company; some two million people report being affected by winter in the UK alone1. Perhaps you’ve noticed an increased need for sleep, cravings for comfort food, low energy, the dreaded blues? Analysis of social media posts shows a peak of sadness in the winter2. And it’s not just our mood and energy levels that are impacted: winter can make it hard to pitch up, focus, learn and remember, too3. Research has shown that the cognitive performance of people living with Alzheimer’s disease varies with the seasons, with symptoms worse in winter4, but it’s not only clinical populations that are affected – no one is immune.


However, observe the ways the plant and animal kingdoms respond to the environmental cues of winter. Bears hibernate, geese migrate, the arctic fox changes her coat and trees conserve moisture by shedding their leaves. So why do we humans expect ourselves to be unaffected? As the days become shorter and the cold descends, hibernation mode is very real. We feel the invitation to slow down, retreat and take stock. It’s not just you.


The truth is that modern life makes it hard to listen to this call to pause, recalibrate and commit to a more compassionate pace, and I think it is fair to say from the outset that life does feel harder in the winter. It can feel lonely and desolate. No one wants to be “left out in the cold”. In winter, when the conditions are more challenging, our self-care should get bumped up our list of priorities, but let’s acknowledge how tricky this can be when energy is running low. It takes a little more effort to get the same rejuvenation from Nature. It takes genuine planning and preparation to keep ourselves nourished, hydrated, moving and connected. Without us being intentional and proactive, winter can be seriously depleting, weighing heavily on us. So we know it hurts, but how can we protect ourselves?


I want to uplift and inspire you in this book with ways that will encourage you to savour winter: to embrace the cosy comfort, the pleasure of retreating together and, on occasion, getting out into the natural delights that are unique to this season. I hope this reminder brings you comfort: you’re not lazy or weak, it’s just winter! But, at the same time, I will show you how to be respectful of the challenges winter brings. This book will guide you in formulating your own self-care plan to navigate this season. It’s more than just about mindset, it’s an approach that encompasses our outlook, develops core skills and galvanizes us to take action.


I will introduce you to the three Cs: Curiosity, Compassion and Care. These three themes are woven throughout the book through invitations to check in and notice what feels resonant and relevant to you. They are reminders to be gentle and realistic in your observations and action planning and, at the end of each step, you’ll find reflective prompts to help you become crystal clear on your commitments to yourself.


• Curiosity refers to openness to experiences, new ways of thinking, refining our ability to notice not only natural beauty available to us in winter but to also recognize our own human needs.


• Compassion refers to extending a quality of gentleness and tenderness towards ourselves. At the heart of compassion lies the permission to feel as we do and to temper our pace and expectations of ourselves in response.


• Care is where the action comes in. It’s not enough just to notice our needs, to be accepting of ourselves as we are – we must also reach out for the nourishment or support that will help us cope in winter, whether this is something we can extend to ourselves or some form of care we need to request from others.
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I will show you how to use curiosity, compassion and care to build your winter self-care plan. Using the three Cs, we’re going to honour the natural impulses that come with this season, while striking a healthy balance to meet the real and present demands of your life. In following your natural desire to seek comfort, I’m going to share soothing practices that will help you in the moment without making tomorrow harder. You can think of this self-care plan as a scaffolding of healthy habits, both giving shape to your day and providing you with the energy you need to meet the pressures of life.


As you heed the call to slow down, I’m going to teach you concrete ways to effectively alter your pace. In recognizing your increased need for rest and sleep, together we will break through the barrier of guilt and commit to tangible actions that will replenish you. You might feel like hibernating, but I’m going to share movement practices with you that will help you feel alive even when energy and motivation is at zero. Even when the great outdoors doesn’t appeal in the slightest, I’m going to show you how to get your daily dose of Nature Therapy. When you feel the desire to socially retreat, I will show you how to stay connected. If you notice the desire to reflect, I’ll guide you through simple prompts that will uplift you while avoiding the potential overwhelm that can come from turning inwards without direction.






Thriving


While we stay anchored in the reality of the winter months, let’s not set our sights on just weathering them. Let’s aim for something far more life-giving. I’d love to remove the winter dread and replace it with hopeful anticipation. Winter dread trains our eyes to see all the things we don’t enjoy, whereas hopeful anticipation taps into that sense of curiosity about what’s possible. I hope that in sharing the gifts, purpose and meaning exclusive to winter, you might be on the lookout for them and when our minds are open, we are far more likely to receive them.


Research supports this approach: psychologist Kari Leibowitz spent a year living 350km (more than 200 miles) north of the Arctic Circle in Tromsø, Norway, studying how people coped with such extreme environmental conditions. In this place, so far north that the sun doesn’t even rise for two months of the year, Leibowitz investigated how people were able to not only survive but thrive in these harsh conditions. She discovered that many Norwegians genuinely love winter and that this mindset was positively associated with well-being, life satisfaction and personal growth5.


Leibowitz found that the locals who saw it as an opportunity to do the things they loved, such as skiing, relishing cosiness indoors and having a chance to see the mesmerising northern lights, tended to be happier overall. It’s worth noting that while locals enjoyed the chance to hunker down, they still made the commitment to regular movement. And while I know the winter wonderland there can seem very different to the dull and sometimes lifeless grey of urban winter scenes, there is still a leaf we can take from the Norwegians’ books – we can get curious about the opportunities that are present and we can savour the joys unique to winter.


This is not about glossing over the challenges and just thinking positive, it’s about staying grounded in what we can do and maximizing available pleasure.


As an Australian living in the UK, I am blessed with the childlike curiosity of an “out-of-towner”, giving me fresh eyes to the pleasures inherent to the winter months in the Northern Hemisphere. I’ve lost count of the times locals marvel when they learn my country of origin, leaving them gobsmacked that I would actively choose this climate over the perpetually summery climes of my native home. But the truth is that many of my peak life moments from nearly two decades of living in the UK are wintry ones. The dark and cold makes sleep deeper, more delicious and easier to come by. As much as I relish the outward-facing nature of summer, basking like a lizard where possible and drinking in lingering summer evenings, I also enjoy the feeling of turning inwards that is available to us in winter. A different pace. A different purpose. A different natural beauty.


One of my most vivid early memories was seeing my first snowfall as a child when visiting the UK. This was my first (and so far) only “white Christmas”, but I finally understood “Season’s Greetings” cards with the frosty white landscapes. The way the streetlamps caught the flakes as they fell; the silence created by the blanket covering every nook and cranny; the promise of tomorrow’s blank canvas. I loved waking to the plethora of pawprints in the snow from unknown nocturnal creatures – the wonderful reminder that winter isn’t all about death and decay, she is still teeming with life.
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Now that I’m a local to the Northern Hemisphere, and it’s not new anymore, I enjoy the satisfaction of stowing away the summer hats and digging out the winter woollies in preparation for a world that feels fresh and new, as if the cold has given everything a deep clean. I love how the shroud of white snow transforms familiar everyday scenes into something magical, something unrecognizable. The excitement remains palpable – it’s always a complete disruption to normal life where we indulge in all the wintry delights.


The snow reminds us of Nature’s awe-inspiring power: that few things can bring life to a grinding halt. When we see the plume of our breath or hear the sound of snow crunching underfoot, it is a precious opportunity to savour the sensory experiences exclusive to winter. It’s a chance to zoom in and see the power of Nature’s beauty in full force – whether that’s the intricate fractal patterns of snowflakes or frost-encrusted cars glinting like diamonds in the morning light. Winter turns even the most humdrum landscape into exquisite works of art.


In the vast space between the snow days, there is a distinct beauty to the silhouette of bare branches against the stark sky, revealing the inhabitants of the trees formerly obscured by lush foliage. This gives the conifers their turn to shine. Misty rain drops gathering on Nature’s naked limbs are her string of pearls, and frozen spiderwebs, her tinsel. We see bright red berries adorning the hedgerow and the eruption of snowdrops, crocuses and primrose – the Earth isn’t dead, she’s just sleeping.


On occasion, the winter skyscapes themselves are breathtaking with light shows unique to this time of year. Granted, there might be days where it feels like we’ve not seen the sun at all, but when she appears on clear days, it’s a light like no other time of year – glowing and ethereal. After a particularly bleak stretch, I can remember going for a walk along the canal in an attempt to blow away the mental cobwebs. The hedge to my side cast a shadow from my neck down but as the sun emerged from behind the clouds, I could feel the light bathe the back of my head like two cupped hands, all the sweeter for its prior absence. An experience of maybe 30 seconds, but one that has stayed with me for years. I’ve since learned there is a word for this experience: apricity, meaning the warmth of the winter sun, and my eyes have become fine-tuned to seek it.


Now for the flipside.


In addition to these peak life moments, winter is the cold and flu season and for parents of school-age kids or public transport commuters, it’s not unusual for at least one person in your nest to be afflicted for months on end. There is the constant battle with winter condensation, arguments about central heating and worries about the cost of it all. Tempers are short and it’s hard rising in the darkness, then returning home in the darkness. There are miserable school runs in the mud and rain, plus all the bribing, begging and cajoling to get bodies out of the door, even when we’re going out to do something joyful. The piling on of all the layers and then the washing and drying of soggy layers upon return. The cold manifests in numb fingers, groaning arthritic joints, chilblained toes, chapped lips, reptile-like cracked hands.


The hum of low-grade anxiety continues for months on end due to the uncertainty of weather and travel conditions affecting our ability to honour the commitments we’ve made, and the mourning of cancelled treasured plans. Even without the snow and ice, driving conditions in poor light can feel treacherous and make the most confident drivers think twice about unnecessary excursions, which for many people can feel isolating.


These are no small things. Winter makes us work hard not only for our joy, but just to get out of our home. There are windscreens to be de-iced, engines to warm, driveways to clear. It demands more of us to just do the basics, let alone the things that are nice to do. The conditions are aversive, the cold hurts and it is depleting. But, from time to time, it is also sublimely beautiful, arguably more glorious than pleasure that has come easily. We just need supportive practices to sustain us and help us eke out winter joy.
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The opportunity


The dark deepens our appreciation of light, the cold hones our gratitude for warmth and the variation gives rhythm and pulse to life. The change in the seasons punctuates time, giving shape to the year and these external markers help to denote the passing of time, helping us pace ourselves. It reminds us that there is a natural expansion and contraction present in our environment and this is mirrored within us too. Life isn’t linear and our progress and growth needn’t be linear either. We are embedded in a cycle of change and our own inner worlds are constantly in a process of becoming, growing, shedding, renewing, coming our own, before beginning again.


It’s a metaphor for times of change in our lives, too. Winter has gently guided me through my own life transformations of international relocations, becoming a mother and losing my father. Winter reminds me that these chapters won’t last forever and that it’s ok to have fallow time – time to fall apart and make space for a fresh new expression of self, having faith that a new identity will emerge. There is time for the bud, time for the bloom, time for decay and every season has its value, its beauty, its place.


Mother Nature has always brought me deep comfort in challenging times and winter is an essential part of that understanding. She not only shows us that it’s ok to honour our boundaries and pace ourselves, but Nature shows us how to do it, too. She demonstrates skilful interdependence – how we get through the good times and the bad times by relying on each other. But even here she shows nuance: we don’t have to pitch up in all our glory all the time, sometimes our bare presence is more than enough.


She models that the support we offer each other can flex through the seasons and that we don’t have to give to our depletion. How we attend to the needs of others when life squeezes us can look different to what we give of ourselves when we’re in a place of abundance. Trees don’t yield fruit or nuts all year, but they still provide protection in the winter and nourishment via their bark. She shows us that we can still be kind, caring people while honouring our boundaries and preserving our energy and peace.


The long nights of winter give the moon her opportunity to take centre stage too, with her own personal message to all who witness her. Just as the moon goes through phases, so do we. Sometimes we are bright and full, other times, nothing but a sliver – regardless of incarnation, we are always whole, complete and more than enough.


It’s not just about fine-tuning our senses to seek out the season’s beauty and “thinking positively” about winter, we need a host of tangible supportive practices to help us tweak our pace and maintain our commitments to healthy habits. As a chartered psychologist, I can provide you with the mental health-boosting tools. And as a yoga teacher and personal trainer, I have all the movement, breath and meditative techniques to offer you too.


This is your multimodality toolkit to maximize winter joy – I can’t wait to share it with you.








REFLECTION TIME ON WINTER


Before we begin on our nourishing action planning, pause for some reflection time of your own.
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How does winter impact on your health and well-being? What do you notice?
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How do you feel about winter and its effects on you?
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What do you enjoy?
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What do you find personally challenging?









What is winter self-care?


Let’s start with defining self-care. Self-care is how we nourish ourselves to promote, protect or restore our mental, emotional and physical health. The purpose of self-care is to help us cope in times of challenge or high emotion, to help us heal following these chapters of life and to give us a buffer against the next curveball.


Our commitment to nourishing ourselves also helps us access the qualities that we hold dear as human beings and enhances the health of our relationships – when we’re well nourished, it’s easier to be calm, patient and present. Think of your self-care as the gift that keeps on giving. I hope this helps to dial down any guilt you might feel about prioritizing your health. You still might be feeling like there isn’t the time, energy or funds for the self-care you’d like to be doing but, rest assured, I have you covered with the practices in this book!


I have created this book to be your winter well-being companion, an annual guide to bring you home to yourself, to help you develop your own personalized care plan responsive to current life events. The kind of self-care we might engage in when life is smooth can look very different to the time, energy and freedom we have at our disposal in more turbulent periods of our lives – and it’s more than ok for our self-care to evolve with the seasons of our life, as well as the seasons of Nature.


I hope the practices in this book will help you find something resonant, accessible and effective during the winter months, respectful of what’s unfolding in the personal chapter of your life. Perhaps this is something you can enjoy coming back to, year after year, to determine the course of action to support you through this winter season and into the rebirth of spring.


Every year, we encounter new events, different demands, unique challenges and gifts – I hope you enjoy choosing your own interpretation of self-care to nourish you now knowing that each year it might look entirely different.


And lastly, an essential note on the scope of self-care. While I advocate for all sorts of habits to look after our health and well-being, I am not saying that any human being should be shouldering their burden on their own. Every human being needs love, support and hands-on care from other people. We need to be caring towards ourselves and we also need to be cared for. I hope the practices in this book can be a powerful addition to sound social support.








REFLECTION TIME ON SELF-CARE


How do you feel about the term “self-care”? If it’s not a phrase that appeals to you, feel free to think of it as health care, nourishment, energy management or your well-being boosters. Choose whatever resonates and motivates you.
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What are your barriers to engaging in the kind of nourishment you’d prefer – is it time, energy, space, freedom, expense or does guilt interfere? Spend some time thinking about ways to overcome these barriers. If you’re not sure, don’t worry, as you journey through this book, you will learn a whole host of time and energy-efficient practices that don’t cost a penny. In my experience, guilt is the most tenacious barrier. At the heart of self-care is our health and without our health what do we have? What does your health allow you to do or be? What important things do you sacrifice when you are feeling depleted?
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Write down three reasons why it’s not just ok but necessary for you to take care of yourself.
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