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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


What makes for a buoyant mood? How do we stay connected with our calm abiding centre? What are those inner resources that help us weather life’s inevitable curveballs? Over a decade ago a friend asked me how I maintained such an upbeat approach to life. Having grown up in a harsh eastern European climate, she assumed my sunny disposition was due to being raised on the beaches of Sydney, Australia. At the time, I didn’t know the answer to her question, but as a psychologist, it really piqued my interest and I knew it was down to much more than just sunshine. In many ways, my friend was right – I’d had an idyllic childhood in a nourishing place which provided a solid bedrock. But life has a way of catching up with us. No one is immune to adversity. And in my struggle I came to know the answer to her question: I call it the ability to stand tall like a mountain.


With the passage of time, including the twists and turns of international relocation, and becoming a mother at the same time as losing my father, I came to understand the building blocks to resilience first-hand. Experiencing those challenges and finding myself in a state of energetic bankruptcy, I kept coming back to my friend’s question, because I’d lost that upbeat way of being. I was too tired and too sad to be able to think straight and many of my regular life-giving activities had fallen away. But by consciously rebuilding my self-care toolkit and with one little “micro moment” of nourishment at a time, that ember of positivity was sparked again. In clawing my way back to vitality I learned the true transformative power of self-care – all those nurturing acts that top us up so that we can feel a sense of optimism, equanimity and resilience, the ability to stand tall like a mountain. This is also the name of a yoga pose described in this book – come into this shape and it will help you channel these skills in mind and body:




Optimism: hopefulness and confidence about the future, like the apex of the mountain, lifting skywards.


Equanimity: calmness and composure, especially in the face of adversity, like the body of the mountain, standing firm against life’s challenges.


Resilience: toughness and capacity to bounce back after challenges, like the broad mountain base, anchoring us, helping us recover.
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In navigating my grief, I reflected on the activities I engaged in as a child, so often led by my father: the clifftop walks, counting the types of birds we saw along the way, watching the rock fishermen reel in their catch or savouring a sunset together. It was in simple things such as hearing his joy at a favourite tune on the radio or his recounting a precious story of flying past some young jogger while running down a hill. In losing him, I reconnected with these practices and was reminded of how potent such things are for healing and for providing a protective buffer against future challenges. Now armed with the benefit of ten years’ hindsight and supported by concrete findings from Positive Psychology on the foundations of well-being, I believe there are key skills and habits that contribute greatly to our mood, energy level, quality of mind and enjoyment of life, and these are skills and habits that we can all learn. I love that my self-care toolkit is a legacy of my father, and that I can share these same skills and habits with my children and see them blossom.






SELF-CARE IS THE SOLUTION


Self-care is a hot topic right now but the buzz concentrates primarily on adults. This book shifts the focus to preparing our children for the inevitable stresses of life, so they are best placed to care for themselves and cope when life gets tough. Stress is prevalent in the lives of our children – from jampacked schedules and the pressure to perform, to the advent of social media requiring management of an online life and the effects of screen time. Our children need their own self-care toolkit. It’s about teaching them the tools of nourishment by engaging in self-care as a family, and showing them simple practices that they can turn to when they’re on their own.


We teach our children how to brush their teeth, the importance of healthy eating and how to safely cross the road; this book aims to broaden their toolkit to include resilience-boosting skills and “emotional first aid”, empowering them with methods to navigate difficult emotions and challenging life experiences. Rather than just hoping they’ll absorb these skills by osmosis (that’s if we parents are skilled in the art of self-care), this book will give you the tools to actively teach your kids how to engage in self-care, with practices specifically tailored for children to use independently and others to be enjoyed collectively. Many of the activities can be suitable from a very young age and so it’s never too early to start introducing your children to ideas for self-care. Children are natural masters of curiosity and mindfulness, so the learning is not a one-way street. This book will encourage you to observe and seek opportunities to learn from your children too.
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As a society, we are beginning to recognize the value and need for self-care and my practice as a psychologist now concentrates exclusively on empowering people with the tools of self-nourishment. A few years ago people were coming to me for help in creating their own healthy lifestyle changes. Many of these clients reflected that these skills and habits weren’t demonstrated for them growing up. I now have more and more parents coming to me for help in developing a self-care toolkit that they can share with their children – and that’s where the idea for this book was born. I sincerely hope you enjoy working through these concepts and practices with your cherubs and that the dividends ripple out for you all!


WHAT IS SELF-CARE?


While we have all heard of the term “self-care”, it is still a bit fluffy and misunderstood. There is a good reason for this confusion and that’s because as human beings we all need different things. What one person finds soothing or uplifting might not be a tonic for someone else and even our own needs change over time. Before we can effectively commit to engaging in self-care, we need a proper working definition and then we need a broad toolkit from which to draw.


To keep it as simple as possible, the mantra is “self-care is health care”. It is nourishment for the head, the heart and the body. There is a second part of the definition that will help you get clear on what constitutes a true act of nourishment, and this is that self-care nurtures you in this moment, your “present self” if you like, but it also benefits the person you are becoming, your “future self”. Adding this second part of the definition will stop your self-care from turning into an act of self-sabotage. One small bite of chocolate savoured may be self-care, but a whole bar of chocolate, which then scuppers the bedtime routine, will hardly have anyone feeling peaceful and nourished later on. When you are choosing an act of nourishment, just make sure your “present self” and your “future self” agree on it. It’s worth acknowledging here that self-care is not always easy or comfortable. It’s more than treats and pampering; sometimes the true act of self-care is the last thing you feel like doing.
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The concept that helps bring self-care to life is the idea that we all have an “energy bank balance”. Just as a car needs fuel to go, we need energy to power us through our day, our week, our month and our future. Self-care is any life-giving act that tops up your energy bank and the healthier your reserves, the better placed you are to cope with the daily challenges you face. If you’re running on empty, you expose yourself to the risk of energetic bankruptcy. The car with an empty fuel tank is of use to no one and no one is immune. A regular self-care routine will boost your resilience and help you respond with greater resourcefulness to life as it happens, when the road is flat and smooth and, importantly, when we are facing that mountainous incline. It’s no different for children.



WHY DO WE NEED SELF-CARE?


»   We need it to help us cope. Stress, loss and change are inevitable parts of life, in childhood and adulthood. We all have difficult emotions and experiences to navigate, we all have a fallible human body and mind, and we all encounter loss in various forms – whether losing a loved one or getting used to saying goodbye to mum or dad at nursery. Self-care helps us cope in the moment.


»   We need it to help us recover. Following on from challenges in our day, we need a self-care toolkit that is soothing and healing, helping us process and move through our feelings, thoughts, sensations and responses.


»   We need it to build a protective buffer from future challenges. Proactively topping up your energy bank balance will keep you feeling more resilient and capable. In fact, when you are feeling vital and strong you interpret life differently to when you are depleted. Things that could potentially overwhelm you when you are fatigued might merely needle you when you are well nourished. You can interpret events as a minor irritation or an opportunity to grow when you are energetically topped up. We are all naturally more creative in our responses to problems when we have lovingly tended to our mental, emotional and physical health.


»   We need it to be our best self. You’re more likely to be the kind of person you aspire to be, achieving what you most desire, if you engage in self-care. Self-care is the means by which we become a better version of ourselves. We are all kinder, more patient, more productive people when we have nurtured ourselves head, heart and body. It truly is the ultimate win-win.


»   We need it to raise calm, compassionate and resilient children and for the collective health of the family unit. Our children need to see us engaging in self-care to begin building their own toolkit. We need to be actively role-modelling these healthy behaviours for our kids and, better still, involving them in the practice of self-care, showing them why we need it and how to do it. It is not just of benefit to the individual; these practices have the potential to deepen bonds and boost the healthy functioning of the family unit itself. There is a positive upward spiral to be enjoyed which starts right here.
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HOW DO WE DO IT?


The most effective way to make self-care part of daily family life is to use a framework that will help you swiftly identify a form of self-care that is accessible and resonant, when you or your children need it the most. I created the Vitality Wheel framework for this purpose, and turning to it opens our eyes to the eight different ways, each reflected in a spoke of the Wheel, that we can nourish ourselves. They are not designed to be distinct and you’ll see that one act of self-care could easily slot into a number of different spokes. The point of the Vitality Wheel is to get you connected with something to help you cope in an instant.


Think of the Vitality Wheel spokes as options, working with as many or as few as you and your children choose. You certainly don’t have to engage in all spokes at the same time. Keep checking in with the Wheel and dipping into the corresponding chapters of the book as your child’s and your family’s interests naturally evolve. Many of these concepts and activities are common sense, and you will be doing plenty of the suggested activities already. There may, however, be some tools and ideas that are completely new to you and that’s ok too. Some of these skills might feel tricky for us parents at first, and our children will naturally have a greater affinity with some tools, so again we can take delight in learning from them. In sharing with your children the tools that are new or challenging for you, you have an opportunity to demonstrate for them a “beginner’s mind”. Enjoy that you can explore developing these skills as beginners together. While I’ve certainly got the fitness side of things licked, I will put my hand up and freely admit that my cooking skills could do with some work. I love that my seven-year-old and I can be beginners together in the kitchen and in the process I am teaching her much more than just cooking, I am teaching her how to develop a new skill with curiosity, relish and constructive inner dialogue, deepening our bonds and banking quality time together. We don’t have to be good at all the things in the Vitality Wheel but, if we choose to, we all have opportunities to work on expanding our skill set and fine-tuning our abilities.
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“SELF-CARE IS HEALTH CARE” – INTUITIVE BUT NOT ALWAYS EASY!


Generally speaking, when we really need self-care, when we’re feeling overwhelmed, fatigued or in the midst of anger, it can be very hard to think straight! So we do need to have our self-care toolkit written down. The best way is to annotate a copy of the Vitality Wheel so you can visually identify which form of nourishment grabs you, then you can take a closer look at one of the tools or strategies inspired by that spoke of the Vitality Wheel.


We all know what we need to do to feel healthy but let’s just be honest and recognize that self-care is not always easy and the healthy choice is not always the most alluring. Allow yourself to be human and then get organized to overcome the fact that willpower alone isn’t enough to see us through. Creating a “Self-Care Journal” is a great way to overcome this challenge and can become a wellspring of inspiration and positivity.


YOUR SELF-CARE JOURNAL


I encourage parents to keep a journal for themselves and to work on one for each of their kids. For adults, your journal is about recording your goals and your choices, thereby boosting accountability and helping you to track progress, identify patterns and reflect on your accomplishments. It’s also a place to record happy memories, write gratitude entries and collate images, letters, articles and quotes, just like you would on a vision board – you can get as creative as you like. For kids, it can be more of an arts and crafts approach, where entries are drawings or photos of the activities you’ve done together, and a place to create their own toolkits, for example, “What to do when I can’t get to sleep”. My daughter and I make an entry in her journal when we are discussing a challenge she has faced in her day and she often reflects on these entries at a later date, reinforcing her toolkit. We make entries about yoga poses, mindfulness techniques and gratitude practices and she can turn to her journal whenever she needs a boost of energy or a dollop of calm.


[image: illustration]






HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is designed to be read by parents. There’s a chapter on each spoke of the Vitality Wheel and each includes sections that you can read aloud and illustrations and practices you can share with your children. How you read it is totally up to you. If you want, you can read it cover to cover, or if you prefer, you can zip straight to the chapters which most resonate with you and your family. Sit down with your kids and engage in the activities together and refer to the text to learn about concepts that will help you guide your children through difficult emotions or the challenges they face.


The tips and tools in this book are informed by my studies and a decade of work as a psychologist and yoga teacher as well as my previous decade working as a personal trainer, both of which have been equally informative. I’ve learned that there truly is no separation between mental health and physical health and there are just different ways we can create change – either via the body, the mind or the breath. In every chapter you will find a range of activities from which to choose, some that use movement, some that harness the way we think and others involving either breathing, mindfulness or meditation. In my experience, the easiest way to change how you feel is to move your body. Movement is naturally appealing to children and is an easy way to cultivate the skill of mindfulness, so each chapter includes some yoga poses to try. Yoga can be a great starting point as you introduce the concept of self-care to your kids.


To help bring self-care to daily life, please use the ideas in the book to annotate your own Vitality Wheel. Simply jot down on a copy of the Wheel the activities that resonate most with you and your family and take some time to create your own self-care toolkit. Writing out your toolkit will help you all take swift, productive action whether you need a confidence boost or a feeling of peace. There are some sample toolkits to inspire you in common situations at the end of each chapter:


[image: illustration] I feel angry
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We need to get self-care on the radar for everyone. Talk about the self-care ideas you read in this book and have an open dialogue with your kids about your own toolkit. Share with your children why you are rolling out your yoga mat, let them join you and, yes, often that will mean they are climbing on your back. Show them the pose that you do before bed or the one that helps you feel brave. Or if you’ve never done yoga before, enjoy exploring the poses as beginners together. Talk about the kind of things you do when you’re feeling anxious. Share with them the breathing techniques or coping strategies that work for you. When boredom descends or tempers flare on the weekend, refer to your annotated Vitality Wheel, and choose a nourishing act that you can all engage in together. The more we talk about self-care, the more salient our practices become and the more often we find ourselves engaging in these practices, with greater effect.


The aim of this book is to give you a wealth of options within fingertips’ reach that take little time, energy or expense. With your encouragement, your children will grow up feeling that their self-care toolkit for emotional, mental and physical health is a normal part of life, just like brushing their teeth, and the benefits to them and the whole family can be profound. Enjoy exploring self-care with them and seeing those positive effects flow!
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ONE


COPING SKILLS


Modern life is full and fast-paced for everyone. Our children face a different childhood landscape these days with new pressures and challenges to navigate – the overwhelming pressure to perform to “get ahead”, breakfast club/after-school club, scheduling of extracurricular pursuits, screen and technology overload and, as they get older, managing an online life with social media. Just as there were public health campaigns in decades gone by on healthy eating and exercising, now we are seeing more messages about nurturing our mental and emotional health. This is with good reason because the prevalence of anxiety and depression is on the rise, touching not only adults but our children too. The good news is that there are plenty of habits and practices that can boost resilience and provide a protective buffer from stress. Adults and children alike are well served by having a broad set of coping tools from which to draw. This chapter introduces key concepts, such as mindfulness, emotional agility and growth mindset, in a way that will help you share them with your children. You will also learn specific practices and tools that will help you and your child navigate difficult emotions and challenging situations.
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