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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 in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


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




Introduction


Tough times. It’s the receipt of news that sucks all the air from your lungs, making you wonder how you’ll ever breathe again. It’s the instant that changes your world completely, and the disconnect that arises from looking outside and seeing that life goes on as if nothing has happened. It’s the staggering loss that words can never truly capture. It’s the betrayal that cracks you open to your core. It’s the first dawning that life is precarious, precious and ultimately finite, and that there really are no guarantees. It’s in the daily grind, the pressure cooker of work life, family life, parenting and all the responsibilities we wear, consuming our life force. It can be something you wanted with all your heart, something you had to fight tenaciously for, but now it’s yours, the reality of it is so much harder than you could ever have anticipated. It’s also in the shades of grey where one life chapter closes and the next is yet to blossom. It’s in the grief of a lost imagined future, even when you’re actively choosing what lies ahead. It’s in the milestones of life and all those firsts and lasts. The one unifying thought is wondering how you’re going to get through this.


That’s where our journey together begins.


Behind the public smiles that greet you in everyday life, beneath the filtered highlights you meet scrolling online, we are all vulnerable to tough times. No one is immune from challenging life experiences, big emotions, loss and times of real squeeze. We all go through tough times and if you feel floored in the midst of one or are still recovering from one, know that this doesn’t mean you’re weak, it means you’re human.


What might surprise you is that when we start describing events that constitute ‘tough times’ there are a whole host of them that perhaps you hadn’t really considered as being taxing; things that you desperately want, like moving, renovation projects or starting a family, things that you aspire to, like a promotion, launching your own business or buying your own home. Many of these things accumulate, they often coincide, and actually when we take a good look at what we’ve weathered, it’s no wonder that we’re left trembling in their wake. I hope that in reframing how we see these life events – by removing blame and self-flagellation – you will be able to have a greater sense of peace in your response to them and permission to do things differently during that stage, chapter or time of life. We’re going to walk the healing path together and I’m going to empower you with a skill set that will see you through and help you restore yourself on the other side, before life inevitably calls on you to step up again.
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What are tough times? They come in many different guises: some desirable, some unwanted, and many are completely unavoidable. We all have a fallible mind and body, we all experience stress in our careers, family life and relationships and we all lose people we love. Broadly speaking, and this is informed by my work as a chartered psychologist and my own lived experience, there are three themes: there is stress and burnout, there is loss and grief and there is change and transition. Each of these experiences requires its own specific toolkit of skills to cope during, and to restore afterwards. Some occurrences in life will involve just one theme; others will involve all three. Often we struggle with an event without realizing we’ve incurred a loss. Just making this connection, acknowledging your loss, unlocks your own innate healing capacity. Recognition of how an experience can be affecting you and knowledge of ways to navigate stress, loss and change will put you in good stead for whatever life throws at you.
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HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP


If you’re in the midst or the aftermath of any of these experiences, this book can help you cope, heal and restore. It can boost your resolve and resilience to help you prepare for an impending challenge. If you’re a partner, parent, family member, friend or practitioner, it will give you greater insight so you can better understand and support others. We all stand to gain a great deal by talking openly about our experiences. Great healing, a deep sense of connection and true empowerment come from that honest dialogue. Let’s get that ball rolling together.


Often it’s not until crisis hits and we descend into energetic bankruptcy, that we truly appreciate our health and understand the genuine need for self-care. We begin to recognize it as the means to clawing back our health and what this facilitates in our life. We see it as the means to processing our swirling emotions and moving through challenging life events. We understand that if we don’t nourish ourselves, we make ourselves vulnerable to burnout, anxiety and depression. That lived experience spurs us on to make different choices and self-care becomes a way of life, so that we can keep putting one foot in front of the other, because we know how hard it can be. If you’re not there yet, it’s ok. We’ll acknowledge the barriers to self-care and I will show you how, little by little, you can imbue today with tenderness.


You might be feeling so bone tired that you don’t know how you’ll get out of bed, let alone tackle what’s required of you. Maybe you’re battling with emotions so enormous you fear they’ll take over and the tears could never stop. Perhaps you feel so lost and confused that you don’t know where to start or who you are any more. You might be wondering how everyone else manages to have it all together, when you feel like you’re falling apart. The truth is, we are all struggling in our own ways. Don’t compare how you feel inside with how others appear on the outside. What you see in real life is just the tip of the iceberg and just about everything you see on social media is someone’s ‘best bits’.


All these experiences can make you feel like you’re losing your mind. I’ve lost count of the number of people I’ve heard voicing that terrifying concern. You are not alone. I’ve been there, I know how distant your health and vitality can feel and just how impossible self-care or any solution can seem.


Often when we find ourselves in tough times, the situation is compounded by self-care falling away. This is totally normal so please don’t give yourself a hard time about it. Harsh criticism doesn’t change your circumstances, it just adds to your burden. Compassion yields a far more effective outcome. But if that feels like a difficult habit to break, please don’t worry, that’s what this book is all about: developing a capacity for tenderness and forming new healthy habits that serve us. I will show you how to throw yourself a bone. It really is one of the greatest skills in life.


The fact is when we need self-care the most, that’s when it’s often the hardest to do. That’s what happened to me. My whole career revolved around health-promoting strategies – I was (and still am) a chartered psychologist, yoga teacher and personal trainer. I had every nourishing tool at my fingertips, but this was my first real experience of being seriously tested by life. I became a mum at the same time as losing my dad and no degree or training really prepares you for a collision of life events like that. Self-care is relatively simple when life is smooth.


When we get squeezed by life it can be so hard to find ways to nurture ourselves, that’s if we’ve cottoned on to the fact that we are not invincible and the machinery that we’re comprised of requires tender, loving attention. For so many of us, self-care feels out of reach because we’re too pressed for time, bereft of energy, out of ideas on things that feel do-able, and the most tenacious barrier of all is guilt. We feel guilty taking time for us because it diverts resources from other precious people or responsibilities.


What I learned the hard way was that denying my needs, relentlessly pushing on and ignoring my health, and steadfastly believing in my invincibility, lead me to one place only – energetic rock bottom. And in that place I was no good to anyone. To be the mum, wife, family member, friend and practitioner that I aspired to be, I had to take nourishing action. This is the realization that helps us make peace with guilt, to allow it to be there and take care of ourselves in the face of it. And that learning dropped in even deeper when life tested me again – unbelievably with the same variables – international relocation, having a child and bereavement, rolled into one sucker punch. Second time round was a vastly different experience. It was still deeply challenging and painful at times, but my new relationship with self-care, a profound awareness of its importance and an extensive toolkit sustained me and had me back to firing on all cylinders much faster.


Many of us find ourselves overwhelmed by tough times because we haven’t been empowered with the tools to navigate them. There is great solace in embracing the knowledge that it’s not your fault. Please let those words linger. Raised in a culture of being told to ‘get up, dust yourself off, you’re ok, don’t cry’ and the notion of the ‘stiff upper lip’ meant that as children many of us were traditionally discouraged from expressing our emotions, so it’s no wonder that we struggle with stress, loss and change as adults. And now the pendulum has swung too far the other way and we see ‘helicopter parents’ trying to save their kids from experiencing the teensiest bit of discomfort or tricky emotion. If we tie our kid’s shoelaces all the time, we hamper their development of that skill; similarly, if we rush in to ‘fix’ situations or quell emotions, we can get in the way of empowering problem-solving skills, emotional agility and confidence. The fact is, many of these skills have not been modelled for us and we are now learning together.


Modern culture also prizes intellect while negating the wisdom of the body. In fact we still spend a great deal of energy learning how to override what the body naturally wants us to do. Remember how hard it was to sit still in school? I bet you still feel that now at your desk if you get really quiet and listen. It took great effort to stamp out those impulses and tune out the messages from our bodies. We need to reclaim the right to feel, the ability to feel what we feel, to give voice and move through our emotions with tenderness and self-compassion.


Your body has an innate capacity to restore itself to health. You are biologically designed to heal. I’m here to help you reconnect with this natural ability, to help you get out of your own way so you can facilitate the healing process, by adopting life-giving habits rather than coping mechanisms or crutches that only feel good in the short term. Essentially this is about unlocking your self-soothing capacity and learning how to manage your energy. Together we will look at the skills that help us weather stress, loss and change. We will revive a weary body. We will refresh a tired mind. We will heal your broken heart. We will mobilize your inner healing resources and get you back to vitality and clarity.
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What is self-care all about?


WHERE HAS THE CONCEPT COME FROM?


Self-care has become a buzzword of late. There are good reasons for this rise in awareness, although there is genuinely nothing new about the concept. The term was used originally in the context of people working in high-stress occupations – therapists, medical practitioners and those at the forefront of the emergency services. Contrary to what you might read in the papers, that it’s just a fad or that it’s wellbeing gone overboard, the practice is here to stay. As a society we are beginning to engage in a more open dialogue about mental health and we are increasingly aware of the need for strategies to help us cope better during tough times. There is a growing concern about how we can nourish our mental and emotional health because the statistics are alarming, especially in our young people. With figures like ‘a quarter of 14-year-old girls in the UK have self-harmed’1, and studies showing that emotional disorders in children are on the increase, where one in eight (12.8 per cent) 5- to 19-year-olds had at least one mental disorder when assessed in 20172, we simply can’t afford to be dismissive of self-care or complacent about empowering our kids with these life-giving skills.


The tragic rate of suicide in men (17.2 deaths per 100,000 in 20183), the fact that suicide is the leading cause of death in new mothers4 and the coinciding increase of suicide over the period of life where women are likely to go through menopause5 is further evidence that we need to take urgent action.


While there might be some confusion about what self-care is and some valid opposition to the term being hijacked by brands trying to tout their beauty products, there really is nothing fluffy or indulgent about self-care. It is rising to prominence now because of the growing body of research into mindfulness, resilience, compassion and other health-promoting skills. In the late Nineties there was a paradigm shift in psychology where the focus changed from examining mental illness to looking at the foundations of wellbeing. We’ve had two decades of rigorous scientific study into what makes life worth living and this forms the backbone to the strategies we’ll explore together in this book.
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WHAT REALLY IS SELF-CARE?


The simplest definition I can offer is self-care is health care. It is nourishing all layers of your being – your mental health, your physical health and your emotional health, all of which are inextricably linked. To get crystal clear on what is truly nourishing we need to take into consideration the immediate and long-term consequences – so self-care is something that nurtures you right now, and promotes your health in the future, nourishing your ‘future self’. This can be a useful distinction to make and will help you see the difference between a crutch and a genuine self-care solution. Another way to understand self-care is to think of it as energy management. We need energy to get through our day and the healthier our energetic bank balance, the better prepared we are when life gets tough. Regular deposits into our energy bank via self-care boost our ability to cope in the moment and to bounce back faster.


WHAT DOES SELF-CARE LOOK LIKE?


In reality self-care takes many different shapes because different things appeal to different people. Your own preferences change over time too, so you’ll need different things in different moments and that’s why we all need an extensive, personalized toolkit. Self-care can be singing in a choir, fishing, painting, journalling, dancing or socializing, but equally it can be feeling your breath, a word of gratitude as you sit to eat your evening meal, tasting the flavours, noticing the sensation of sunlight on your skin as you drive to work or imbibing the scent as you fold the freshly laundered washing. Most people associate self-care with some kind of practice or ritual and this is a natural assumption, but I want to broaden that thinking.


Self-care is not only an act, it is also a set of skills. The beauty is that when you develop these skills you can apply them to everyday actions, to life as it unfolds. Self-care is then no longer something added to your already jampacked ‘to do’ list – it is a lens through which you experience life, transforming the way you respond to it.


These skills help us reframe and interpret events more constructively, reducing our stress levels, keeping us calm and anchored, and they open us up to experiencing more moments of joy and peace. As these skills become embedded in our day as habits, self-care becomes a way of life, not an extra thing to be done. We can remove the barrier of ‘not enough time’! While I will be sharing many nourishing activities in this book, at the heart of them all is the development of these key skills. These are skills you are already in possession of, but just naming them makes them more salient. They’re just like muscles and they will strengthen and grow as we put them to good use.
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The benefits of self-care


•  Self-care helps us cope in the moment during tough times.


•  Self-care helps us recover and heal after challenging experiences or chapters of life.


•  Self-care boosts our resilience, giving us some protection from future stress and helps us bounce back quicker.


•  Self-care gives us access to an incarnation of ourselves we can take pride in, benefitting every person with whom we come into contact.


•  Self-care boosts the health of our relationships, family harmony and helps us raise emotionally aware, fully empowered kids.








MAKING SELF-CARE POSSIBLE DURING TOUGH TIMES


In the midst of stress, loss and change we need a whole new nourishing toolkit. The things that we habitually turn to when life is smooth often become out of reach or just don’t meet our needs in this time of challenge. Getting to our favourite yoga class feels too much, going out for that run feels like wading through treacle, even seeing friends you love can feel exhausting. In this brain fog it is also really hard to put your finger on something do-able, so we often turn to coffee to get us going, food and alcohol to numb us and screens to distract us. These might help us manage in the short term but they won’t truly sustain us or do us any favours in the long term. The toll these crutches have on our sleep alone creates an even bigger deficit to address. This book will give you many life-giving options to choose from. Things that take no time. Things that require no energy. Things that don’t cost a penny. Together, we will find a way.


Before we launch ahead, let’s ponder a while. Please do this with as much tenderness as possible. Judgement and self-criticism just get in the way. What’s done is done, and we now have a choice as to how we proceed.
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1. What are the things that you are turning to right now for comfort and support? Are they genuinely tending to your needs in the moment and are they nurturing your future self? At what cost do you keep using these coping mechanisms?


2. Are there some soothing pursuits that you’ve forgotten about? Is there something you would like to reclaim? Maybe you’d like to pick up your guitar again or is there a place you’d like to go and sit to feel connected with someone? Perhaps you’d like to return to something but it needs to take a different shape now with your current life variables. How can you dip into it in a way that honours where you are at right now? If you can’t think of a way, sit down with a friend and see if together you can find one, or something new that helps you meet that need.


3. Thinking of self-care as energy management, give yourself permission to guard your precious energy bank. Are there energy zappers that you can eliminate, avoid or minimize? Identify those people, places or tasks that deplete you and think of steps you can take to protect yourself. If these energy zappers are unavoidable, use this book to top up your energy bank in compensation.
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WHY SELF-CARE CAN BE SO HARD


It’s more than just the time, energy and expense conundrum. Self-care is health care, and we all know what we need to do to be healthy, right? But this stuff is not easy. The healthy choice is not always the most alluring. Sometimes the real act of self-care is uncomfortable! Self-care certainly isn’t always pampering, sometimes it is the last thing you feel like doing, but it is the thing that will help you heal and your future self will thank you for it. I think it’s really important to point this out. If you’re struggling with it, cut yourself some slack. We all struggle with this. Don’t let this be another stick you beat yourself with and there is no failing at it. There is just the opportunity to learn and make different choices.


If the healthy choice is hard at the best of times, let’s recognize how tough it can be in times of crisis. It is hard to delay gratification when our willpower reserves are at rock bottom, when we’re in the throes of decision-making fatigue or just too exhausted or grief-stricken to be able to think straight. When we’re at the ransom of stress hormones, the heaviness of grief, the confusion of change, a state of sleep deprivation, in physical or emotional pain, it can be incredibly hard to think with clarity and act with purpose. Where possible, observing the ‘energy bank basics’ will help you make more constructive choices – getting adequate sleep, feeding your mind and body, making sure you’re well watered, spending time in nature and in connection with other people, and moving for mental health. I completely understand that our access to these very things is impinged on during tough times, but this book will show you how to make it possible. Please go gently on yourself and know that we all tend to rely on crutches to get us through. I certainly did and I still find those old habits creep in, until I get a warning sign from my body and mind to take different action.


HOW TO OVERCOME GUILT


You might find that guilt keeps popping up and stopping you in your tracks, or even deeper than that, a feeling that you don’t deserve to feel better. Let’s be clear: every human being deserves to feel nourished. Every human being is worthy of love and care. Regardless of what you’ve been told or how you’ve been made to feel, and if this is speaking to you, my heart goes out to you – you deserve to feel loved and cared for.


To make peace with these feelings, take a moment to connect with your personal ‘why’ of self-care. This is the stuff that will truly free you and motivate you to take alternative action, because if you want to feel differently, you’ve got to do things differently. It’s not enough just to think about it.


1. Think about one role in life that feels really important to you. It could be partner, parent, carer, business owner or practitioner. Reflect on the kind of qualities you aspire to possess in this role. How do you want to be experienced? What kind of behaviour and values do you want to model? What kind of legacy would you like to leave?


2. Now jot down the kind of scaffolding you need in life to be able to be this version of you, being as specific as you can, from morning through till evening. What are the non-negotiables in everyday life necessary for you to be able to function in this way?
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