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People often ask me whether I’d rewrite my own history if I could. It’s an intriguing thought. Certainly there were dark periods in my life when I would have welcomed the chance to be someone else. Today I feel much differently, though, because I’ve learned so much from my past; looking back, even the difficult times served a purpose in shaping the stronger and more confident person I’ve become. I am who I am because of my life, not despite it.

It’s fitting that my personal crest reads Ex adversis felicitas crescit, which loosely translated from Latin could mean “out of adversity comes happiness.” When my world unraveled spectacularly a while ago I thought my life was over. I felt overwhelmed by insurmountable obstacles, and my out-of-control weight problem was the most obvious symptom of a much deeper emotional quagmire.

For years I lived to please others. Whether this was out of duty or because of my innate desire for approval, I can tell you that focusing on others really wore me down and eventually left me feeling depleted, with little drive or identity of my own. I ate uncontrollably out of poor self-esteem and lack of confidence. Though my insecurities were rooted in my childhood, they followed me right into adulthood, where life in the spotlight coupled with the extraordinary demands of royal life only exacerbated and magnified them.

Fast-forward to today and what’s different? Now I live in truth, which means I trust my instincts and I follow my heart. If being untrue to myself and my needs made me weak before, I owe my strength and conviction now to the truth and authenticity I reaffirm in myself each day. I tell people I feel as if I’ve become the conductor who is leading the orchestra that is my life.

I’m living proof that if you feel stuck where you are, you can reclaim your life and make it better than you’d ever imagined. First you need to pause and regroup—and this book will show you how. If you are overweight as I was, you’ll quickly see how your lifestyle, relationships and habits are affecting your sense of well-being. Don’t let fear of change hold you back. From my own experience and in talking with others I have come to learn that we know intuitively when we’re ready to face specific issues and take steps to address them. Weight Watchers practically saved me by opening my eyes to the unhealthy feelings and behaviors that were behind my eating problems and many of the troubles in other parts of my life. I’d never have moved on had I not already been receptive to change.

It’s fair to say that I reinvented myself as a result of losing weight. I know I look better because I weigh less, but it was the weight-loss process itself that gave me the opportunity to change my life on many levels. Aside from looking different on the outside, I also have more spirit and energy on the inside. My outlook is brighter. I’m a better person and a great mother, all because my reinvention started at my very core and worked its way outward. I feel happier and more in control because the changes touched the very corners of my mind, body and soul. Understanding the triggers of my emotional eating was like peering into a window on myself. I used to feel victimized by the circumstances of change, but now I embrace goal setting and making the decisions that lead me toward achieving them. Now, my outlook on the future is positive because I’m the one shaping my destiny.

Reinventing Yourself is a book about learning to change—the small, as well as large, issues in your life. In these chapters we’ll set out together on your path of rediscovery and reinvention. This is your time and your journey, so it’s your opportunity to start focusing on how you feel and on what you want. Put all judgment aside and make today a clean slate.

The funny thing is, though, that even when you take charge and begin to experience all the rewards and reap the good feelings you experience from your efforts, something always comes up that may make you question just how far you’ve really come in your journey. For example, for all the positive, forward steps I’ve taken in the past few years, I occasionally find myself vexed by old issues, insecurities or problems. To this day, when I have a falling-out with a friend or read something hurtful about myself in the press, I still take it deeply personally and then experience the familiar spectrum of emotions—everything from anger to embarrassment to sadness. That’s when I ask myself, Didn’t I take care of this one already?

Working on this book and interviewing the nine Weight Watchers leaders profiled in these chapters has helped me realize something important about the process of change: We don’t suddenly change ourselves and our lives. For most of us, change is an ongoing process; it doesn’t just happen, and things aren’t suddenly better. I often remind myself that change can be subtle—in fact, the more subtle the change, the more profound and powerful its impact. The key is not falling back into old habits; it’s about reminding yourself not to opt for the familiar simply because it’s what you know and what feels comfortable. With every change comes a little discomfort, but trust me: The discomfort is temporary, and soon the positive side of change will appear.

I know you’ll feel inspired as you progress through this book, especially as you read the first-person success stories from the Weight Watchers leaders. I truly enjoyed interviewing each of these remarkable women. They first came to Weight Watchers as members, each with her own history but all of them feeling out of control about their weight and their lives. Things changed as these women shed pounds and reinvented healthier lives for themselves. Now they inspire hundreds each week back home where they now lead Weight Watchers meetings. What is truly wonderful about the ideas contained in this book is that you can reach whatever goals you set for yourself. Anyone can succeed with the right frame of mind. The key is to ease into the process of looking at your life and pause often to reflect on yourself. Start dreaming about your future and get excited about change, too. Good things await you.

If you’re truly ready to take charge of your life or if you’re tired of feeling unhappy, then dive into this book with an open mind and heart. It’s most effective if you read the chapters in the order in which they appear, take the quizzes, and listen to the advice and ideas we’ve presented. But if you’re more comfortable picking and choosing your chapters and focusing on the profiles, by all means do it that way. The key is to read, listen and learn—about your life and your true self.

I have come to think of life as a fast-flowing river. As anyone who has ever gone rafting on the rapids knows, you have to be alert to whatever you might encounter, be it storms or taking a corner too sharply and finding yourself at the brink of a terrifying waterfall. I hope this book gives you the ballast to help you the next time you feel as if you are moving too fast, losing control, and about to be thrown out of your raft.

So we’re on our way now … down the rapids towards the mouth of the river. In these pages, I feel I’ve tried to show that the current can sometimes be very rough and strong, that there are days when I need to really focus to understand how best to negotiate the corners of the river up ahead. I worry so much about the storms, the waterfalls, the rough waters, but I am determined to get to my goal. Thank you for joining me in this trip together on such a wonderful river. You know how the weather can change, so let’s just take one day at a time.



CHAPTER ONE


Say Hello to the “Real You
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Who do you think you are?” For much of my life I probably would have pulled a blank to that question. When you are a natural-born people pleaser like me, it’s easy to lose touch with yourself as you focus on satisfying everyone else. Looking back, I have to wonder why I was so inattentive to my own need for happiness.

In my case, the reason is partly cultural. I was brought up in the best British tradition, where girls are raised to be modest, independent and selfless. Some of us British keep a “stiff upper lip” even in the worst of times, but I’ve learned that ignoring weakness is not always such a good trait. That’s why I encourage my girls to recognize and feel their emotions and I teach them to deal constructively with the source of their sadness, anger or frustration.

Why is it that so many women, regardless of age and nationality, struggle so hard to hold everything together, only to lose themselves in the process? In this chapter you’ll meet Weight Watchers leader Sharon Walls, whose esteem and sense of control was eroded by loneliness and the stress of raising a young family while her husband worked half a world away.

When Sharon made a conscious decision to get control of her weight she turned to Weight Watchers for help. She expected to lose weight by dieting, but the experience proved much more than that as Sharon rediscovered her needs and goals while also understanding the emotional root of her eating. We see from her story that food alone is not to blame for weight gain and that dealing with a weight problem means dealing with behavior and lifestyle issues as well.

I tell my friends that when it comes to dieting, “start with your mind and your bottom will follow.” How we think really does affect who we are, which is why I’m a fan of Weight Watchers “Tools for Living,” a set of wonderful techniques that help you get what you want. Sharon uses a visualization technique that lets her focus on the good feelings that she’ll enjoy upon reaching a goal. This is the tool called Motivating Strategy. We’ve both embraced the tool we call Positive Self-Talking to better manage our “inner critic” and turn up the volume on thoughts that encourage us to succeed and feel good about ourselves.

The potential for change is in each and every one of us. Change calls for taking lessons from our past to create our future. New and better things are possible because of change, so don’t let fear hold you back.


Profile: SHARON WALLS Rethinking Who I Want to Be

[image: images] For most of her adult life, Sharon Walls had been about 20 pounds overweight. She wasn’t happy with the extra pounds but she could live with them. After she gave birth to her first child, and added another 25 pounds to her 5-foot 11-inch frame, she decided to do something about it. Sharon joined Weight Watchers in 1990 and lost 45 pounds without a problem. Life was good until Walls gave birth to her third child, and found herself 45 pounds overweight—again. “I felt a little smug because Yd done this before”, recalls Sharon, now 42, a Weight Watchers leader in southern California. “And I thought I should be able to lose the weight all by myself. But I couldn’t”

Compounding matters, the family had recently moved to southern California, the land of the slim and beautiful—and Sharon felt completely out of her element. The family had spent four years in New Zealand, where Walls had built up a wonderful support network and loved the adventure of living in a new country. “When we moved to southern California, I literally felt like I was starting from scratch again,” she explains. “And there were moments when I felt like I wasn’t anywhere I wanted to be. I felt invisible—I was always doing everything for everybody but I was feeling so empty inside. I was being a victim; I let everything happen to me. I was living with a just-get-through-the-day mentality, and I was totally in a stuck mode. I would dwell on negative things, such as conflicts, instead of dealing with them and moving on. But I also had a sense that there was more to life than this. I started searching for something. I was really trying to redefine who I wanted to be”

In 1996, Sharon decided to take the first step—by addressing her weight issues. “I was really at rock bottom,” she recalls. “I weighed 200 pounds. My husband is a runner and very fit, and I was embarrassed to be seen with him. I had the lowest self-esteem of my life. I felt dowdy and completely out of control of my life. And I just had this feeling that if I didn’t start, I would be 200 pounds for the rest of my life and I didn’t want to be there.” She rejoined Weight Watchers, and within nine months she’d peeled off those extra 45 pounds by changing her eating habits, exercising portion control, taking up walking, and finding other outlets (instead of turning to food) to relieve emotional frustration. “It’s not just a matter of knowing what to do,” she says. “It’s whether you’re ready to do it. And I was ready to embrace this.”

Not only did Sharon lose the weight and become a Weight Watchers leader in 1997, but she was so committed to revamping her lifestyle that she joined a running club. As Walls increased her mileage and trained closely with a buddy, she set her sights on running the Los Angeles marathon in March of 1998. “It was something I really wanted to accomplish by the age of 40,” she explains. “With this marathon and losing weight, it was about moving forward, instead of moving backward; about dwelling on what I was going to be instead of on what I wasn’t. Before this, I was always putting my three children or my husband first and I wasn’t taking care of me. I decided to become a person who took her needs into consideration. This taking care of myself helps me take care of my kids and my husband and everything else. It’s a real choice. The conflicts, the demands, and the emotional upheaval are still there, but taking care of myself helps me stay centered so I can deal with it all.”

Sharon got serious about training for the marathon and treated her running time as sacred. She learned to carve out time for her workouts and protected it fiercely, setting limits with other people and saying, “No, this is Sharon’s hour” when necessary. “The marathon—running 26 miles after having three children—was pivotal,” she recalls. “I was building an emotional bank account while I was doing my training. The stronger I felt about taking care of me, the more competent I felt about going out there and taking chances.” Even with all the preparation and her positive mind-set, however, the marathon itself proved to be a formidable challenge. At the twenty-first-mile mark, Sharon’s energy reserves were completely drained. “I sat down at the side of the road and cried and decided to quit,” she confesses. While tears were streaming down her face, she looked up and saw a man with two prosthetic legs walking the marathon. “When I saw that, I just screamed at myself: You can do this—now get up!” she says. “I figured if he could do this without any legs, I could do this with two even if they hurt.” Sure enough, Sharon got back on her feet, made herself get moving and finished the marathon.

But Sharon didn’t rest on her laurels. Shortly after the marathon she enrolled in a class called Introduction to Counseling. She found it so stimulating that she decided to go back to school to earn a master’s degree in marriage and family therapy. Her goal: to become a therapist. “I kept searching for what I wanted and I kept putting myself out there,” she says. “It was like I kept drawing new things toward me. Going back to school has been a huge commitment and I have a lot of guilt because my kids are still young (they’re three, eight and nine), but I just try to muscle through it. This is about who I am inside.”

For Sharon, making one change sparked a desire to take another risk or try another experience and so on, until Sharon was well on her way to becoming who she wants to be. “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve been a striver,” she explains. “I’ve always had a sense of wanting to accomplish something and give something of myself back to the world. It’s a competitive spirit inside—to be the best I can be. I feel like I’m a totally different person than I was five years ago. Back then, I was looking to the outside world for my happiness and for feeling okay about myself. I look inward now for that voice that tells me what I need and what I need to do to get to a place where I feel okay. That voice helps me stay in the moment more and be more accepting of where I am, which I think is the most valuable gift I can give myself”
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WHO ARE YOU? It’s a simple enough question but it’s often hard to answer. If you’re like many women, you might say, “I’m a mother, a wife, a lawyer (or architect or accountant or whatever the case may be), a daughter, a friend, a short-order cook, a housekeeper, a laundry expert, a gardener.” And while all of those answers might be true, they all reflects who you are in the eyes of other people, in terms of what you do for them or with them. The truth is, you are more than the sum of your roles, responsibilities and accomplishments. None of these responses reflects who you are as a unique, separate person, and none of them addresses what makes you tick, what gets your energy flowing or what you feel passionate about in life. In short, lost in these descriptions is the sense of who you are in your own eyes, which is where it counts the most.


Your Roles, Your Well

[image: images] Several studies have found an association between the number of roles people occupy in their lives and their psychological well-being. One body of research has found a consistent connection between having numerous social ties and good health and psychological well-being. Another body of research suggests that juggling work and family roles promotes mental well-being. And numerous studies have found that married people tend to live longer and more healthfully than single people do.

Nevertheless, other research has found that women often respond differently to these factors than men do. For example, being employed boosts a woman’s sense of well-being directly or may serve as a buffer against stress experienced in other roles (such as that of wife and mother). But it also appears that women may be especially vulnerable to role conflicts (clashes that occur when fulfilling the demands of one role jeopardizes a person’s performance in another) and role overload (having so many demands related to a person’s roles that performing well becomes virtually impossible).

In fact, a recent study involving 296 women who simultaneously cared for aging parents and occupied the roles of mother, wife and employee found that when women attached a greater sense of personal importance to these roles, they tended to have better psychological well-being. The theory is that people gain more meaning, a greater sense of purpose, and stronger guidance in how to behave in their lives when they’re carrying out a role that they perceive to be essential to their concept of who they are. It also may be that they’re more attuned to the rewards of that role. But at the same time, this sense of role importance can increase the potential for distress when the pressure mounts. Specifically, when women valued the roles of wife and employee highly, they were more vulnerable to the effects of stress in these areas. (Interestingly, this wasn’t true of the mother role!)

Trying to be Superwoman can be a losing proposition. Which means that it’s up to you to take steps to broaden your self-definition and safeguard your emotional health. It’s not just a matter of functioning well in each area of your life or warding off effects of stress. It’s a matter of empowering yourself to lead a more gratifying life.



And that’s too bad, because if you lose sight of who you are, deep down in your heart and soul, how can you possibly have a pulse on what you really want out of life? How can you feel grounded in this world? How can you make sense of your experiences? And how can you make decisions for your future?

Your image of yourself (in psychological terms it’s called your self-concept) has a powerful influence on how you view the world and your life. In a nutshell, your self-concept reflects how you see yourself and what you believe about yourself. Over time, this contributes to your sense of identity. Your self-concept isn’t a fixed entity, though; it can shift slightly from one situation to another, from one day to the next, depending partly on how you feel physically and emotionally. For example, you might feel full of confidence at your own birthday party, where you may be surrounded by people who know and love you. But you could feel like a mass of insecurities, possibly even downright inferior, a few days later when you’re asked to brief your colleagues on a subject you know little about. In the first setting, your self-concept may be primarily positive; in the second, it could veer more toward the negative.

Self-Concept, Deconstructed

Your self-concept isn’t completely dependent on the environment. On the contrary, it’s a complex phenomenon that incorporates a variety of factors. Your self-concept includes personality traits—such as shyness or intelligence—that may have been present since birth. But your beliefs about yourself also develop in response to experiences and your understanding of the roles you play in your life. Moreover, your self-concept also encompasses your body image, your sense of your own worth as a human being (your self-esteem, in other words), your sense of how other people see you, your sense that with some effort you can control events in your life, and the level of acceptance you have of yourself. In addition, your values, goals, plans, attitudes and moods also affect your sense of self.

When it comes to a person’s definition of herself, all of these elements are intricately intertwined. But research from Vanderbilt University has found that men and women tend to think of themselves primarily in terms of the roles they hold; indeed, the social roles they occupy are powerful sources of their self-concepts. And for many people, self-esteem also plays a starring role. In a series of studies, psychologist Jennifer D. Campbell, Ph.D., of the University of British Columbia, found that a person’s self-esteem deeply influences the clarity of her self-concept; in other words, how she feels about or evaluates herself colors what she believes about herself. What Campbell discovered is that the self-concept of people with low self-esteem is more dependent on outside influences: what other people think of them or how they handle a particular situation. People with high self-esteem, in contrast, tend to have clearer, more stable self-concepts from one situation to another.

The moral of the story: If you don’t have a clear sense of who or how you are, it may be worth taking steps to bolster your self-esteem. How? By accentuating the positive—particularly, your strengths and unique qualities—rather than dwelling on your weaknesses. By increasing your comfort zone by taking on challenges that are slightly out of reach but reasonable. By reminding yourself of your successes. And by facing your fears and working through them. In the process of boosting your self-esteem, you’ll also be taking steps to strengthen your self-concept.

And that’s worthwhile because your self-concept helps you interpret external information that’s relevant to you. It helps you frame goals to guide your behavior in the future. It helps to convey a consistent image of who you are to other people. And a clear self-concept may even protect your health: A study from the University of Washington found that people with uncertain self-concepts were more vulnerable to stress-related lapses in health than were those with a strong sense of identity.

The hazards of an unexamined Life

If you don’t have a clear sense of who you are, it may be because you’ve been batted around by stress and turmoil in your life or because you’ve grown too accustomed to looking outward, not inward. Especially in these high-speed times, it’s all too easy to get swept up in the current of life and to lose sight of yourself as a separate, distinct person. It’s a common hazard of leading a busy, hectic life, especially for working mothers. And it’s hardly surprising when you consider that after fulfilling work responsibilities, caring for children, and completing chores at home, employed mothers have only an hour a day of personal time during the week, according to a recent survey by the Families and Work Institute in New York City. What’s more, in a survey of 3,000 executives, 55 percent reported that they work at least 60 hours a week, and 29 percent confessed to 70 hours or more. No wonder 58 percent of working mothers in another survey reported that overtime work was a frequent cause of family squabbles.

When you feel pulled in multiple—and often conflicting—directions, or you’re catering to the demands of too many people, it’s easy to overlook your own wants and needs. Thinking about those can seem selfish or like an unaffordable luxury. Besides, when your plate is full of stress and responsibilities, sometimes it’s just easier to avoid examining some of the unpleasant realities of your life—whether it’s dissatisfaction with your career, your weight, your marriage or something else entirely—and simply carry on with business as usual. Indeed, many people make their way through life surrounded by a bubble of denial and self-deception. It’s less painful that way. On some level, they probably figure that if they don’t face the truth about a certain aspect of their lives, it won’t exist. Or maybe they’re secretly hoping the circumstances will magically change one day and they’ll suddenly be happy. That’s not likely to happen.

In all likelihood, the status quo will be maintained, and it can slowly, insidiously eat away at your sense of happiness and well-being. More often than not, continuously operating on automatic pilot eventually takes its toll, leaving you depleted of physical, emotional and spiritual energy. You could begin to suffer from depression, anxiety, stress overload, fatigue or other health conditions. Or you could wake up one day with a profound feeling of emptiness inside. None of these possibilities is good.

If there’s one thing you can count on, it’s this: If you don’t take charge of your life, no one else will do it the way you would want him or her to. You’re the director of your own show; in other words, you’re accountable and responsible for your life. Of course, being passive is a choice, too, but it’s one that will not serve you well in the end. After all, if you find yourself squelching your desires and simply following someone else’s lead, you could wind up resenting it—and them.

Priority #1 : You

The odds are, you probably already have some inkling of what you want for yourself and your life. What many people need most is permission to make themselves a priority and pursue what’s really important to them. We’re all works in progress. Month after month, and year after year, we’re all trying—on some level, conscious or not—to figure out who we are and how we can strive to create the lives we want to live. Even so, there comes a time in many people’s lives when they’re ready to make significant changes, whether it’s in their lifestyles, their careers or marital status, their geographical location or some other area of their lives. They might wake up one morning wondering how they arrived at the life they have. Or they may be walking around haunted by a vague sense of uneasiness. Or they may have a sudden epiphany about what they really want.

However the desire for change is sparked, the trouble is, many people don’t know where or how to start to make a difference in their lives. They become so intent on moving forward that they may not be fully aware of their present circumstances or of what they really want deep down. Then they feel frustrated and disappointed when they end up with a result they hadn’t quite planned on, or they don’t understand why they wound up where they did.

The truth is, if you want to effectively change some aspect of your life, you have to understand what you want and why you want it. You need to chart your course toward a goal and to start altering your behavior. But before you try to change your behavior, it helps to understand why you’ve been doing whatever it is that you’ve been doing: to understand yourself, your thought patterns and habits, what motivates you, what holds you back, and so on. Without gaining this self-understanding, you’ll just end up repeating the same old ways of thinking and doing and you’ll feel stuck in a rut.

The journey to positive change or self-improvement has to begin in your head. Why? Because, as psychologists point out, beliefs reside in your mind, and your thoughts, ideas and attitudes, all of which originate in your mind, spur you into action and affect your perception of everything that happens. They guide your behavior. They act as a filter through which you experience situations and events. And they act as an expert commentator when it’s time to analyze what has already happened. In this way, the landscape of the mind has the power to shape your entire life. For example, if you believe you can’t do something—whether your goal is to lose weight, learn a new computer program or master a new sport—you probably won’t be able to do it. And that’s because your mind will be holding you back, discouraging you when you most need encouragement, setting up obstacles where there aren’t any, or letting you give up when you need to persevere. On the other hand, if you believe your goal can be accomplished, your mind—and hence your behavior—will do nearly everything it can to help you succeed.

While research has found that women who have both a family and a career generally find their multiple roles fulfilling, conflicts inevitably arise that can cause a woman’s stress level to soar. It’s not a matter of perception; it’s a fact. And although you can’t make these conflicts go away, you can often change the way you think about them and deal with them, which can have a powerful effect in easing your burden. In a study involving married professional women with children, researchers at the University of Texas at Austin discovered that striving to meet existing role demands—by becoming more efficient and planning their time more carefully—and changing their attitudes about these work-family clashes were the most powerful coping mechanisms for handling them. Which suggests that your state of mind can be a potent ally in many aspects of your life.

If there’s one thing that’s entirely within your power to change, it’s your attitude. As the English poet William Blake wrote in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.” The key, then, is to open the doors of your mind to the possibilities of life and particularly to the possibilities of change. In order to do this, you must be willing to examine life from more than one angle, to shift your point of view. But first you’ll need to cultivate a sense of self-awareness, an understanding of how you see yourself now and how you view the world, then you can address how you want to develop as a person.

Putting; yourself on the List

The truth is, most women take better care of other people—their spouses, children, friends and parents—than they do themselves. It shouldn’t be that way. You are just as worthy of such tender, loving care as anyone else is. Besides, why should you be continuously self-sacrificing when, chances are, no one else in your household is? As Harvard psychologist Alice Domar, Ph.D., points out in her book Self-Nurture: Learning to Care for Yourself as Effectively as You Care for Everyone Else (Viking/Penguin), “What women need is to learn how to nurture themselves. We need to shower as much loving kindness on ourselves as we habitually shower on loved ones … the only way we can have fully formed selves is by granting ourselves the same tenderness and fierce protectiveness we’d otherwise reserve for a beloved child.”

Indeed, the potential benefits of self-care are enormous. Taking psychological and emotional care of yourself helps shore up your self-esteem when it might be flagging. It makes life seem more multidimensional, more manageable, and more enjoyable. It can help improve the quality of your relationships by making you less needy or stressed out. And it helps replenish energy that’s been spent on everyday activities, energy you’ll need to maintain motivation to make the changes in your life that you crave.

But all too often, women treat themselves as second-class citizens: We’ve been socialized to be sensitive to other people’s needs, but many women take this to an extreme, believing, on some level, that everyone else’s needs come before their own. And they figure that after everyone else has been taken care of, they’ll finally be able to focus what’s left of their time, energy and attention on their own concerns. The trouble is, there’s not much left after everyone else’s wants and needs have been catered to. As a result, many women end up giving themselves short shrift.

But the reality is, if you want to improve your life, you need to start with the way you take care of yourself. And the key is to make changes from the inside out. It’s all well and good to try to lose weight to feel better about yourself. Or to find a more fulfilling career to give you more satisfaction in life. Or to pursue a promising relationship that provides you with a deep sense of connection. But often real transformation starts from within when you explore the yearnings that underlie those goals. Indeed, if you focus on taking good care of yourself, on figuring out what gives your life meaning and what your personal values are, and then find a way to get more of those good things into your life, you’ll naturally gain a healthy dose of self-awareness and a clear sense of your priorities. And often feeling grounded and good about yourself can set off a cascade of subtle events that bring improvements to your life.


The Benefits of Self-Care


Let’s say you embark on a regimen to eat more nutritious food and exercise regularly in an effort to improve your health: With commitment and perseverance, you may end up losing weight and feeling better about your body. This could lead to a boost in self-confidence, which could affect how you present yourself to other people and what risks—emotional and physical—you’re willing to take. Because you feel stronger and more capable, you might decide to go after a job promotion or try a new sport. These pursuits might encourage you to begin networking professionally or meeting new people socially. And things might just start to happen for you in many areas of your life. At that point, it may seem magical, as though you’re attracting luck. But it has less to do with simple good fortune than with taking charge of one aspect of your life and putting yourself out there. With daring to present yourself in a new way.

The good news is, self-presentation seems to take a step in a stronger, more distinctive direction as we get older. Research from Wayne State University in Detroit has found that with the passing years, adults tend to shift away from emphasizing what they have in common with others and how they conform to social conventions; instead, they increasingly present themselves as unique individuals who have a complex personal history, both psychologically and chronologically. But you don’t have to wait for the hands of time to move; you can nudge your self-presentation in a more distinctive direction now.

And it’s worth the effort, because when you begin to feel special and distinctive, you tend to put your best foot forward and send a confident message about yourself into the world. This can have an effect that’s almost like a magnet pulling good things toward you. Have you ever noticed how “lucky” people often seem to be in the right place at the right time? How good fortune seems to smile upon them? It’s not that they have any mystical secrets to their success. Indeed, psychologists have found that people who see themselves as lucky or unlucky often dwell on the aspects of their lives that support their perception, a phenomenon called selective recall. When asked to recall key moments in their history, “lucky” people reflect on the situations that made them feel fortunate, and this focus perpetuates their ability to see themselves in a positive way.


How Body- Esteem Fits, into-Self-Esteem

[image: images] Intimately connected with how you see and feel about yourself is your body image—how you see and feel about your physical self. Research from Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia, has found that body image makes up about 25 percent of a person’s self-esteem. A woman’s perception of her own body has a more significant impact on her feelings about herself and her sense of self-worth than it does for a man; most men aren’t as emotionally invested in their physical selves. If a woman is happy with her body, her movements and expressions are likely to be confident, flowing and graceful; if she feels distressed about her appearance, on the other hand, her movements and expressions may be awkward, self-conscious and constricted.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of American women are unhappy with their bodies, regardless of where they fall on the weight charts. In large measure this is due to the pressure women feel to conform to cultural standards of beauty that are depicted on television, in movies and in magazines—standards that are completely unattainable for most women. To some extent, these treat women as sexual objects, a phenomenon that can be highly damaging. In a recent study at Duke University, researchers examined the link between being preoccupied with one’s own physical appearance, body shame and eating disorders. What they found is that women who were extremely focused on their physical appearance were at increased risk for disordered eating habits. The reason: They felt ashamed of their bodies. As the researchers noted, this body shame can, in turn, have a profoundly negative impact on a woman’s sense of self.

But not every woman who feels dissatisfied with her body suffers from disordered eating habits or a poor sense of self. Indeed, recent research from the University of Wisconsin—Madison has found that women who harbor a negative view of their bodies but have normal eating habits tend to have healthier coping strategies—problem solving, seeking social support, reducing tension, emphasizing the positive—which help them cope with not feeling as well as they could about themselves physically. They’re also better able to isolate their poor body image so that it doesn’t affect their broader view of themselves. In other words, they’re able to maintain positive beliefs about themselves, even if they don’t always feel comfortable in their own skin.

Once again, these results highlight just how important it is to have an expansive view of yourself, one that allows you to feel positively about many different facets of yourself and your life.



In other words, luck has less to do with whether you’re smiled upon by Fortune than with how you view your experiences. It also has to do with your approach to life—how much control you feel you have, how independent and persistent you are, whether you know when to cut your losses, and, of course, how you present yourself to the world. Lucky people capitalize on opportunities that appear for them and they do the necessary legwork to prepare for challenges. Among the key elements in luck’s existence is a trait called self-efficacy—a can-do spirit and a sense of self-confidence that give you the gumption to strive for what you want. People with a strong sense of self-efficacy feel in control of their fate. They figure out what they want, set goals, work hard at achieving them, and notice promising opportunities. They’re not afraid to go after what they want because they’ve made themselves a priority in their lives. They treat themselves as if they were special and often present themselves as lucky to other people. In other words, they create their own luck, and it has a transforming effect on them in the process.


Assessing Yourself

Before you can take steps toward enhancing your sense of yourself or improving your life, you need to get reacquainted with your strengths, your weaknesses, your hopes, your dreams. Think of it as a way of becoming intimately familiar with your inner world. This self-awareness will serve as a prelude to change. Chances are, your inner landscape has changed from what it was, say, 5, 10 or 20 years ago. So it’s time to update the picture with a little self-exploration. Get out a pen and pad of paper or a journal book, and do the following exercises.
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