










[image: image]




Note to Readers


This book is intended as a general self-help resource and is not a substitute for professional mental health care. While many people find the strategies and principles in this book helpful, some topics may bring up strong emotions or highlight areas of difficulty.


If the material raises concerns about your mental health, it is important to seek support from a qualified mental health professional or another appropriate support service.


Reading this book should always feel supportive. You are encouraged to take breaks, skip sections if needed, and return to them at a time that feels right for you.


Some examples and case illustrations in this book are drawn from clinical experience. To protect privacy and maintain confidentiality, all names, identifying details and, where necessary, places have been changed. Any resemblance to real individuals or situations is unintentional.


Copyright © Chantal Kayem


First published 2026


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia


Phone: 1300 364 611


Fax: (61 2) 8330 9221


Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au


Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions


[image: image]


Title: The Art of a Peaceful Life


ISBN: 9781923514454




[image: image]




Contents


Foreword


Preface


How to Use This Book


Chapter 1 Putting Yourself First Is Essential


Chapter 2 Self-Care Is a Necessity, not a Luxury


Chapter 3 Exercise Is One of the Best Ways to Maintain a Healthy Mind


Chapter 4 Your Mistakes and Failures Do Not Define You


Chapter 5 Self-compassion is a gift everyone deserves, including you


Chapter 6 Your Emotions are Within Your Control


Chapter 7 You Can Let Go of Worry and Have Peace of Mind


Chapter 8 All Good Relationships Need Work


Chapter 9 Change Your Thoughts, and You Can Change Your Life


Chapter 10 Mindfulness Can Enrich Your Life


Final Reflections


Additional Reading


Appendix Tables and Charts




Tables and Figures


Note: Blank versions of the working tables shown throughout the book are available in the Appendix.


Table 1: Self-care practices and future goals


Table 2: Daily planner


Table 3: Weekly exercise plan example


Table 4: Exercise handout, weekly activity record sheet


Table 5: Exercise barriers and solutions chart


Table 6: Faulty or negative thoughts


Table 7: Changing your thoughts using CBT


Table 8: Solvable and unsolvable worries


Table 9: Realistic or unrealistic problem?


Table 10: I-messages vs judgemental messages


Table 11: Do’s and don’ts of effective communication


Table 12: Common unpleasant emotions


Table 13: Examples of cognitive distortions or faulty thinking


Table 14: Changing your thoughts using Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)


Table 15: Thought reframing


Table 16: Cognitive Behavioural Therapy questions for worrisome thoughts


Table 17: Identifying core beliefs


Table 18: Reframing a belief


Table 19: False beliefs and reframes


Table 20: Hierarchy of behaviours to counteract your irrational thoughts


Table 21: Planning mindfulness exercises


Table 22: Mindfulness exercises worksheet


Table 23: Key values and domains to work on


Table 24: What to do more/less to live by your values


Figure 1: Worry Decision Tree


Figure 2: Core Beliefs, Beliefs and Automatic Thoughts


Figure 3: The thoughts – feelings – behaviour connection




Foreword


I am pleased to introduce and endorse The Art of a Peaceful Life, a book that I believe will have a lasting impact on many lives.


In these pages, Chantal Kayem brings together her professional expertise, her compassion, and her gift for turning complex concepts into small, actionable steps based on her 23 years of work as a psychologist, helping and supporting thousands of people. What makes this book so valuable is not only Chantal’s depth of knowledge but also her ability to explain complex ideas in a way that feels simple, practical, and encouraging.


From the very first chapter, it is clear that Chantal’s approach is grounded in both evidence and empathy. She shares case studies that illuminate how the practical tools she suggests have helped her clients’ challenges. Through tables, charts, and guided exercises, she walks the reader step-by-step toward greater self-care, joy, resilience and peace of mind.


What sets this book apart is its structure. Each of the ten chapters introduces one key life principle that Chantal has taught to her clients over many years that she has witnessed create significant changes in their lives time and time again. These principles are timeless and universal, yet they are written with a warmth and simplicity that makes them easy to understand and apply. Whether it is learning to let go of guilt and worry, to move beyond past mistakes or to cultivate a calmer inner world, Chantal offers readers the reassurance that change is not only possible, but within reach.


The Art of a Peaceful Life is a guidebook that carries with it Chantal’s authentic voice that is compassionate, steady, and full of hope. This is what makes the book such a powerful companion for anyone who is searching for a way forward.


I am pleased to support Chantal in sharing her wisdom more broadly. I am aware of the positive impact Chantal has had on the lives of her clients and now, through this book, many more will be able to benefit from the lessons, strategies and encouragement she so genuinely offers.


I encourage you to take your time to read these chapters, reflect on the lessons and principles and put the exercises into practice to help relieve you of some of life’s burdens and move forward with a renewed sense of peace, purpose, and possibility. May this book be a source of comfort, clarity, and strength to you as it has been for so many.


IRINA DUNN


Director, Australian Writers Network


Reviewer, City Hub




Preface


The Art of a Peaceful Life is a guide to key psychological principles designed to help you feel better about yourself and your life.


Over my 21 years as a psychologist, I have worked with hundreds of men and women of all ages who have shared their stories, challenges, and struggles. Alongside these difficulties, they have also described their successes and personal triumphs—often guided by principles they learned and practised during therapy. Through this work, I have come to recognise certain core life principles that I repeatedly teach. When these principles are truly understood and applied, they frequently lead to a richer, more fulfilling life.


This book is distinctive for its focused, straightforward approach. Each chapter introduces a single key principle for cultivating a healthier mind and a more peaceful life. The meaning and value of each principle are explained in depth, along with practical guidance on applying it in everyday life. The book is written in clear, concise, and straightforward language, making the ideas accessible and easy to integrate.


The principles and strategies presented are grounded in psychological research worldwide and in evidence from my clinical work with hundreds of clients. As a result, the approaches outlined in this book are both reliable and effective.


The idea for this book emerged when I read an interview with a celebrity who reflected that once he learned to let go of past mistakes, he felt emotionally freer and more at peace. It struck me that he could have spared himself years of distress had he learned a principle I often share with my clients:


Your past mistakes do not define you.


That moment clarified the importance of sharing these life principles more widely.


This book is intended to support reflection, growth, and self-understanding. While it may be helpful on its own, it is not a substitute for professional therapy, and some readers may benefit from additional support alongside the ideas presented here.


I hope you will take the time to explore the principles in this book and apply those that resonate most strongly with you, in your own time and in your own way. My hope is that, in doing so, you will experience a happier, more peaceful, and richer life.






How to Use This Book


This book is designed to be read in whatever way suits you best. You may choose to read it from start to finish, or you may prefer to dip into the chapters that feel most relevant to your life right now.


Throughout the book, you will be encouraged to reflect on your thoughts, emotions and behaviours. Some chapters include exercises, examples and tables to help you do this. Blank versions of these tables are provided in the Appendix so you can use them repeatedly across different areas of your life.


If a particular chapter brings up concerns that feel overwhelming, or if you find yourself stuck despite trying the strategies, seeking professional support may be a helpful next step. References to professional help throughout the book are offered as guidance, not because something is ‘wrong’ with you.


Above all, approach this book with openness and self-compassion. Return to chapters when needed, take what is useful, and allow the process to unfold in your own time.
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Often, when you make yourself a priority, you are not taking anything away from anyone, so why would it be selfish?



CHAPTER 1

Putting Yourself First Is Essential

We live in a world that often praises self-sacrifice and constant busyness, while overlooking the vital importance of self-care. Many people are taught, explicitly or implicitly, that putting others first at all costs is a virtue. Yet, as you will see in this chapter, putting yourself first is not selfish. Rather, it is the foundation of emotional balance, resilience, and lasting contentment.

When our own needs are consistently ignored, our wellbeing inevitably suffers. Over time, this can lead to exhaustion, resentment, and a diminished sense of self. By contrast, learning to prioritise yourself allows you to show up more fully, for your work, your relationships, and your life as a whole.

Nadia’s experience illustrates what can happen when personal needs are consistently placed last. A working professional and mother of two, she was managing multiple responsibilities while quietly becoming overwhelmed. Her story shows how life can change when we choose to make ourselves a priority.

Nadia

Nadia, aged 40, came to see me for assistance with depression and stress. She served as the CEO of a charity and was the mother of two boys, ages 7 and 9. In addition to working full-time and carrying significant professional responsibilities, Nadia studied on weekends to complete a course that would advance her career.

As her husband also worked full-time, the demands of home life were shared. Nadia was responsible for much of the day-to-day care, including homework, baths, cooking, cleaning, packing lunchboxes and more. By the end of each evening, she was so exhausted that all she wanted to do was sleep or sit quietly and do nothing.

Over time, her relationship with her husband began to deteriorate, and one of her boys started acting up. Both issues were compounded by the limited time she could spend with her family. Most weekends were spent studying, handling household responsibilities, and whatever time remained with her children and husband.

Nadia wondered why she felt so overwhelmed and unable to cope. I soon helped her realise that she was failing to make herself a priority and was taking on far too much. First came her work, career, house and family. Nadia was at the bottom of her priority list.

Together, we explored ways to make her life more manageable and to prioritise her own wellbeing. Week to week, we discussed a step-by-step plan for her to do less and take better care of herself. Nadia decided to stop her studies after recognising that she could no longer meet all the demands placed on her. She also began delegating more at work so she could finish earlier.

At home, Nadia asked her husband to take on additional household responsibilities. In the evenings, once the children were asleep, she started watching movies, something she had not done in years. She hired a cleaner to free up more time for herself and her family on weekends. She even hired a babysitter so she could go on a date with her husband once every two weeks.

Before long, Nadia’s mood lifted, and her stress levels became manageable. Her relationships with her husband and children also improved.

Nadia’s greatest difficulty was not her workload, but her failure to place herself high enough on her own priority list. Once she began to put herself first, she was able to enjoy life again and care for her loved ones with greater ease.
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You are the only one who can make yourself a priority. Nobody else will.

A common belief is that putting yourself first is selfish. Yet, we are reminded on aeroplane flights, we must put on our own oxygen mask before helping others. In the same way, adequately caring for yourself is essential before you can effectively care for those around you.

Prioritising your own needs does not come naturally to everyone. The reality is that consistently placing yourself at the bottom of your priority list often leads to negative outcomes, including fatigue, irritability, stress, feeling overwhelmed or empty, low self-esteem, loneliness, depression, anxiety and physical health problems. When self-care is repeatedly overlooked, resentment can build, relationships may feel unbalanced, and burnout can occur.

Helping others can be deeply meaningful. Acts of care and generosity often bring genuine fulfilment and can strengthen our relationships. However, life is not meant to revolve solely around giving. It must also include rest, nurture and enjoyment. While we all have responsibilities to work, support others, and contribute, thriving requires balance.

To be the best parent, partner, spouse, family member, friend or colleague we can be, we must extend the same care, understanding and sensitivity to ourselves that we so readily offer others. This means creating space for relaxation, restoration, enjoyment and joy.

This chapter explores why putting yourself first is essential, the obstacles that can make this challenging, and practical ways to begin applying this principle in everyday life.

There is no better time to prioritise yourself than NOW.

Options: Selfish, Selfless and Balanced

Let us look at three options for where you may fall on the selflessness-selfishness spectrum. Consider which category you fall most closely under. You can be generally selfish, selfless, or somewhere in between.

A selfless person. If you are generally selfless, you put others before yourself. You sacrifice your needs and want to help others meet theirs.

A selfish person. If you are generally selfish, you are not considerate of others. You care mostly about how you feel and little about how others feel.

A balanced person. If you are a balanced person, you give to others while ensuring your needs and desires are addressed. Aiming to be a balanced person supports optimal mental and physical health and helps you become a better person who cares for others.
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Too much selflessness can lead to unsatisfactory outcomes.

A study published in Psychological Bulletin reviewed findings from 100 studies involving more than 26,000 participants across different regions. The results showed that people who cared for others generously, without expecting anything in return, often reported stronger relationships and a sense of connection.

However, those who consistently put others’ needs ahead of their own, to the point of self-neglect, tended to report lower levels of personal wellbeing. They experienced fewer positive emotions, more negative emotions and, overall, lower life satisfaction. These findings highlight the importance of balancing care for others with care for oneself.



When people give to others with little consideration for themselves, they become increasingly depleted until they have nothing left to give.

The myth that it is selfish to put yourself first

It is a common myth that putting yourself first is selfish. In reality, self-love and personal wellbeing are essential to being the best partner, parent, family member and friend you can be. When you nurture yourself, you begin to feel supported from within, and it becomes far easier to give to those you care about. As the saying goes, you can’t give from an empty cup. To truly show up for others, you must first nurture yourself.

When you give repeatedly without also giving back to yourself, depletion is inevitable. Over time, this can lead to irritability, stress and low mood, all of which can negatively affect the people around you. Seen this way, prioritising yourself is not self-indulgent; it is what allows you to remain emotionally available and kind to others. There is a simple truth at work here. When your own needs are met, you are better placed to support those you love. When they are ignored, relationships often suffer.

Neglecting your own needs is not healthy. Consider how you would feel if your closest friend, partner or spouse devoted all their energy to caring for others and none to themselves. You would likely worry about them and recognise that this imbalance was unsustainable. The same applies to you.

To be your best for others, you need to ensure that you are not running on empty. The only way to do this is by prioritising yourself.


Where are you on the scale of selflessness?

• Do you often let others speak their mind and remain silent about yours?

• Do you often ignore your own feelings and needs and instead focus on those of others?

• Do you often prioritise doing what others want, even though you prefer to be doing something else?

• Do you often attend to others’ feelings but not your own?

• Do you often avoid ‘rocking the boat’ by not telling others your thoughts or feelings?

• Do you do more than your share of the workload without complaint?

• Do you often give to others while expecting little or nothing in return?

• Are your actions often led by others’ views or emotions?

• Do you often feel underappreciated and/or undervalued?

• Do you often fail to treat yourself with the kindness, care and compassion as you would with others?

The more times you responded ‘yes’ to the above questions, the more selfless qualities you are likely to have.



It is your duty to put yourself first for your own health and well-being as well as for those you love.

Putting it into practice.

Now that you have realised it is okay for you, and better for everyone around you, to make yourself a priority, begin to apply self-love and self-care.

Here are a few ideas on starting the process of putting yourself first.

Think before saying ‘yes’ to a commitment. Ask yourself,

Do I really have time to commit to this?’

‘Do I really want, or have, to do this?’

‘Is it my responsibility?’

If you tend to over-commit yourself, and you often do so because you automatically think that saying ‘yes’ is the right thing to do, reassess if it is right for you. What is right for you is to be kind, caring and empathetic to others when you can, while keeping in mind that you are the priority. This means, you sometimes need to say ‘no’ and be okay with it.

Ask for help when you can. You have every right to ask for help to ease your load or to nurture yourself by, for instance, hiring a cleaner or accepting your friend’s suggestion to babysit your child so that you may go out for dinner with your partner.

Make time daily for adequate sleep, meals and relaxation. We often get caught up in our busy lives and skip over time to relax, eat properly and get enough sleep. Do not convince yourself that other priorities are more important.

Make time to do the things you love. Life is meant to be enjoyed. If you are out of practice with self-care, we will discuss this further in the next chapter.


Are you sacrificing too much in your relationship?

Your partner has been offered a promotion, but it will require you to relocate to another state and secure a new job. Do you go along with it?

You have a family get-together the same evening that your partner is presenting a talk at an important event. Which do you attend?

Social psychologist Dr Amie Gordon, from Greater Good Magazine, Science-Based Insight for a Meaningful Life, states that ‘all close relationships require sacrifices’. In her article, When Are You Sacrificing Too Much in Your Relationship, Dr Gordon states that partners who are willing to sacrifice for one another are happier and more likely to remain together. However, if one partner is sacrificing and the other is not reciprocating, and this pattern persists, it may lead to unhappiness and resentment.

Dr Gordon offers seven questions to help you assess whether the sacrifice is worth it.

1. What is your level of commitment? If you are highly invested in the relationship, then it will feel much more worthwhile for you.

2. Would your partner make the same sacrifice for you? She warns us to think twice: if your partner would not make the same sacrifice for you as they assume that you must for them.

3. Does either one of you want one option more? Dr Gordon suggests considering both partners’ feelings while ensuring you are clear about your own desires and priorities.

4. Does your partner realise that this is a sacrifice for you? If he or she does not realise it, they will not appreciate it. And Dr Gordon warns that if you have not received a ‘thank you’, your partner may be taking you for granted.

5. Is there an alternative that doesn’t require as much sacrifice? Perhaps there is a way to reduce the effect of the sacrifice.

6. Is there a way to negotiate a solution that better suits you? Is there a way to reduce the impact on you?

7. Why are you willing to make the sacrifice? If you sacrifice for ‘avoidance motives’ – for instance, because you are avoiding conflict or feeling guilty – this can undermine your happiness. On the other hand, if your motivation is ‘approach-motivated’ – that is, for your partner’s happiness or long-term positive effect on you as a couple – then the outcome is more likely to be a happier relationship.

Dr Gordon warns that sacrificing for your partner at the expense of your own happiness can, over time, negatively impact your self-esteem and mental health. It is therefore important to consider the implications of sacrificing for your partner. What are the pros and cons? Communicate openly and honestly with your partner and ensure you are sacrificing for the right reasons.

In another article, When Is Sacrifice Bad for Your Relationship, Dr Gordon notes that sacrifice becomes problematic when your partner is not supportive. Suppressing your own needs can leave you feeling less satisfied and authentic and can lead to depression if your partner is not supportive.

According to a study from the Journal of Happiness Studies, suppressing your needs and desires for your partner is not a bad thing if your partner is ‘socially supportive’. They found that those with partners who were ‘socially supportive’ – that is, who listened, encouraged, or attempted to understand their partner’s thoughts and feelings and who expressed care and concern – were not negatively impacted by suppressing their own desires in the relationship.

Essentially, sacrificing for your partner can feel like an act of kindness if you feel loved and supported by them.



Even if it feels foreign, it is important that you force yourself to tune into your feelings and do things for yourself before your mental health suffers.

Barriers to Putting Yourself First

Making meaningful changes to the way we live is not always easy. Often, there are barriers that make it even more difficult to shift established habits and patterns. Below are some common obstacles, along with ways to understand and address them.

Concern about your loved ones’ reactions. If you worry about how those close to you might respond when you begin prioritising yourself, remember that people who genuinely care about you want you to be well and happy. When you start doing what is right for you, most loved ones will support you and feel pleased for you. If this is not the case, it may be worth reflecting on the kindness, compassion and empathy behind their response. If it brings you happiness to see those you love mentally and emotionally well, you deserve the same care in return.

Concern about the emotional wellbeing of others. Do you feel personally responsible for meeting the emotional needs of others? Do you fear the consequences of not always being available? While it is natural to care deeply, you are not responsible for anyone else’s emotional wellbeing but your own. If you are genuinely concerned about a loved one’s mental health, it is important that they seek support from a qualified mental health professional rather than relying solely on you.

Being overly hard on yourself. Do you speak to yourself harshly, or do you frequently put yourself down? Perhaps your inner voice makes statements such as:

‘Look after everyone but not me.’

‘What are you doing, thinking about your needs?’ or

‘You just need to keep going.’

You may also hear more critical messages like,

‘Stop being lazy’

‘Don’t be selfish’, or

‘Get up and do something.’

When this internal dialogue is present, it can be challenging to feel deserving of care. Ask yourself whether you would use these exact words with others. If you would not speak this way to someone you care about, why speak this way to yourself? You are worthy of the same compassion you so readily extend to others.

Feelings of guilt. People often feel guilty because they regard rest, play, or other forms of self-care as useless, unimportant, trivial, or simply wrong. Self-care, however, is far from useless. It has so many benefits. It helps us to support ourselves so we can refuel. Consequently, it helps us to feel content, energetic and motivated. Those benefits lead to greater care and support for others. Caring for yourself helps you be the best version of yourself. So, the next time you take time out for self-care and feel guilty about it, remind yourself that you are not being lazy, indulgent, or selfish, and that you are doing what is best not only for yourself but for everyone around you.

Low self-esteem. A lack of self-esteem or self-love can be a significant contributing factor to the failure to prioritise oneself. When you do not feel confident or worthy enough, others’ needs will inevitably take precedence. You must realise you are worth prioritising. For further support in this area, you may find Self-Esteem: A Proven Program of Cognitive Techniques for Assessing, Improving, and Maintaining Your Self-Esteem by Matthew McKay and Patrick Fanning helpful. This book will help you identify the roots of your low self-esteem and guide you through exercises to address it.

A deeply engrained belief that you are meant to sacrifice yourself. Many people were taught from an early age that their role was one of self-sacrifice and that it was their duty to put themselves last for the benefit of others. While caring for others is important, you will have far more to give when you also care for yourself. Constant self-sacrifice often comes at the expense of your mental and emotional wellbeing.

Being a people pleaser/difficulty saying ‘no’. Perhaps your focus is on being a loving partner, devoted daughter, supportive sibling and/or an amazing friend or colleague, and to achieve this, you keep saying ‘yes’. However, you need to say ‘no’ at times to be all these things to others. If you are in the habit of saying ‘yes’ when you would rather say ‘no’, begin listening to your gut when someone asks for something.

If your gut tells you ‘Yes, I’d be happy to do that,’ then go ahead with it. If it says, ‘I don’t want to,’ then follow through and say ‘no’. If it says, ‘I’m not sure,’ then think it through before saying ‘yes’. There is nothing wrong with telling someone ‘I will get back to you’ while you take the time you need to answer. You may feel very uncomfortable saying ‘no’ if you are not in the habit of doing so. If so, it is important that you push through the discomfort. Remind yourself that it is okay to say ‘no’ and to put yourself first.

Unhelpful thoughts or engrained beliefs. Often, our limiting thoughts arise from deeply engrained beliefs rooted in our past. Some examples are:

‘I should make sure that everyone is happy,’

‘To be a good friend, I must put others first,’ or

‘It’s okay to rest only when the house is perfectly clean.’

These engrained beliefs constitute a form of programming that directs your behaviour. Many of us have been taught that it is wrong to put ourselves first, that indulging ourselves is a sign of immaturity or laziness, and so on. Consequently, the concept is so foreign to us that it simply feels ‘wrong’ to nurture ourselves. Subsequently, we deny ourselves simple pleasures that would go a long way towards helping us feel whole and happy.

Ask yourself, ‘Do I hold the same beliefs for others as I do for myself?’ As an exercise, list your limiting beliefs and assess whether it makes sense for you to continue holding them. With appropriate cognitive work, these faulty beliefs can be changed. This is explored further in Chapter 9.

Fearing other people’s responses. If you have been caring for others and neglecting yourself for many years, then some friends and family members may not be very pleased with your change. Some may feel angry and resentful. Are you fearful that others will stop loving you or stop wanting to have a relationship with you? If someone acts as though they have stopped approving of you or loving you because you are no longer doing what they liked, then you need to question whether their love was genuine or pure.

If someone takes issue with you holding a new, healthy boundary, then it is a clear sign that you need to set new boundaries with this individual. Hopefully, you have realised that putting yourself first is the only way forward, and you are willing to go through a difficult period to receive what you deserve. If some loved ones cannot accept the change in you, even though it is the right one for your optimal physical and psychological wellbeing, then you need to question whether they are really caring, considerate and worthy of your friendship or relationship.

Loved ones who really care about you will be glad you have made the change. It takes courage to risk losing others or their approval, but it is better than losing yourself.

Feeling that you don’t have enough time. The key to fitting in time for yourself is to plan it. You manage to find time for what you need to do most, so it is a matter of making time for your self-care.

Having the ‘I’ll do it one day’ attitude. You may be thinking that you will attend to yourself when your children go to university, once you’ve finished cleaning the shed, once you’ve received that promotion, etc. Whatever the reason, life has a way of continually presenting us with challenges and obstacles. And the fact of the matter is, there is no better time than right now.

Wanting to be perfect, a super mum/dad or superhuman. If you aim for an ideal you can never reach, you are setting yourself up to fail. There is no such thing as a perfect person or a superhuman. Those who try to do just that are sure to lose themselves in the process and lead an unbalanced and unsatisfactory life.

Your job is not to be perfect. It is not to have a perfect house nor make everyone at home happy. Rather, your job is to love yourself too, so that you can continue to be caring to others and to provide them with a loving and healthy environment.


The Do’s and Don’ts of Making Yourself a Priority

Do

• Pause for a moment every day and ask yourself, ‘What do I need today that would help me to feel good, calm, rested, happy?’

• Take time every day to do something for yourself.

• Put your self-care at the top of your to-do list.

• Take time out to think through what activities you most enjoy.

• Say ‘no’ more often, guilt-free.

• Tell yourself, ‘It is okay to relax’ instead of, ‘What should I be doing next?’

Don’t

• Ignore your need to rest and enjoy yourself.

• Keep postponing something you know will make you feel good.

• Give up on finding the time to do what you love.

• Keep telling yourself that you can wait.

• Tell your body to keep going when it is telling you to rest.



When you take time each day to tune in and look after yourself, remember that you are doing it not only for your own wellbeing, but also so you can show up more fully as a friend, partner and parent.

Making the shift

It is not easy to shift your focus from others to yourself. Start with baby steps. Think about what you need, what you enjoy, what nurtures you and what you find fun. Then start devoting time to yourself every day. Even if you start with only five minutes, do it. Increase the time gradually as you become more comfortable. No one will be able to tune into your needs as you will. So, go ahead, take the plunge and take responsibility for helping yourself feel good and meet your needs.
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When you fail to put yourself first, you are not only doing wrong by yourself but also by those around you. You would not ask a loved one to sacrifice themselves to the point of becoming drained or exhausted, nor would you tell them that it is wrong for them to take a break or do something they enjoy. Show yourself the love and respect that you deserve and that you show others.

If you have come to realise that you have been ignoring your needs at the expense of others, begin your new journey of putting yourself first. Keep giving yourself to others, but give as much to yourself as to others. Remind yourself that you are simply giving yourself the love and care you need and deserve to help you survive and thrive physically and mentally, and that this will ensure your cup remains full enough to be there for others.

Remember, prioritising yourself is necessary, not a selfish act. It is wisdom for living a contented life. It is resilience for dealing with the inevitable tough times that will be thrown your way.

It can be confronting to make yourself the primary focus if you have not done so before. Moving your attention from others to yourself is not always easy but it is worthwhile.

Points to remember

The importance of putting yourself first

• Failing to put yourself on top of your priority list leads to a variety of negative outcomes.

• It is a myth that putting yourself first is selfish.

• To be the best parent, partner, spouse, family member, friend or colleague, you need to create moments of relaxation, restoration, fun and joy.

• Neglecting one’s needs is not healthy.

• People who give to others but not themselves become depleted, and this will likely negatively impact others.

• Caring for yourself helps you to be the best version of you.

Sacrificing in your relationship

• Sacrificing for your partner can feel like an act of kindness if you feel loved and supported by your partner, but it can become a problem if your partner is not supportive.

• When one partner is sacrificing, and the other is not reciprocating, it often leads to unhappiness and resentment.

• Sacrificing for your partner at the cost of your own happiness can negatively impact your self-esteem and mental health.

The process of putting yourself first

• No time is better than now to make the change of putting yourself first.

• Begin by thinking before saying ‘yes’ to a commitment.

• Ask for help when you need it.

• Make the time for adequate sleep, meals, relaxation, and doing what you love.

• Do yourself justice and show yourself the love and respect that you deserve.

• Start taking responsibility for feeling good and meeting your needs by devoting time to yourself every day.

• People who love you most will want you to put yourself first. Question the kindness, compassion and empathy of those who don’t.

• You are worthy of the same compassionate treatment that you give others.

• You are not responsible for others’ emotional wellbeing.

• Don’t feel guilty about giving yourself self-care because of its many benefits to yourself and others.

• No one is meant to completely sacrifice themselves for others.

• It is essential for you to say ‘no’ at times to be your best for others.

• Take charge of your limiting, unhelpful thoughts that interfere with you not putting yourself first, and work at changing those engrained, unhelpful beliefs that contribute to your lack of self-care.

• For those who do not accept the change in you making yourself a priority, question how caring, considerate and worthy of your friendship they are.

• Your job is not to be a perfect human or a superhuman. Your job is to prioritise yourself too, so that you can provide others with a loving and healthy environment.



Think about what you want, what you need, what you value and what will give you a zest for life again.


CHAPTER 2

Self-Care Is a Necessity, not a Luxury

Many people take pride in doing it all: working hard, caring for others and keeping life running smoothly, often at the expense of their own wellbeing. Along the way, self-care is frequently forgotten or dismissed. It is also commonly misunderstood and confused with self-indulgence. In reality, self-care is an essential part of maintaining mental, emotional and physical balance.

This chapter explores why self-care is a necessity rather than a luxury. Maurie’s experience illustrates how neglecting personal needs can leave even a seemingly successful life feeling exhausting or empty, and how simple, consistent acts of self-care can restore balance, enjoyment and fulfilment.

Maurie

When Maurie, aged 47, first came to see me, he could not understand why he felt so dissatisfied with his life. From a young age, he had dreamed of working in finance, and he had achieved this goal. He was the head of finance at the bank where he worked. He had also always wanted a family with children, and now he had one. Maurie owned a nice house and car and caught up with friends once a month. By all outward measures, he felt he had everything he wanted, yet he remained unfulfilled and could not explain why.

As we unpacked more about Maurie’s life, it became clear that he had little time to nurture or tune in to himself. Living in the suburbs and working in the city meant he spent almost an hour commuting each way every day. His workdays were long, and by the time he returned home and spent time with his wife and teenage boys, he had very little energy left for himself.

On Saturdays, Maurie took his boys to their football games. While this was something he once loved, it no longer brought him the same satisfaction. Sundays were spent working on home improvements. Maurie was constantly busy, seven days a week. He was rarely resting and no longer engaging in activities that brought him enjoyment. His lack of attending to his self-care needs meant that he was so depleted that he could no longer enjoy many of the things he used to enjoy. Maurie was essentially burnt out.

Maurie eventually recognised that he was so focused on being productive that he was failing to give himself time for self-care. I encouraged him to reintroduce some of the activities he had once enjoyed but had abandoned as life became busier. He recalled his love of reading and meditation. Maurie began meditating for ten minutes each morning, a practice he had found calming in the past but had stopped when his children were young.
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