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Introduction

Although we may understand the importance of self-care, we might still question what it entails. How can we possibly incorporate self-care into our everyday lives to prioritize our well-being when we think we don’t deserve it? It’s hard not to get caught up in the hustle and bustle of today’s fast-paced society, which leads us to live our lives on autopilot most of the time. We forget the importance of slowing down. Even though we have the tendency to put off our wants and needs, there is value in taking the time to enjoy life’s pleasures. Prioritizing ourselves might seem difficult, especially when we have so many obligations and responsibilities. But doing things that matter to us recharges our human batteries, and it is important to find small opportunities to prioritize our mental health and wellness (because we matter!).

Slow Down, Enjoy Life aims to address the fast pace at which our lives move, whether as students, professionals, parents, or simply people trying to balance career and social obligations. This book simplifies the challenges of practicing self-care and encourages us to put our wellness first. It seeks to motivate and inspire readers to develop stress-management skills and strategies directed at improving our overall health and well-being.



Mental health buzzwords like self-care, mindfulness, and affirmations have gained popularity in the media recently. These concepts have the potential to improve our mental health; however, they can feel overwhelming. We might question whether we are practicing them enough or in the right way, or why we aren’t seeing the results we keep hearing about. (For example, “I meditated, but I don’t feel less stressed. This is useless!”) The bottom line is that these strategies aren’t quick fixes, and although research shows that incorporating self-care, mindfulness, and affirmations into our lives holds promise in improving our well-being, they won’t work without consistency and commitment. This book seeks to not only demystify these buzzworthy concepts but also provide practical tips (and lists) on how to commit to wellness even when it seems impossible. All the recommendations highlighted here are backed by solid scientific support and evidence; we know they work, but the challenge lies in maintaining commitment to them (that’s where you come in).

During my doctoral studies, I experienced a perspective shift—one that emphasized the importance of self-care. With the demands of school, I started to neglect my own well-being. The pandemic served as a powerful wake-up call, encouraging me to cherish life, prioritize myself, and nurture meaningful relationships with those I care about the most. Since then, I’ve come to understand that self-care isn’t a luxury but a necessity, especially during life’s hardest moments. Recognizing the negative effects of abandoning self-care—leading to burnout, health issues, and feelings of isolation—has been crucial. I sincerely hope this book serves as a guiding light for those of us beginning our personal well-being journey. May it highlight the importance of putting ourselves first and surrounding ourselves with people who value self-care and encourage personal growth, rather than hinder it.
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A Note on Neurodiversity

One aspect that has always held immense importance for me is ensuring the accessibility and user-friendliness of mental health information, resources, and strategies. This dedication fueled the writing of this book from a neurodiverse perspective, with the aim of ensuring that the recommendations presented are practical and beneficial to as many individuals as possible. I’ve encountered numerous instances where recommendations such as “start with the hardest task first thing in the morning when your mind is most energized” are provided. As someone with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), I find this advice frustrating because even seemingly simple tasks can be challenging to muster the energy for. (If it were that easy, I would just do it!)

It’s disheartening to come across research suggesting that everyone could accomplish significant tasks in the morning if they simply set their minds to it when the reality is much more nuanced. While this approach might work well for some individuals, it overlooks the unique needs and experiences of others. Many people, including those with autism, ADHD, learning disabilities, and clinical diagnoses such as depression and anxiety, often find that building competence and confidence begins with smaller tasks and gradually progresses to more difficult ones. Therefore, it is crucial that we acknowledge and accommodate this diversity when developing mental health tools and offering community support.
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That said, it is important to note that this guide is not a one-size-fits-all solution. There may be strategies that do not resonate with everyone, which is perfectly fine! We have the freedom to adapt or try other approaches. Consider this guide to be an ice cream shop—we can taste as many flavors as we like, but we’re not required to try them all, and we probably won’t buy them all either.
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CHAPTER 1 SELF-CARE 101



Defining Self-Care

As previously mentioned, self-care is a huge buzzword, but we rarely break down what it means. Self-care is an intentional, lifelong activity that enhances our physical, mental, and emotional well-being, promotes health, and prevents illness. It includes a wide range of behaviors and habits aimed at promoting self-compassion, resilience, and a general sense of well-being.1 Contrary to popular belief, self-care goes beyond just bubble baths and face masks. It means becoming aware of and fulfilling our personal needs and desires. This might be small acts of self-compassion, setting boundaries and sticking to them, or even asking for help when needed. Authentic self-care is a way of living that emphasizes prioritizing ourselves while allowing for balance amid all of life’s twists and turns. Practicing self-care helps us effectively prepare for life’s challenges, increasing our overall resilience to stress.








Dispelling Myths CLEARING UP COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS


Despite all of this rising recognition of its importance, self-care tends to be overlooked and misunderstood. One common misconception is that self-care is selfish. However, self-care is an important part of our well-being and essential for maintaining lasting connections and meeting our goals. For example, I might decline a plan with my friend because I am feeling overwhelmed and anxious. While I am enforcing a boundary that serves to protect my mental health and well-being, my friend might be upset and think I am selfish. Although canceling plans often could strain our relationship, listening to my body’s cues and declining invitations on occasion can be beneficial rather than harmful. By putting our well-being first, we give ourselves time to recharge, avoiding situations that could lead to unhappiness. Even with explanations, some people may fail to understand the boundaries we establish. What matters is our own understanding that we deserve to set these boundaries and that that does not make us selfish.

Another misconception is that self-care is something that is reserved for people with plenty of money and time to spare. However, this couldn’t be further from the truth—self-care can take many forms, from taking short breaks to adopting simple, healthful habits (which can be completely free). This means that self-care is accessible to everyone, regardless of circumstances. For example, while self-care for one person might include signing up for a gym membership or Pilates class at 12 p.m. on a Monday, this might not be realistic for everyone. Instead, self-care might look like finding a five-, ten-, or fifteen-minute YouTube workout and incorporating it into a morning or bedtime routine. In both scenarios, the individuals have found ways to prioritize self-care in their day, despite their different schedules and resources. In my own life, I practice free self-care by taking ten-minute walks around my neighborhood during lunch breaks. This simple habit helps me clear my mind and stay active without spending money or needing to carve out significant chunks of time.
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As mentioned earlier, it is important to understand that there is no universal, one-size-fits-all approach to self-care. What works for one person may not be effective for another. Self-care does not need to be aesthetic, be structured or planned or long, or feel burdensome. Self-care is not selfish, and it doesn’t have to be indulgent or luxurious. Self-care practices need to be personalized to fit specific needs and circumstances. By dispelling self-care myths, we can foster a more inclusive and detailed understanding of self-care, empowering both ourselves and others to prioritize well-being and set boundaries.


Why Do We Need Self-Care?

Not listening to our wants and needs can lead to a vicious cycle of poor physical and mental health. Think about it—the constant demands of daily life, along with the societal pressures we face today, frequently lead us to lose sight of our own worth and desires. As a result, chronic (long-term) stress, exhaustion, and burnout are common side effects of pushing ourselves to the absolute limit without making time for self-care. According to the research, chronic stress increases the likelihood of developing cardiovascular disease, but it also weakens the immune system, making us more susceptible to illness.2 Also, exhaustion and burnout can impair our cognitive function, reduce productivity, and impede decision-making abilities, executive functioning, and attention, affecting many aspects of life, including our relationships, work or academic performance, and overall happiness.3

Despite these challenges, we can take control and decrease these adverse effects and strengthen our resilience in the face of challenges by prioritizing our self-care (yay!). Participating in self-care activities is a crucial means to replace our worn-down physical, emotional, and mental resources. Engaging in regular movement, getting enough sleep, and stress-management strategies such as a mindfulness practice or journaling can improve our feelings of calm and well-being. Also, cultivating our social networks and participating in meaningful activities that bring joy and fulfillment can help us build emotional resilience and improve our overall quality of life. All in all, those who devote time and attention to self-care routines can establish the inner strength required to face life’s problems with greater ease and adaptability.

If you aren’t already sold, here’s what research tells us self-care can improve…
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