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3  MAJOR  WAYS  SELF -CARE  GOES  WRONG  

AND  HOW  YOU  CAN  DO  SELF -CARE  WITH  EASE  



I’m ready to 

take care 

of myself 



 
 
Sound familiar?   
We know this refrain well - we hear it not only from the clients 
we work with, but from friends, family, and ourselves.   
 
Most of us can name a list of things we could do to take better 
care of ourselves. It usually looks something like this: 
 • Meditate more often 
 • Make time for the gym  
 • Read a book instead of TV 
 • Make a smoothie instead of 
grabbing a donut in the morning 
 
For a precious few people, setting an intention may be all that 
is needed to implement one of the above strategies.  Most of 
us, however, have a different response to these goals - you can 
see it as our bodies tense up, breath held in the lungs, bringing 
a palm to our forehead… and again, we sigh, 
 
“I know, I know, I know....”  

What's on 
your list of 
"shoulds"? 

“I know, I know, I know… I need to make time for 
_________.  It would be good for me." 

 
“I haven’t really had time to take care of myself lately.” 

 
“I’m great at caring for others, not so great at 

taking care of myself.” 
 

“I’m ready to take care of myself, but I just 
don’t know what that would look like!” 



So many things get in the way:   
 
It’s difficult to fit these things into our schedule.   
We don’t have the support of significant others or family to take the 
time to do them.   
They cost money that we don’t have. 
 
Yet, we know these are the things that would resolve our issues.  Ease 
our stress.  Soothe our tension.  Uplift our sadness.  Let us sleep at 
night. 
 
What is going wrong here?  Why do we become trapped in this cycle, 
again and again, never really implementing the self-care strategies we 
know are healthiest?  And here’s what happens next: Shame.  Panic. 
 Tension.  Guilt.  Worry.  Hopelessness. So what about those people 
who seem to take care of themselves with ease?  What are they doing 
differently?  This guide will show you exactly the tools those individuals 
are using.   
 
For now, all you need to know is:  

Your trouble with self-care does not 

mean you are a failure. It is not because 

you aren’t trying hard enough. And it is 

definitely not because you just don’t 

deserve a sense of ease in your life.  



Patty & Laura 

Our programs connect you to the wisdom inside yourself 
that will allow you to practice self-care with more ease than 

ever before. 
 

This guide is just the beginning of a new relationship you 
can have with yourself, or as we call it: 

Befriending Your Mind, Body, and Spirit.   
 

Give these practices a try, and see where you end up! 
 There’s deeper practices down this road if this approach 

clicks for you. 



Remember that shame-spiral we mentioned earlier? 
 The tension?  The panic? Take a breath. How much 
are we really “caring” for our “self” if our self-care 
makes us feel this way? Consider the way that we tend 
to care for children.  When a child is hungry, we give 
them nourishing food without question.  When a child 
needs rest, we might arrange our entire day so that 
they get a proper sleep schedule.  We take it as a 
given  that children will need to move around and play. 

a fresh start 

We tell ourselves: 
 

Why are you hungry?? 
You’ve already eaten 

enough today! 
 

What, you need a nap? 
Can’t you just push 
through another few 

hours? 
 

Why would you need to 
run around and play? 
 Sit down and be quiet 

like you’re supposed to. 

We tell children: 
 

Oh sweetie, of course 
you’re hungry.  Here, 

have a snack. 
 

I bet you’re tired.  Why 
don’t you rest awhile so 

you feel better? 
 
 

You probably need to 
get the wiggles out, 
buddy!  Let’s have a 

dance party! 



Our approach to self-care -- Inviting Kindness -- teaches 
you to treat yourself with this same empathy when you care 
for yourself. Notice your initial reaction to that statement. 
You can take the best care of yourself by treating yourself 
with kindness, by inviting your mind/body/spirit to tell you 
what is most needed. 

There’s a common reaction to this approach, a cultural myth 
about self-care that can turn into a “self-care derailer” and 
actually keep us stuck on the wrong path for longer.  

The big myth: “If all I did was treat 
myself with kindness, I’d never do 

anything healthy!  I’d sleep til noon, eat 
donuts all day, and turn into a couch 

monster.” 
  

It’s well known that this is what the diet and exercise 
industry wants you to think.  Take a look at any health 
magazine and you’ll notice how the wording makes it seem 
that you’ll never be healthy, fit or beautiful without their 
products/ab blaster program/sex tips 



What we actually know about the human body, though, 
is that it is actually quite good at keeping itself healthy. 
 We have many mechanisms in our bodies to maintain 
homeostasis, or equilibrium - basically, ideal health. 
 (Keep in mind that humans have lived for thousands of 
years, thriving so much that our species took over the 
entire earth!)   
 
Our bodies have so many systems in place to let us 
know how to take care of them: when to sleep, when to 
eat, when to move.  Your body doesn’t want 12 donuts 
and 16 hours on the couch because it can’t do anything 
with that type of input.  It can’t maintain homeostasis. 
 And your body will definitely let you know when it’s 
unhappy with what you’re feeding it - as long as you’re 
there to listen. 
 
As therapists, we have first-hand experience of what 
happens when people really start to listen to 
themselves.  We’ve never met anyone whose 
mind/body/spirit really, truly wanted to be a couch 
monster.  Instead, almost miraculous things occur. 
 People realize they don’t actually even want the first 
donut, let alone the twelfth.  They start to crave moving 
their bodies.  They let themselves rest when needed. In 
actuality, you’ll most likely reach your goals faster with 
this softer approach instead of harshly forcing treadmill 
time.  



How to let go of this myth? 
First, by affirming to yourself:  

Your needs and desires are not outrageous 
or repulsive. You can, and even deserve, to 
treat yourself with kindness/empathy. Your 
mind/body/spirit’s messages matter. You 
matter. Self-care is manifested when we 

listen to, and really hear, our Self. 
  

We’re going to start by really listening to 
ourselves - by truly, genuinely hearing 

ourselves - and let a self-care plan flow from 
there. 



This is the definition of empathy.  When we mentioned 
empathy before, in demonstrating how we care for children, 
you might have noticed yourself wincing at the idea.  Many 
people misunderstand empathy to mean sympathy or pity - 
the “poor me” approach that often leads us to make 
unhealthy decisions because we feel bad for ourselves. 
 
Empathy, on the other hand, is about attunement.  It means 
checking in with ourselves or another person and feeling 
what they are feeling. Empathy to others is saying “Oh I 
see, you feel sad.”  Empathy toward ourselves is saying “Oh 
I see, I feel sad.” This is the way that empathy toward 
ourselves gives us information about what we need.  We’re 
not taking pity on ourselves, we’re just gathering information 
with full awareness.  

Throw the fixing away!  

Sometimes we think, “If I’m doing self-care right, I won’t 
ever feel sad/angry/hurt/lonely/tired. I’ll be “fixed”.  The 
“Fix-Me myth” is a struggle—we’re not looking to fix 
ourselves with our self-care, primarily because we’re not 
broken.  We are not in need of duct tape or crazy glue. 
 We are in need of tuning in and listening to the 
messages of the body and the emotions so that we can 
gently heal and thrive within a zone of dynamic balance.  
Here is your fresh start: When we listen to the 
messages sent by our bodies, minds, and spirits, 
self-care is so spot-on that it can feel less like a 
burden and more like a want.  It can let our needs and 
desires flow smoothly.  It can become as natural as 
putting on our shoes before we walk out of the house.   



You are definitely not the first person to struggle to stick to 
a self-care routine.  So many of us get stuck not getting 
our “shoulds” done.  Many clients we work with arrive with 
a list of self-care tasks they know, logically, should help 
their stress - exercise, healthy eating, meditation - and are 
wanting help staying on track with them.  You’re in the 
majority by being an informed individual who has 
struggled to implement the strategies they know could 
help. 
 
What we’ve noticed, though, is that having and 
implementing these lists doesn’t actually tend to make 
people feel less stressed.  Yes, the research shows that 
certain healthy behaviors can improve emotional and 
physical health.  At the same time, we know that it’s more 
normal than not to have trouble implementing health 
behaviors.  It can usually work for awhile to try a diet 
challenge or start a new routine at the gym, but these can 
be incredibly hard to stick to.   What do we notice when 
our clients try to implement these healthy behaviors?  

The 3 self-care derailers 

Here are 3 common ways that self-care gets derailed from 
inviting kindness or empathy toward ourselves, and what 

to do to get back on track:

1 it misses the mark



More often than not, what we hear is:  
 
"I’m getting to the gym 5 times a week and that’s 
helping me to lose weight, but I still feel stressed!"  
 
"I’m gritting my teeth through this diet plan - it’s really 
not that bad, just  wholesome foods - but I know it’ll pay 
off." 
 
"I’m using the meditation app every day like I’m 
supposed to, so I guess I’m taking care of stress, but 
I’m not noticing anything aside from feeling good while 
I’m doing the meditation." 
 
Here’s how we tend to assume these things work:  

Instead, what's happening is: 

Stress
Helpful 

self-care 
activity

Decreased 
stress

We’re arbitrarily assigning “helpful” self-care activities - 
eating, exercise, etc - to the general feeling of “stress” 
without first asking our Self what the problem is in the first 
place.  

Feeling
Feeling 

perceived 
as "stress"

"Helpful" 
self-care 
activity

Feeling 
sticks 

around 



We can spend our entire lives caught in these cycles of 
mismatched self-care, and there are plenty of 
companies who are happy to sell you the products to 
help you down these roads!   
 
If you’re reading this guide, you’re ready for 
something new. We teach people how to connect with 
what’s happening inside in order to offer your body 
what’s really needed.  Our live retreats and courses 
provide deeper practices, but here is a brief introduction 
that you can give a try:  

Self-care from our Self would look more like: 

Specific feeling, 
emotion, or 
sensation 

Targeted 
activity that 
cares for 
feeling 

Decreased 
feeling, 

emotion, 
sensation 

Lonely, 
seeking 
comfort

Call 
a 

friend

Loneliness 
lessened, 

energy renewed 

For example:



Placing one hand on your heart, 

one hand on your belly. 

 

Gently close your eyes, turning inward and 

starting to observe your body’s sensations. 

 

You may not notice anything at first, or you 

may notice sensations very clearly.   

Either is totally okay. 

 

Give yourself a few minutes in this position, 

simply observing the sensations that show up. 

 

If you notice any sensation, gently focus on it until 

you notice a shift: 

it may come with a message/craving 

(e.g. “I really want a hug” 

 or “I really need to move my body around bit.”), 

or you may notice no changes at all.   

 

Notice any emotions that are present. 

 

Don’t give up - practicing this regularly will begin to 

open communication between your mind, body, and 

spirit. 



What sensations did you notice that might lead you to a 
self-care activity?  Tension in your muscles might 
signal that a stretch or breathing exercise is needed.  A 
yearning sensation in your heart can let you know 
you’re wanting affection or comfort.  An energized, 
twitchy sensation may tell you that your body is craving 
some movement. Good self-care hits the mark. It’s 
based on what we need in every moment - not what 
we “should” need or is “good for us”. 
 
Many of us have a scattershot approach to self-care, 
cramming in whatever we can from a general list of 
healthy behaviors.  When it’s this scattered, it’s hard to 
hit the target!  Believe it or not, it’s way more simple to 
pick self-care activities based on what is true in each 
moment.  

Jot down a few notes of what you noticed:



Another way self-care goes wrong is that it ends up not 
being enough.  We often build up 6 days’ worth of 
stress and are told we can take care of it with a 
simple self-care practice on Sunday night.  This is 
called steam-valve self-care, and you’ve probably seen 
examples of it online - it’s very Pinterest-worthy! Steam- 
valve approaches to self-care include a list of things that 
people find pleasant or enjoyable, and look like this:  

2
we're using it 

as a steam valve

Get a massage

Do some crafting

Take a bath with soothing products

Listen to your favorite music 

These things do sound pretty nice, but do they actually totally 
take care of our stress? Lists like this give ideas for self- 
soothing or pleasurable activities. However: True self-care 
must go way deeper than pleasurable activities. Self-care 
should not only recharge our batteries, but also give us a 
couple extra battery packs to carry with us. Good self-care 
lets us release some steam while also preventing the steam 
from building up next time. It allows us to fill our lives with 
pleasurable activities that don’t have to be emergency 
release valves -- instead, a massage can just be an enjoyable 
massage instead of a crisis relief mission.



Research has shown 
that, in modern life, we 
often don’t get 
a chance to 
reduce the level of 
stress hormones in our 
body and they continue 
to build over time.   
This means that self-care 
not only needs to reduce 
the overall level, but act as a 
preventative measure to stress build-up.  

Good self-care 

processes the little 

stresses we 

accumulate each 

day.

List some steam-valve self care activities you practice:



Be true to your gut instinct on this second list.  The sky is the 
limit!  You can write “Spending a month on the beach” or 
“Retreating to the woods to live forever in quiet solitude.” 
 
You may be thinking “...Okay, but this still doesn’t change the 
fact that I don’t have time for any self-care activities, no 
matter what they are!”  Of course adjustments may still need 
to be made - as much as we’d like to, we can’t live in ideal 
self-care-land all the time. 

If time/money were no concern, what would your 

ideal self-care be?



Examples:  “Retreating” in your car for 10 minutes after work 
before walking into the house, Saying no to one invitation 
monthly, Waking up 15 minutes earlier for a more easeful 
morning. 
 
This final list will consistently need adjusting based on time, 
finances, and other circumstances.  The most important 
takeaway?  You always have room for at least slightly 
more than steam-valve self-care.  It may be far away from 
most magical and ideal self-care, but it doesn’t have to all be 
steam valve.  The first step is identifying the steam valves in 
your life!  

Compare Lists A & B.  Where might there be 

compromises between the two? 



Does your self-care 
aim to make you the 
Best Version of Yourself?   
Or the Perfect Person?   
 
We’re living in the age of the “Woman Who Can Do It All” 
- having the perfect body and exercise routine, cooking 
delicious, nutritious meals nightly, killing it at work while 
being the best wife and mother possible (in a spotless 
home!).   
 
Whether you’re male or female, or whether these life 
circumstances even apply to you, most of us can relate to 
feeling like society demands an unattainable productivity 
ideal for us to aspire to. With these goals in mind, it’s 
impossible to feel like we’re ever doing enough. 
 There is always somewhere we can improve, so no 
matter how many of the “right” things we do we are left 
feeling as though we haven’t done enough. 
 
This unattainable ideal sneaks into our self-care, 
convincing us that we should be doing the things that will 
make us Perfect, rather than the things we actually need.  

3
we seek 

perfection, 

not wellbeing



Here are some of the things we hear from individuals 
whose self-care is focused on perfection: 
 
I’m getting away with 6 hours of sleep nightly, which is 
great because I’m able to keep my productivity level really 
high. 
 
 I’m getting closer to my ideal body, so I know my time at 
the gym is good. 
 
 Meditation seems to be working for me because I can 
quiet my mind - I don’t ever feel stressed, lonely, or angry. 
 
 
Let’s go back to that issue of really hearing, seeing, and 
meeting ourselves.  Instead of hearing/seeing our Self as 
is, the above examples see our Perfect Self and place      
obligations on our Current Self to get from Point A to Point 
B.  

Are your self-care activities building you up 
externally, so you can look like you “have it   

together” to others?  Or are they truly nourishing 
you, in a way that says “I matter.  I am worthy of 
this care.” and helps us be our best Self?  It’s so 

easy to get lost in “self-care” that’s really aimed at 
making us perfect.



You’ll know by the way you feel before, during, or after 
your self-care activity whether the activity is aimed for 
perfection or wellbeing. 
 
Is there anything wrong with feeling accomplished or 
proud ourselves for good self-care?  Absolutely not!  Just 
make sure you pay attention to ALL parts of your 
experience.   
 
Do you feel accomplished AND at ease?  Or 
accomplished and soon becoming tense again       
 because you won’t feel confident until you’ve completed 
tomorrow’s task?   
 
Good self-care will always leave us feeling more 
present within ourselves and will often leave us with a 
sense of ease and relaxation.  

Discerning “Is 

This For My 

‘Real Self’ or 

‘Perfect Self’”? 



Self-Care 

for Perfect Self 

leaves us 

feeling:

Accomplished 

Thin or “perfect body” 

Self-esteem 

“Managed” 

Not noticing body or 

emotions 

Self-Care 

for Real Self 

leaves us 

feeling:

Free 

Relaxed 

Self-worth 

Ease 

More present in body 

and aware of emotions 



You’ll also be able to tell whether your self-care is for your 
“real self” or “perfect self” by how it feels when you 
aren’t able to practice it.  There’s lots of reasons we 
might have to skip self-care, and it’s totally expected that 
sudden obligations or other roadblocks may get in the 
way.   

If you feel like this 

after skipping...

If you feel like this 

after skipping...

Guilty or shameful 

Not good enough 

Negative thoughts 

about self: “I’m a 

slob/failure/loser”        

“I’ll never get it 

together”                      

“I always mess up” 

Tense, malaise 

Fatigued, “off” 

Physical discomfort or 

body aches 

No negative thoughts 

about self but just not 

quite feeling your best 

Craving the self-care 

activity          

.. you might be 

practicing       

self-care for 

Perfect Self

.. you might be 

practicing       

self-care for 

Real Self

Start to notice for yourself how your self-care is making 
you feel.  It’ll give give you the perfect clues to decide how 
self-care can work best for you! 



We see people running into a few common issues, so 
we’ve outlined them here:  

something isn't 

working right!

Though the approaches in this guide 
are relatively simple, they can actually 

be tricky to   implement.  Of course they 
are - otherwise you’d already be doing 

them all already, and wouldn’t be 
reading this! 

Yes - sometimes when 
we start to do more 
observing of our thoughts, 
feelings, and emotions, 
we’ll feel some 
uncomfortable stuff more.   
These uncomfortable 
sensations you’re noticing 
do not have to rule your life.  

    “It sounds terrible 

to pay more attention 

to how awful I feel. 

I’m already 

overwhelmed  by it!”



 By really identifying them, or “knowing the beast” as they 
say, you are in a powerful position to meet and manage 
them.  By really hearing and knowing your Self, even the 
messy and uncomfortable parts - especially the messy 
and uncomfortable parts - you have the most power to 
guide your own life.  

Sometimes the volume 
on stress is dialed up 
so high that we can’t hear 
the wisdom of our body 
through the noise.   
This is okay, and don’t let it 
discourage you.   
Befriending your body, mind, 
and spirit is like any relationship; 
it takes regular visits to 
build connection.   
 
You can build this relationship with yourself a few ways: 

“Every time I tune 

 into my inner experience, 

all I notice 

is overwhelm!”

Listen to AwakenPeace's meditations on the Insight 
Timer app to exercise your focus and awareness of 
body/mind cues 
Practice some tried-and-true areas of self-care first to 
dial down the stress level.  These might include things 
you’ve tried in the past, psychotherapy, or an ongoing 
group class. 

http://insighttimer.com/APH


This is perhaps the most 
painful one:   
No matter how much our 
family and friends care for us, 
there are so many ways that 
they might not be on board 
with our self-care.  Lives get busy, children are 
understandably our highest priority, or our people have 
different self-care needs so they might not immediately 
understand ours. 
 
Are these reasons to not bother with yourself at all? 
 We don’t think so. Instead, let yourself experiment.  See 
what happens when you start to practice regular, on- 
target, non-steam-valve self-care directed at your real 
Self.  Often, by doing this we are sending an implicit 
message to those around us that we matter.  We deserve 
to be heard, and our needs deserve to be seen.  If you 
say “why bother” to yourself, everyone around you will say 
“why bother” along with you.   
 
You hold the power to change this story. 

“Why bother knowing 

what my Self 

really needs?  My 

family/significant other 

doesn’t care anyway.”



Practice more meditations 
We have lots of free examples on our site!  Many are 
hosted through Insight Timer, which is an app we highly 
recommend - they have over 8,000 meditations that are 
totally free.    

going deeper

You’ve tried the practice examples in this book, and 
you’re thinking, “Now what?”   Awesome!  We’re glad 
you’re loving this journey, and we have lots more you can 
explore:   

Try a live class 
If you’re in our area you can attend one of our workshops 
or retreats.  If you live elsewhere, try finding a yoga or 
meditation studio that offers a Yoga Nidra class, 
restorative or yin yoga, or workshops involving meditation 
and journaling.  Even better, attend a long retreat!   

Stay connected 
We built this community to support YOU.  Follow us on 
Facebook or Instagram  and join our email newsletter to 
stay connected with all the opportunities to go deeper. 
 We share random nuggets of nurturance, free guides to 
maintain your new approach to self-care, and online and 
live events to help you continue your practice.  

http://facebook.com/awakenpeacehealing


What Does It Mean To Awaken Peace In Your Life? 
  
 

It means living in a radiant body—one that you love, one 
that is vibrant & thriving. It means having a calm mind— 
one that is quiet, focused, and clear. It means having a 

grounded spirit—feeling present in your life and living with 
ease. 

 
At AwakenPeace, we offer virtual courses, resources, and 

practices and retreats to help you become the You that 
you are meant to be: awake, energized, confident, and 

radiant. We help you evolve your habits to awaken peace 
in your life. 

Who is AwakenPeace?

we guide women into the wisdom of their bodies 
 

restoring balance in the natural 
physical and emotional rhythms of life 

 
 our practices are informed by the sciences of 

yoga, ayurveda, and psychology 



Laura Stephan, PsyD, LP  
 

Laura Stephan, Psy.D. is a clinical psychologist who 
specializes in holistic wellness, working in both mental health 

and yoga communities. She has provided mental health 
services since 2010 in chronic illness and brain injury 

rehabilitation, neuropsychology, community mental health, 
and private practice. Her specialization is bringing 

mindfulness and somatic resourcing in a collaborative way to 
each person’s unique way of being. In addition to her clinical 
background, Dr. Stephan has received additional training in 

mindfulness, trauma-focused yoga, and somatic healing. Her 
practice is mainly grounded in iRest Yoga Nidra.  

Patty Hlava, Ph.D.  
 

Patty Hlava, Ph.D. has over 15 years of clinical experience 
in the health and wellness field as a licensed 

psychotherapist and certified ICDS Intrinsic Coach™. 
Additionally she has over 7 years of experience teaching in 
University settings and provision of clinical supervision. She 

is a Certified Meditation Instructor, Registered Yoga 
Teacher, and Ayurveda wellness coach. She has been 

providing meditation instruction and mentoring in a variety of 
settings since 2005. Dr. Hlava has been involved in research 

and teaching on the subject of gratitude since 2006. Her 
research has been published in the International Journal of 

Transpersonal Psychology and Journal of Humanistic 
Psychology, as well as in several books. As co-founder of 

AwakenPeace, she thrives on the opportunity to create and 
participate in nurturing community and heartfelt connections. 

 


