
Tools In The Kit, A Primer For Self- Care 

 

by Ian Elliott, Three Branches Wellness, 2018/19 
 

Part I - Where I Came From To Where I Am: How I Know What I Know 

My foray into wellness began in the early 1990s, working in fitness retail selling equipment 
to private residences and to gyms. Treadmills, step climbers, stationary cycles, barbells, 
dumbbells, circuit machines, vitamins, potions and powders – chances are if they made it, we 
sold it. 

Looking back, much of it was a confusing mess.  Every new piece of gear or accessory 
promised to make you stronger, bigger, slimmer, in less time than it took its 
predecessor.  Whatever you felt you were lacking, there seemed to be a device or 
supplement that would assuredly provide it for you. 

Cracks in the veneer began to show whenever we’d go to a fitness conference or expo. The 
people I saw and met, both attendees and the representatives hawking their wares, often 
appeared as if they had challenges walking the walk they were talking – it turns out that you 
can be a really good fitness equipment salesperson without actually having to follow the 
fitness lifestyle. 

Among the conference-goers was a three-quarter of a pack-a-day smoker who was more 
than happy to head out with the team for pub food and numerous rounds of drinks to 
unwind after a long day – me. Perhaps my early-twenties vigor gave me a bit more resilience 
than my older counterparts, but in hindsight, I was an active participant in an often 
hypocritical industry that seemed obsessed with appearances – aesthetics (“hey, looking 
good!”) over wellness (“hey, feeling good!”). 

My own blind spots caught up with me one fateful summer afternoon on an in-home install, 
moving a piece of heavy equipment through the narrow confines of a basement hallway. I 
wasn’t wearing a safety harness, and the height from which I was lifting meant I couldn’t use 
much of my lower body to assist. As soon as I hoisted, a horrible twinge ripped through my 
lower back. The only way to describe the feeling would be to compare it to when an elastic 
material – like taffy - gets pulled to the point where rather than breaking, it simply loses all of 
its resiliency and goes slack. 

Ignorant to the possible extent of the damage, I neglected medical diagnosis, and was put 
on worker’s compensation for all of a week. My employer didn’t really care about my injury, 
and was only interested in how quickly I could get back out on the sales floor. Fearing the 

http://www.threebrancheswellness.com/


potential loss of my job, I hobbled back into action, far from fit and far from well. An errant 
sneeze or cough would throw my back into spasm; I began to brace myself at the mere 
thought of the recurring pain. 

I eventually tired of and left the industry, but my injury followed me wherever I went. On the 
surface, I managed to retain the appearance of relative fitness, but the reality was that I was a 
walking bag of poor habits that sooner or later, were bound to catch up with me. Sure 
enough, in 2002, after a prolonged bout of searing sensation and numbness that ran down 
the back of both of my legs, an MRI revealed a lumbar disc herniation that was compressing 
my sciatic nerves. Coincidentally, this was also the point where I found myself in the deepest 
trench of depression since an initial diagnosis in the mid-1990s. To say that I was not a 
happy, well-functioning individual at that point in my life would be an understatement. 

Fast forward to December, 2018. Given what I now do for a living, I’m obviously in a much 
better place. Day-to-day, I live a relatively pain-free existence. I quit smoking in 2004. I can 
now savour the occasional drink without the urge to go overboard. I may feel down from 
time to time, but no longer experience the crippling bouts of depression that I once did. 

I’m now a part of what can be termed the wellness industry (itself, a multi-trillion dollar 
behemoth), and it turns out that it isn’t much different from the fitness industry. Instead of 
middle-age, pot-bellied men pitching the latest model treadmill, it’s rife with shiny, happy 
social media gurus claiming to have THE SYSTEM that will resolve all of your woes. 

Even the yoga that helped me work through many of my physical ailments was (and still is) 
falsely touted as a panacea. One Indian teacher, responsible for much of yoga’s popularity in 
the west (and who, it turns out, had little understanding of anatomy and physiology), 
routinely advised their students that 6 days per week of vigorous, contortioned, postural 
yoga practice was all that was needed to maintain an optimal state of health. My experience 
(and as numerous articles [i][ii][iii] have detailed, that of many others) far from matched that 
outcome. 

Attempting to follow this advice, I became beset with repetitive strain injuries, that 
exacerbated existing physical imbalances and ramped up my nervous response – the 
opposite of the effect it was purported to provide.  This included a torn hamstring tendon 
that took well over a year to heal. And while the challenging classes in which I participated 
created surges of endorphins - our bodies’ “feel good” hormones - that would elevate my 
spirit in the moment, the overall effect on my day-to-day emotional well-being was 
negligible. 



Meditation, considered an integral aspect of yoga, also yielded mixed results. I heartily 
participated in multiple 10-day silent retreats, eager to prove to myself and others that I 
could endure the rigours of a set schedule of sitting and following my breath and the 
physical sensations in my body for 10+ hours each day. It was certainly helpful in cultivating 
focus and concentration, and the body and mind can become beautifully calm in its deepest 
states of conscious rest, but it did nothing to address multiple psychological roadblocks that 
were still hindering aspects of my life. Truthfully, I often found myself using it as a means of 
escape, so as to not have to work through those issues. The typical answer to those concerns 
– meditate more – didn’t feel like it made much sense, either. 

It’s since been spoken about at length that traditionally, meditation is not intended – as such 
courses often tend to advertise - as a therapeutic salve, but is instead a technique designed 
to lead to a complete, irreversible shift in one’s perception of reality. What may be suitable 
for monks and other ascetics carries a much higher potential for untoward psychological 
harm in the lay individual lacking an adequate support system for such an undertaking. 

While it might seem as if I’m denigrating a modality that I now teach five to six days a week, 
this is not my intent. My injuries and setbacks have been solemn guides, greatly informing 
how I now practice and instruct; emphasizing strength, resilience and mobility over 
flexibility, and self-reflection over showy, performative attainment. And I can only speak to 
my fifteen years of study and experience in the field. If you’ve followed the same formula 
and come out shining on every plane, more power to you – though you’re likely the 
exception to the rule. 

By now, you may have noticed that I’m pointing to a simple, yet oft neglected truth: there’s 
little likelihood that any one system will help anyone feel better. The reason that it’s 
neglected is that it doesn’t sell – few people who are suffering want to hear that our complex 
human issues require complex solutions that aren’t always easily resolved. It’s much easier 
(and in most instances, more profitable) to put forth the claim of a quick fix – weeks, instead 
of years. 

If we make an honest assessment of our life challenges, we’ll quickly find that it’s difficult to 
point a finger at any one thing as being “the problem”. While something as seemingly cut-
and-dried as  low back pain may be due solely to injury (though studies show that the 
majority of disc bulges and herniations are asymptomatic [iv], there’s  as much a likelihood of 
it being tied to a multitude of factors. 

These factors include habits, attitude and beliefs, lifestyle and environment, to name just a 
few. One, current understanding of human health and well-being takes all of this into 



account under what’s called a biopsychosocial model, and in my estimation, it’s the most 
sensible, sustainable approach to creating a path to feeling better. 

In Part II, I’ll detail some considerations to keep in mind when looking for help with self-care. 

[i] http://katehowe.com/injury-and-recovery-ashtanga-study 
[ii] https://www.yogajournal.com/practice/insight-from-injury 
[iii] https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2325967116671703 
[iv] https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJM199407143310201 
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Part II – Considerations For Your Self-Care Kit 

In Part I of this series, I detailed my history in, and observations of the fitness and wellness 
industries, as well as some of the experiences that shape my current understanding of self-
care.  Part II is dedicated to approaches, mindset and what to look for in a teacher or 
therapist – again, based primarily on my own experiences. 

a) Remember the biopsychosocial model. 

I concluded Part I of this series with a brief explanation of what’s known as the 
biopsychosocial model – a.k.a., “it’s rarely just any one thing”. I’ll elaborate more on the 
concept in Part III of this series – the accumulated tools that I have worked with over the 
years reflect that model. 

Knowing that well-being can be approached from several angles can be quite freeing, as it 
discourages dependence on any one particular system, and instead empowers you to find 
your system, adapting aspects of it as your needs change. 

b) If it’s been around for a while, it’s going to take a while to work through it. 

While advertising, daytime talk shows and slick salespeople might try to convince you 
otherwise… 

…the extra 20-30 lbs your doctor said you’re carrying and recommended you lose didn’t 
appear on your body in a few months and won’t healthily come off in that time, either. 

…the low back pain you’ve been experiencing from the office job you’ve had for the past 
decade isn’t going to go away, and stay away, with a few weeks of physio. 

…longstanding mental and emotional traumas don’t resolve themselves with a couple of 
counselling sessions. 

…effecting lasting, positive change requires a certain level of commitment, generated 
through the cultivation of healthy habits. And as evidenced by this scientific-looking graph, it 
is rarely a straight trajectory: 



 

We all experience setbacks along the way. Building a storehouse of healthy habits increases 
resilience, which can then make it easier to bounce back from the more challenging periods 
in our lives. 

Personally, it’s taken me much of my adult life to first recognize, and gradually offload my 
more harmful habits in favour of helpful ones – easily, some twenty-five years. And truthfully, 
I don’t expect or wish an end to cultivating and maintaining them. Once you begin to 
experience the benefit of shifting habits, what might have initially felt tedious can soon 
begin to feel vital. 

c) Keep it manageable, and whenever possible, fun. 

Most of us are already overloaded – working too many hours, getting too little quality rest, 
our technologies constantly demanding our attention and energy. Add to that the million-
and-one “life hacks” being pushed on the internet, most of which don’t improve your well-
being in any tangible manner. Add to that the alluring but often dishonest (read: 
photoshopped), unattainable imagery of fitness touted in media. Add to that…you get the 
idea. 

https://www.fastcompany.com/3021203/the-secret-tricks-behind-misleading-images-of-fitness-success


Small surprise that adopting a wellness regimen that feels like it adds to your pile (when 
often what’s initially needed is to take things out of the equation) tends to lead to feeling 
more overloaded, which can then make it difficult to stay committed. 

While it isn’t always feasible (particularly when it comes to mental health) , when possible, 
consider reducing the “work” part of your workout. If you’re joining a fitness facility or yoga 
studio for the first time, 1 day per week of mindful and dedicated effort is a good place to 
begin. By starting out slowly you can build a solid foundation and reduce the likelihood of 
the beginner’s mistake of overtraining. Also, the majority of gyms are happy when you don’t 
attend – their profits come from well-intended members who overcommit and then never 
go. If the gym environment isn’t your thing, then outdoor activities might be worth looking 
into. If you’ve never been running, consider low impact exercises that will help condition 
your body for eventual, more vigorous undertakings. If you’re a social individual, look for 
activity groups in your area, either online or at places like local community centres. 

None of this is to say that your initial efforts won’t feel somewhat chore-like, but as you begin 
to even out your work-life balance, aspects of self-care can become joyful and playful 
experiences. 

d) Find good teachers and therapists who work within the scope of their practice and 
don’t mind rendering themselves obsolete in your life. 

– A chiropractor does a manual assessment on a client, relays a litany of issues and 
imbalances to them and recommends long-term, weekly visits. 

– While initially helpful, a psychotherapist spends increasing amounts of time in their 
sessions making small talk with their client before addressing their issues. 

– A yoga teacher with 200 hours of training hosts classes and workshops that purport to help 
students “breakthrough” emotional challenges. 

– An individual claims proficiency in yoga, meditation, reiki, life coaching and psychological 
guidance, under the convenient umbrella of “life transformation”. 

These are all real-life scenarios that are all too often encountered during initial searches for 
self-care assistance and guidance – the therapist or trainer creating dependence on their 
method or system, instructors working outside of their scope of practice (a mistake I made in 
my early days) and often overstating their credentials and acquired wisdom. 

After encountering a few of these situations in my own journey, I developed the habit of 
asking questions. Lots of them. What is their history? What trainings have they taken, and do 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/01/05/what-your-new-gym-doesnt-want-you-to-know/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.7d4d71c1327c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/01/05/what-your-new-gym-doesnt-want-you-to-know/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.7d4d71c1327c


they continue to learn? If you’re older and there’s a large age gap, what do they know about 
working with older bodies (especially useful with yoga, personal training)? What obstacles 
have they themselves overcome (a fair one to ask a mental health professional)? Watch out 
for the use of vague and pseudoscientific language – a good teacher will be forthcoming and 
able to clearly detail their education and experience. 

I sometimes jokingly tell my clients that I know I’m doing my job well when I see them less, 
or not at all. But there’s a truth to that statement – my intent is always to aid people in 
fostering self-reliance. The best therapists and teachers know when it’s time to let go of their 
clients – either because the therapist/teacher has reached the limits of their usefulness, or 
because the client is now able to help themselves. 

As a client, there’s no magic number of weeks, months or years to observe, and even when 
you’ve become relatively self-reliant there will be times when you’ll need support outside of 
your usual circles. That said, if you’ve been with a teacher or therapist for some time and 
begin to feel like you’re spinning your wheels, it may be time to point this out, or possibly to 
move on. 

Also, words matter. 

In the same way that pharmaceutical company advertising does its best to convince people 
they aren’t well, another way that therapists and teachers can (unconsciously or willfully) 
create an unhealthy reliance on their systems is by using what’s called nocebic language – 
the use of negative wording when diagnosing illness and predicting the outcome of 
therapies. The words we hear have a powerful effect on us, both psychologically and 
physically, so much that avoiding the use of nocebic language is quickly becoming part of 
recommended training in the medical community for pain therapies and rehabilitation. 

Fear-based suggestion – that something “bad” has happened, or will – tends to ramp up 
nervous system response, which can then amplify psychological aversion to pain and further 
limit the capacity to get better. Examples of nocebic words include “imbalanced”, 
“degenerating”, “bulging or herniated disc” (as referenced in Part I, a poor indicator for 
pain) and “knees/spine/wrists/etc of a 70-year old” (unless of course, you’re 70). 

Most of the educators I know have come around to normalizing the aging process and wear 
and tear on the human body, using optimistic language to communicate and encouraging 
the exploration of options that allows people in pain to find the means to return to 
previously enjoyed levels of activity. We tend to obtain better and more consistent results in 
wellness programs when we frame the human body as being robust, resilient and incredibly 
adaptive. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1122833/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1122833/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5639717/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJM199407143310201
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJM199407143310201
https://vimeo.com/229975011
https://vimeo.com/229975011


In the final part of this series, we’ll cover some of the many tools that are available in the self-
care kit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part III: Tools In The Kit 

After Part I and Part II of this series, we’re now ready to delve into the self-care kit itself.  
Please keep in mind that the modalities, practices and considerations detailed below are in 
no way a substitute for professional medical advice. They constitute what I have explored 
and found to be useful along my path - your mileage may, and likely will, vary. I also 
refrained from neatly slotting them into any one compartment of the biopsychosocial model 
as they are all intertwined, touching upon and potentially supporting one another in various 
ways. 
 
Activity – Movement/Resistance Training/Cardio-Respiratory Fitness 
 
“The only bad posture is the one you stay in for too long.” 
 
- We are cocooned in an increasingly automated world, designed for convenience, 
minimizing challenge. By and large, human beings are moving far less than we have at any 
point in history, neglecting our evolution as an active and highly mobile species. The result 
has been increases in type 2 diabetes, cardio-respiratory disease, bone density loss and 
other controllable and preventable illnesses. Even putting those aside, the number of aches 
and pains requiring medications and outside interventions could be greatly reduced if we 
simply moved more, and more often. 
 
The entirety of your being benefits from regular movement, from your muscles, to your 
connective tissues, to your heart and other organs. It even helps to keep your brain healthy, 
particularly if it’s complex, coordinated movement like dancing. 
 
It’s easy to be dissuaded by the thought of hour after tedious hour spent on a treadmill or 
stationary cycle, but there are countless other fun and novel ways to get yourself moving. 
While I started with, and still teach yoga, personally, much of my time these days is spent 
learning via non-hierarchical platforms like the Axis Syllabus, which studies movement 
through an evolving scientific lens – meaning, when understanding about the human body 
and how it moves changes, so does the instruction. Such knowledge has greatly informed 
the way I reside in my body, as well as how I teach others to find the same in themselves. 
 
- Done smartly, resistance training helps to maintain bone and muscle mass, particularly 
during the often rapid decline of the two in later life.  Now, actually picking up a barbell, 
practicing  push-ups, or hopping on a circuit machine can seem a daunting task, especially if 
you’re in a gym surrounded by people who have been doing the same for years. In these 
instances, it can help to remember that everyone there was in your place for the first time at 
some point and that all roads to mastery begin with that initial, tentative step. 
 
My own resistance training regimen largely consists of whole body, heavy lifting – exercises 
like squats, deadlifts and the clean and press, that make use of the same large muscle 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2996155/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2996155/
http://www.axissyllabus.org/


groups that I utilize in everyday (and not-so-everyday) activity. And since yoga is chock-full of 
pushing movements and largely bereft of pulling actions, in the gym I also focus a good deal 
on the latter – pull ups/downs, seated and kneeling rowing, and brachiation, simply hanging 
around.  
 
- For those trying it for the first time, the activity that provokes the most apprehension tends 
to be cardio-respiratory exercise. If you’ve never felt your heart rate surge or gasped for air 
from the sustained exertion of running, climbing, rowing or swimming, your body and brain 
can create formidable resistance in trying to maintain its sedentary status quo. 
 
Thankfully, your heart responds to exercise just like any other muscle in your body, 
becoming stronger the more you actively use it and resting better when you don’t. When I 
first returned to running, after a twenty plus year absence, I’d typically find myself gassed out 
after a short stint - a kilometer to a kilometer and a half. While initially disheartening, within 
months, that number crept up to three, then five. Eventually, I was able to complete ten 
kilometers of mixed surface (pavement and trail) running with relative ease. Of course, once I 
learned the benefits of nasal-only breathing during exercise, it felt like I was starting anew 
(mucus, so much mucus…) But that too has become easier over time, and is now a technique 
that I routinely recommend to others who have picked up the running habit. 
 
Counselling/Therapy 
 
Full stop, there is still far too much stigma surrounding mental health. If we afforded the 
same degree of attention to the deeper workings of our minds as we do our bodies, we’d 
likely be living a considerably more harmonious existence – with ourselves, each other and 
the planet on which we reside. 
 
If you’re already struggling, feeling vulnerable, then reaching for help – too often 
misperceived as a sign of weakness - can feel overwhelming. But some of the smartest, 
strongest people I know are those who have the capacity to admit when the puzzle pieces of 
their current mental and emotional landscape just don’t seem to fit. 
 
It took me both prolonged time and introspection to become aware of an inherent 
unhappiness I’d carried from childhood well into my adult years, and to be able to see the 
litany of limiting emotional habits and roadblocks I was unable to work through by myself. 
Growing up in an abusive household with an alcoholic step-parent, I was headed down the 
same dire road until I decided to find someone to talk to about my own addiction and long-
term depression.  I would not be where I am today had I not taken the step of making an 
honest assessment of my mental and emotional well-being, having subsequently spent years 
working through my “stuff” with various mental health professionals. Whereas the thought of 
seeking professional counsel once felt intimidating, it is now reassuring to know that such a 
lifeline is out there when I require it. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r5m81racus8
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/wellness/when-it-comes-to-breathing-during-exercise-youre-probably-doing-it-wrong/2019/01/23/b4d3c338-1e59-11e9-8b59-0a28f2191131_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1ceb061504f7


The other common barrier to mental health care is cost – quality therapy is often 
prohibitively expensive. 
 
One option is to find a general practitioner physician who has moved into a counselling 
practice. In my home province of Ontario, these services are typically covered by our tax-
funded health insurance. The downside is that the doctor you have your sessions with may 
not have as an extensive background in mental health as someone who has focused solely 
on that field of study. If, in counselling, you start to feel like you’re talking in circles and are 
not resolving much - something I’ve previously encountered - then your doctor might not be 
particularly skilled as a therapist and it may be time to move on. 
 
While in the minority, organisations such as Toronto not-for-profit Hard Feelings offer 
experienced, professional, short-term counselling on a reasonable, sliding-scale, in an effort 
to make therapy  available to as broad a range of people as possible. I availed myself of their 
services when I experienced some challenges last year, and my caring, considerate 
counsellor and I did wonders together in helping me to get back on track. 
 
Diet 
 
On all levels, our bodies require fuel to function optimally. Yet there are so many variables 
when it comes to diet, that finding the proper one for you can turn into a venture in 
frustration. Fad diets, ones that sell the notion of rapid weight loss, are dangerous and often 
lead to a rebound effect that can result in more weight being put back on than was initially 
lost.  Then there’s keto, paleo, vegetarian, vegan, raw, macrobiotic…with their proponents 
all claiming the one they follow to be the most effective and beneficial, who’s right? Oh, and 
if you aren’t already confused, calorie counting is outmoded and doesn’t work, and 
supplementary vitamins and so-called superfoods rarely meet up to their typically inflated 
claims. 
 
So, how the heck do you figure out what to eat, how much to eat and when to eat it? 
 
One thing most medical sources agree upon is that the glut of low-nutrition, high calorie, 
highly processed foods currently available on supermarket shelves is contributing to a 
wealth of childhood and adult disease and illness. Food-wise, our brain and its capacity for 
invention has jumped well ahead of our physical evolution, which hasn’t changed all that 
much since our hunter-gatherer and early-agriculture based ancestors populated the planet. 
 
If the field of evolutionary biology has any say in the matter, it turns out that a return to 
basics, with consideration to one’s forbearers, may be one solid piece of the dietary puzzle. 
As science journalist Michael Pollan succinctly puts it, “Eat Food. Not too much. Mostly 
plants.*” 
 

https://www.hardfeelings.org/
https://www.1843magazine.com/features/death-of-the-calorie
https://robbwolf.com/2018/11/13/episode-416-dr-michael-rose-aging-adaptation-and-diet/
https://robbwolf.com/2018/11/13/episode-416-dr-michael-rose-aging-adaptation-and-diet/


Another area of dietary study that’s gaining medical traction is gut heath, a.k.a. our 
microbiome – the trillions of microorganisms that inhabit our bodies and that, it turns out, 
wield a strong influence on everything from our weight to our mood. While research is still in 
its infancy, we can look to the longstanding use of fermented foods in various cultures as a 
possible means to maintain a healthy balance of intestinal flora. 
 
If there’s one useful takeaway from the wealth of research out there, it’s that there’s no ONE 
diet that’s best for everyone. Finding your optimal balance of nutrition and quantity is an 
evolving process, and one which we’d do well to not become overly pedantic about, lest we 
strip the joy out of preparing, sharing and savouring good food – aspects which I’ll argue are 
also vital parts of healthy eating. 
 
(*with the type of plants somewhat dependent on your family origins)  
 
Meditation 
 
I was somewhat reluctant to include meditation in the self-care kit, primarily due to the fact 
that there’s no one specific way to meditate and that various methods of doing so produce 
various results, with not all of them being beneficial. While people have been meditating for 
millennia, the practice has only undergone more rigorous scientific scrutiny over the past few 
decades, with the results being inconclusive at best, and at worst, unhealthily biased. 
 
That caveat firmly in place, finding time to be in stillness and in conscious awareness can 
serve as a means to counteract the busyness and mostly external focus of day-to-day living. 
Meditation can help us become aware of our mental conditioning and, if we don’t like what 
we see, to take necessary steps to modify it (see Counselling/Therapy). MRI and EEG scans 
of monks with lifelong meditation practices show markedly different brain activity from the 
average individual, suggesting increased neuroplasticity (essentially the brain’s capacity for 
change/adaptation), focus and memory, and feelings of connectedness with others and the 
world around them. It requires noting that the study sizes were small (in these two articles, 
20 and 27 participants) and did not take into account the monks’ regimented daily routine, 
relatively sequestered existence and their support systems, aspects that might also factor 
into how their brains form and function. 
 
While my preference these days is toward moving meditation (which still fits the practice’s 
mandate of single-minded focus), my initial foray into yoga involved many hours (three 
thousand or so, at last estimation) spent seated on a cushion, eyes closed, narrowing my 
attention to my breath as it entered and left my body, then to observing the accompanying 
bodily sensations. Endeavouring to remain present within and to learn to be non-reactive to 
whatever arose during those times, I experienced states of intense euphoria and equal 
discomfort. There were sessions when my breathing shortened to a near-imperceptible puff,  
my mind following suit to become as still as the glassy surface of a pond on a windless day – 
literally, not a thought in my head, which was a godsend for my (at the time) overthinking 

https://sciencebasedmedicine.org/everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-fermented-foods/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/the_state_of_mindfulness_science
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/the_state_of_mindfulness_science
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-12661646
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/tibetan-monk-meditation-brain-activity-1.3706853


self. In other instances, my mental activity was akin to a tempest, with all manner of 
unpleasant and untoward contemplation roaring to surface. At other times still, I would be 
stuck in seemingly endless thought loops – on one retreat, I had a Led Zeppelin song lodged 
in my head on auto-repeat for three straight days. I was instructed to simply be o.k. with all 
of this, which as you might imagine, is much easier said than done. 
 
Did my meditation practice help me on my path to wellness? Perhaps. I like to think that it 
did, but I was also instigating myriad other changes in my life at that time, that also likely 
contributed to increased feelings of well-being. 
 
If you’re prone to anxiety, the thought of weathering the various states I described above 
might already be ramping up your nervous response. If this is the case, then traditional 
seated meditation may not be right for you. And that’s o.k. Meditation is far from the 
panacea it’s often claimed to be, and many of the schools and teachers that offer instruction 
are ill-equipped to handle adverse reactions that might arise from practice. 
 
If you do decide to try meditation, it’s best to do so under the tutelage of an experienced 
teacher, preferably one with trauma-informed training. If you do begin to experience 
adverse effects - increase in negative symptoms such as anxiety or depression, prolonged 
bouts of sleeplessness, hypersensitivity to light or sound, dissociation (a feeling of 
disconnect from yourself and others, diminished enjoyment of usual activities), or 
“rebounding” into an increase in harmful, addictive behaviours  – it would be wise to cease 
practice and to consult with either a physician or mental health practitioner. 
 
Massage/Manual Therapies/Bodywork 
 
Being a shiatsu therapist, I can admit to a bit of a bias on this one. It also needs to be noted 
that the science surrounding the benefits of massage is rather lacking, with the majority of 
claims that are often made by those working in the field being unsubstantiated. These 
include everything from massage helping the body to eliminate “toxins” (our kidneys and 
liver do most of that work for us), to fixing joint “misalignment” and bulging discs, to curing 
asthma and arthritis. Massage therapists are often guilty of using medical language to detail 
the purported effects of treatment, when most in the profession do not possess any formal 
medical training. If your therapist attempts to diagnose you or claims that they can cure a 
specific condition with bodywork, it’s likely time to seek out someone with more appropriate 
ethics and a better understanding of their scope of practice. 
 
All that said, in an increasingly touch-deprived society there’s still a lot of benefit to be had in 
a quality massage session, under the hands of a caring and compassionate practitioner. The 
relaxation that results from a good massage has been shown to reduce blood pressure. If 
you come to a treatment in pain, the novel sensation of pressure or kneading can provide a 
temporary distraction from your symptoms, which can help to signal your nervous system to 
reduce its clutch on your body. Probably the best unspoken benefit of bodywork is that it 
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can be both calming and motivating to feel cared for. When you get a taste or reminder of 
what it’s like to feel better, this can serve as fuel to facilitate other constructive life choices. 
 
So, just because many of the touted benefits of massage are bunk, it doesn’t mean that 
massage itself isn’t useful – quite the opposite. I would not be practicing shiatsu had I not 
experienced what was sometimes profound release and relaxation via the numerous 
treatments I’ve received. And as a therapist, it always makes me happy to see the look of 
relief on the faces of clients who initially come to me in pain and discomfort. 
 
As with counselling, the high cost of bodywork can sometimes create a barrier to feeling 
better. Since I first began practicing shiatsu ten years ago, I have offered rates on a sliding 
scale  -  if you’re experiencing financial challenges, it can never hurt to ask a potential 
therapist if they provide the same. 
 
Play and Creativity 
 
As adults living in a society obsessed with productivity, it can be easy to fall into the belief 
that play is solely the realm of the young. But the adage that all work and no play makes for 
dull children carries well past those formative years. 
 
While research on adult play is still nascent, with a reduction in perceived stress being the 
most reported benefit, it doesn’t take a scientist to understand the advantage of entertaining 
activities that take us out of our usual routines. With so much of daily life revolving around 
schedules and organization, allowing time for the spontaneous, purposeless and amusing 
can help to maintain suppleness of both body and mind. 
 
The best part is that the definition of play is open-ended and can be as simple or complex as 
suits your personality. Some enjoy mandala colouring books, some longboarding. Others 
prefer constructing Rube Goldberg machines, while others still like a little bit of everything. 
My favourite way to play is DJing electronic dance music. It’s a craft I’ve been exploring for 
over thirty years, one that gets me toying around with eye-hand coordination, my sense of 
timing, and my capacity for improvisation. It’s also oodles of fun, particularly when there are 
people dancing on the other side of the booth. 
 
If you’re saddled with the feeling that you’re in a rut, it can be helpful to take stock of the 
amount of time you allocate for play in your life. Often, a little can go a long way. 
 
Rest 
 
If your idea of rest is a nightly five or six hours of somewhat turbulent sleep, coupled with a 
week or two of “I can’t really, but I need to” vacation every year, it’s likely time to reevaluate 
your downtime. 
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Rest is our body and mind’s way of integrating information from its waking hours, as well as 
recuperating from its daily stresses. Lacking in proper rest, stress levels tend to increase, 
which in turn ramps up the secretion of hormones like cortisol – necessary for the completion 
of both day-to-day and long-term goals, but damaging on multiple levels when produced in 
excess. The harmful effects of cortisol overproduction include weight gain, psychological 
issues such as anxiety and depression, problems with learning and memory and diminished 
capacity to heal. 
 
Knowing that you can’t just revamp your sleeping patterns and with most work environments 
unsuited to daytime napping, what’s the solution? Reconceptualising your notion of rest is a 
good place to start. Rest can include simply making time to step away from whatever it is 
that you’re normally doing and changing up your scenery, particularly if you have access to 
nature. This gives the mind a break from the incessant treadmill of task organisation and 
completion, with a correlating reduction in stress. 
 
If you’re constantly feeling spent, another option is to occasionally supplement your usual 
exercise time with “non-activity” such as restorative yoga. This is the yoga of conscious rest, 
using support from props such as bolsters and blankets in reclining postures held for 
sustained intervals and that are designed to remove effort from the equation. These 
prolonged stints of unwinding activate your body’s parasympathetic nervous response - 
lowering your heart rate, decreasing cortisol production and promoting repair. In my own 
experience, I’ve found restorative practices to be useful as a “reset” when I’m overloaded, 
feeling like I can’t put anything more on my proverbial plate. Residing in northern climes, it 
can also be of immense benefit during the winter months, following nature’s lead of the 
season’s relative quiet and stillness. 
 
Understanding Pain 
 
If you’ve ever been injured, you might have an appreciation of how confounding the subject 
of pain can be. Why do we sometimes continue to experience pain, long after physical 
damage has healed? Why do we sometimes feel pain in areas distant from the injury? Does 
structural damage necessarily predict pain? 
 
The growing theorisation is that while pain is not merely “all in your mind”, on any given 
occasion, a good part of it likely is. External factors like the influence of others (family, 
friends, co-workers, surrounding culture) and beliefs surrounding pain can also wield 
marked effects on how severely it’s experienced, as well as the capacity to recuperate from 
it. 
 
For those at the forefront of pain science study, the biopsychosocial model is paramount. 
This consideration toward the myriad factors that influence our experience of pain is 
increasingly accompanied by what can be termed “movement optimism” - the removal of 
fear or avoidance-based prognoses in injury recovery programs, instead encouraging 
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adaptive exploration aimed squarely at a return to previously enjoyed levels of activity. 
 
The best part is that some researchers have gone to great trouble to boil down years of 
findings into accessible, simple to understand literature for us lay folk. I began to examine 
my understanding of, and relationship with pain via Greg Lehman, a Toronto-based 
physiotherapist and chiropractor who tours his Reconciling Biomechanics With Pain Science 
workshop worldwide, and who offers a free Pain Science Workbook, available for download 
in eight different languages. It’s an excellent read for both therapists and patients alike. 
 
Dedication and Perseverance  
 
Reading this lengthy list, you might be thinking, “Yeah, right. And where am I supposed to fit 
all of these activities into my already packed schedule?” 
 
When I first began looking into ways to better my self-care, I didn’t know how I was going to 
manage it all, either. And there were many times when I’d “slip and skip” – falling into 
physical or emotional ruts that took me off schedule and sometimes made me feel like I was 
taking several steps back for every one I took forward. The key was to persevere – not 
necessarily doing it all, but on any given week, doing what I could. Maybe a short run on one 
day, then a few days off before hitting up the gym. If my energy was flagging the following 
week, then perhaps a restorative yoga class. At a pub get together for a yoga group I work 
with, one student was shocked when my order of a burger and fries arrived at our table. My 
point is that perhaps it doesn’t always have to be about militaristic regimens (“boot camp” 
workouts, anyone?), salad greens, chickpeas and quinoa, but instead about balance and an 
evolving exploration of challenging yet enjoyable day-to-day routines. It’s great to be able to 
complete a 20k bike ride, and sometimes it’s equally self-nourishing to spend an afternoon 
binge-watching your favourite series on Netflix. 
 
Something I like to relay to nearly every person I work with is that in fostering fierce and 
compassionate dedication to your own self-care, you become less reliant on external 
healthcare systems that are already strained at the seams. And remembering the adage, “as 
within, so without”, you’re also better able to extend that same care to others. It’s been my 
consistent finding, that when you commit to actively participating in your own health and 
well-being, everybody wins. 
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