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Publisher’s note

Research has shown that establishing a habit requires 21 days’ practice. That’s why Hay House has decided to adapt the work of some of its most prestigious authors into these short, 21-day courses, designed specifically to develop new mastery of subjects such as self-care.

21 Days to Master Extreme Self-Care draws from Cheryl Richardson’s bestselling The Art of Extreme Self-Care (Hay House, 2009).

Other titles that will help you to explore further the concepts featured in the 21-day program are listed in Related Titles at the end of this ebook.

Sign up to Cheryl's e-Newsletter here:   www.cherylrichardson.com/newsletter/subscribe

Twitter: @coachoncall

Facebook: www.facebook.com/cherylrichardson  

	
Introduction

In 1994, I made a decision to hire my first personal coach. Although I thought this decision would make me a better coach myself, it turned out to do much more—it gave me a better life. Thomas Leonard, founder of Coach University and the leading pioneer in the field of professional coaching, was the man’s name, and it was during our work together that Thomas introduced me to the concept of Extreme Self-Care.

The word extreme intrigued me and got my attention. I remember feeling excited about the idea, but also a little nervous. From Thomas’s perspective, Extreme Self-Care meant taking my care to a whole new level—a level that, to me, seemed arrogant and selfish, practiced by people who had an inappropriate sense of entitlement. It meant taking radical action to improve my life and engaging in daily habits that allowed me to maintain this new standard of living. For example, it wasn’t enough to take a weekend off from helping others so that I could enjoy some downtime. Thomas wanted me to schedule time for myself (on my calendar, in ink) every day for six months.

Extreme Self-Care also involved surrounding myself with people who were smart, self-aware, and only interested in two-way relationships. It meant taking bold steps, such as eliminating clutter from my life, for good; creating a soul-nourishing work and home environment, and keeping it that way; getting my financial act together so that I always had choices about how to live my life; and not making any commitments whatsoever out of guilt or obligation.

In addition, Thomas explained that making pleasure a priority was critical for Extreme Self-Care—real pleasure, not just a massage every couple of months or a yearly vacation. It meant leaving work in the middle of the day to get out into nature, enjoying a great massage once a week, and developing daily habits that made me feel happy and nurtured, including listening to the music I loved, drinking my favorite tea, or ordering fresh flowers for my office.

At first I had great resistance to the idea of Extreme Self-Care. A massage once a week? How could I ever afford that when I had to pay my rent? Time to myself every day? I could barely find time to go to the bathroom, let alone for a walk at lunch. My coach’s suggestions seemed idealistic, bordering on absurd. But, as I would soon discover, a great life starts with an open mind.

As I slowly began to incorporate Extreme Self-Care into my life, it was clear that internal changes were required in order to make these behaviors stick. For example, I needed to quit my “good-girl” role and quit being a martyr, and focus on getting my needs met. I had to stop expecting others to read my mind and start being direct about what I wanted. I was challenged to try asking for help long before I needed it. Rather than moan about how others had let me down, I was to see my frustration as an indication that something needed to change. I also had to begin asking people to share the load instead of being a hero by attempting to do it all myself. Finally, I had to stop being an automatic “yes” machine when people asked for my help and instead learn to say no with confidence and ease.

I soon discovered that making these changes wasn’t easy. When I look back now, I can see that I was challenging a legacy of self-sacrifice and overgiving passed down to me by generations of women in my family—the same legacy that confounds so many women even now. For those of us who do such things—and this includes men as well as women—it’s often an automatic response, as if a default button gets pushed and we reflexively revert to these behaviors.

A good coach focuses on the source of a problem rather than the symptoms. In my work with Thomas, I was forced to look at the truth of why I continued to give too much, usually at my own expense. I wanted people to like me, to enjoy spending time with me, and to see me as wise and helpful. I also wanted to avoid the anxiety I felt whenever someone disapproved of something I did. Funny, but after years of practicing Extreme Self-Care, I’ve realized something ironic: if you want to live an authentic, meaningful life, you need to master the art of disappointing and upsetting others, hurting feelings, and living with the reality that some people just won’t like you. It may not be easy, but it’s essential if you want your life to reflect your deepest desires, values, and needs.

The concept of making one’s self-care a priority remains controversial to this very day. Over the years I’ve repeatedly had to defend this idea to the media, as well as to clients and audience members. Now I welcome the opportunity, and here’s why: the practice of Extreme Self-Care forces us to make choices and decisions that honor and reflect the true nature of our soul. While the whole notion of this might seem selfish or self-centered, doing so actually allows us to make our greatest contribution to the world.

From years of personal experience, as well as from the work I’ve done coaching many caring and hardworking men and women, I’ve learned that when we care for ourselves deeply and deliberately, we naturally begin to care for others—our families, our friends, and the world—in a healthier and more effective way. We become conscious and conscientious people. We tell the truth. We make choices from a place of love and compassion instead of guilt and obligation. And we begin to understand—on a visceral level—that we’re all connected, and that our individual actions affect the greater whole in a more profound way than we ever imagined.

The art of Extreme Self-Care takes patience, commitment, and practice. It initially requires a willingness to sit with some pretty uncomfortable feelings, too, such as guilt—for putting your own needs first, fear—of being judged and criticized by others, or anxiety—from challenging long-held beliefs and behaviors. It’s an organic, evolutionary process; an art as opposed to a science. Over time, you’ll make progress and become more comfortable with the process, but you’ll also regress. I know the dance well. There are days when I set firm limits on my availability so that I don’t feel overwhelmed with work, yet there are other days when I’m beating myself up, wondering why the hell I’m still in the office at 9 p.m. The difference today is that I’m much more aware of what it feels like when I’m getting into trouble, and I know what I have to do to get back on course.

During the past 15 years, the rich and fruitful life I’ve experienced has been a direct result of practicing Extreme Self-Care. I’ve designed this book to help you practice it by taking small steps, with guidelines and suggestions for getting and staying on track. If you like being held accountable when attempting to make changes, set yourself up to succeed by enlisting a good friend or, better yet, a group of like-minded people to accompany you on your journey. If you don’t have someone in mind, or you feel uncomfortable with the idea of assembling a group, don’t worry. Just visit www.cherylrichardson.com and check out the Life Makeover Group section. This wonderful online community, which includes thousands of people from all over the world who have been supporting one another for many years, provides free resources to help you make connections in your area.

At the end of the book, you’ll also find some of my favorite resources, which will offer you additional ways to pursue and sustain your individual self-care goals.


	

DAY 1

No More Suffering in Silence

Today I’d like to share with you how easy it is to become overwhelmed by day-to-day living—and how, by orienting our lives around the principles of Extreme Self-Care, we can dramatically change our lives for the better.

Every book I write presents me with a challenging and unexpected opportunity to practice what I teach. Once I signed on to write about Extreme Self-Care, my husband got very sick. The timing was particularly bad. Not only was I running a company, hosting a weekly radio show, traveling to speaking engagements, and writing a book, but I was also faced with taking over some of Michael’s responsibilities regarding the building of our dream home in between doctor and pharmacy visits, as well as giving him the emotional support he needed to survive this very difficult time.

When hit with an unexpected life challenge, most of us revert back to the old coping strategies that kept us safe as kids. For example, you may have taken refuge in your bedroom to avoid dealing with parents who always fought. As an adult, when faced with a chaotic situation such as losing your job or dealing with challenges in your own marriage, you now find yourself isolating from others as a way to escape the stress. You don’t ask for help. You don’t reach out for emotional support. And you don’t admit to yourself or others the way you really feel. Instead, you suffer in silence.

In spite of what I know about self-care, I’m no different. Several weeks following Michael’s surgery, I found myself in “rescue mode” as I tried to juggle his needs with the demands of building our new home, managing my business, and writing a book. I made long to-do lists in an effort to keep myself on track. I flitted from one thing to another in a state of perpetual multi-tasking, and often woke up in the middle of the night feeling anxious about all that needed to get done. As my stress level increased, I started using food to stuff my feelings of resentment and frustration—a common response for caregivers. I felt like a pressure cooker ready to blow and, as a result, I did what I normally do when faced with having too much to do: I sucked it up, hunkered down, ignored my needs, and tried to do everything myself. Most days I felt alone and afraid, but I never told anyone—I just kept forging ahead. It wasn’t long before I found myself struggling to stay afloat. What had happened to Extreme Self-Care?

I lived with the irony of my situation day-in and day-out. Here I was writing about Extreme Self-Care, but my life was reading like an advertisement for the exact opposite—extreme disrepair!

Eventually, when I was forced to admit that I was in over my head, I sought guidance from a professional who had experience supporting caregivers in crisis. She turned out to be a godsend—the right person at the right time. One day during a session, she touched a nerve with an observation. After listening to me complain about how exhausted I was, she said, “It seems to me that when you feel burdened, Cheryl, you do the opposite of what a human being needs to do. Instead of clearing the decks, asking for help, and giving yourself space to breathe, you fall into a pattern of self-neglect. Rather than asking yourself what you need, you shift into overdrive and immerse yourself in the needs of others. I’d say it’s time to put an end to this legacy of deprivation, wouldn’t you?”

Deprivation. Hmm. Now there was a concept I hadn’t considered. Deprivation. Deprived. Deprive. I sat there for a while, letting variations of the word roll around in my head. Yup, that’s it, I ultimately decided. I feel deprived. Although I was considered an expert in self-care, when faced with a crisis I had reverted back to my old coping habits. But now I was tired—exhausted, really—and fed up with being a martyr. It was time to do something about it.

When I went home that day, I sat on my bed, pulled out my journal, and wrote the following in it:

I feel deprived of:


		Sleep

		Emotional support

		Time to myself

		Physical energy

		Companionship—I miss Michael, my partner and my best friend

		Peace—I worry all the time

		Hope—I’m afraid things won’t get any better

		Touch—I miss the affection and closeness I normally have with Michael



As I looked at this list, I thought, No wonder I feel so empty and resentful all the time. I’m back to being the good girl who takes on too much and complains about it afterward. Yes, I was dealing with extenuating circumstances in caring for a sick loved one, but all the more reason to practice good self-care, right?

Awareness is a powerful catalyst for positive change, and as I started to recognize how deprived I felt, I immediately began to put Extreme Self-Care into practice.
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