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Given the forthcoming February theme of LOVE it 
seems apt to consider how LOVE plays into our  
wellness. These tips and offerings might seem a little 
outside the realm of the commercialized love we  
think of in February, but I hope they offer some  
more tangible supports for you as you navigate  
your wellness and work.

We’ve all heard the cliché ‘put your oxygen mask on 
first’ but that cliché sure gets tired, doesn’t it? What 
does that even look like? How do we even do that 
when we’re being inundated by so many demands? 
Let’s get some clarity here, what does ‘putting our 
oxygen mask on first’ look like?

If we take a mindful self-compassion framework, such 
as in Kristin Neff’s work, we know that a core question 
of self-compassion is ‘what do I need right now’? If we 
want to get a little more specific, Neff encourages us 
to dig a little deeper into ‘what do I need that will help 
alleviate my suffering’? 

Take a moment to ask yourself that question and then 
tune into the physical feelings in your body. 

What do you notice? 
 
When is the last time you considered what your 
feet feel like? 
 
Where in your body do you have sensation? 
 
Does that sensation give you any hints about 
what you need?  
 
Can you find some time to get curious about what 
sensations you have in your body and what it 
might be communicating to you?
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There are a few truths here that we can’t ignore. 
 
Truth #1:  

Many of us answer these questions (what do I need 
to alleviate my suffering?) with conditioned cultural 
responses and internalized expectations that I call 
‘shoulding on ourselves.’ (Can you tell yourself the 
truth about what you need even if it’s different from 
cultural expectations?)

Truth #2: 

Many of us deny ourselves what we need because we 
carry a narrative about what we’re allowed to need 
and want. Our position, power, and place in the world 
shapes this from when we’re young. (Can we get  
curious about the needs we’re denying ourselves  
because we have learned what we’re allowed to 
need?)
 
Truth #3:  

Sometimes what we need is outside of our control: 
structural and systemic changes around us. (Can we 
start with what we can control  - ourselves - so we can 
be a strong and effective contributor to structural and 
systemic changes?)

What this sums up to is what we need is contextual, 
cultural, and ever-changing.  It’s complicated! 

To make things even more complex, Neff encourages 
us to explore both tender self-compassion:  
‘…being with ourselves in an accepting way:  
comforting ourselves, reassuring ourselves that  
we aren’t alone, and being present with our pain’ and 



fierce self-compassion: acting in the world to  
alleviate suffering…protecting, providing for and  
motivating ourselves…standing stall, saying no,  
drawing boundaries and fighting injustice. (Neff, 2021)

It’s holding multiple things true at once. It’s a  
both/and situation!

Step 1 - What do I need? 

•  Can you answer with your deepest truth? 

•  Can you challenge some of your internalized self-talk 
about your ideas about how you should answer the 
question and answer it with what you know is true? 

•  Can you give yourself permission to believe what 
your body, mind and heart are telling you? 

•  Can you acknowledge that this will change.  
(As my dearest friend reminded me the other day: 
we are not programmed robots that follow an exact  
schedule – we’re living, breathing organic creatures 
that need to adapt and change and evolve.) So, what 
you need is going to change – maybe daily, weekly, 
minutely.

Step 2 - How do I get what I need? 

We are not programmed robots that follow an exact 
schedule. We are not robots. We are also not alone. 
We are within communities and contexts. 

Here is one of the hardest things to do, but one of the 
greatest keys to resilience: Ask for help.

•  Once you know what you need – who do you need 
to include in your process to get what you need? 

•  Who are your resources? 

•  What resources do you need help to access? 

•  Can you give yourself permission to ask for help and 
build your community around you?

Michael Ungar reminds us that our success depends on 
others. He reminds us that resilience is not a state or a 
trait – it’s a process. In short, it looks a little like: 

*Adverse situation* > individual draws on unique,  
contextual, cultural, ever changing coping skills >  
navigates to salient, accessible, timely resources > 
resources/community avail themselves in salient,  
accessible, timely ways > resilience is achieved through 
process and negotiation, not state/trait or individual 
ruggedness. (Ungar, 2018)

The TLDR version: self-love (compassion) comes  
from getting clear and honest about what we need  
and then being brave enough to say it, claim it, stand 
up, set boundaries and say what we need. This is  
not an individualist pursuit. We are in community  
with one another and asking for help is the is an  
act of self-love (compassion). Finally, the acts of  
engaging self-compassion and building resilience 
through community allows us to contribute more  
effectively to the systems and structures we aim to  
create positive change within.

Please reach out to the BCPVPA EIP Program  
if you would like some support and guidance  
around applying these concepts of navigating your 
professional wellness needs.

For more reading from the sources that supported this 
blog: 
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https://www.bcpvpa.org/member-support-services/early-intervention-program


Neff, K. (2021) Fierce Self-Compassion: How Women 
Can Harness Kindness to Speak Up, Claim their Power, 
and Thrive. 

Neff, K. (2023) What is Fierce Self-Compassion? From 
Website: self-compassion.org

Ungar, M. (2018) Change Your World: The Science of 
Resilience and the True Path to Success.
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With respect and admiration, 
 
Darby Barnes
Rehabilitation Consultant
humanworks consulting group inc.

Darby is a registered clinical counsellor who describes 
her work calling as ‘caring for people who care for 
people’ and has worked supporting leaders and  
workers in complex human serving systems (health 
care and education) for over a decade. She specifically 
supports teachers and school leaders at this time and 
finds deep joy and honour in her work. 
 
The humanworks EIP column appears in BCPVPA’s 
eNews the first Friday of each month.

www.humanworks.ca

