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The Self-Care Balance Model
Looking After the Whole of You
Self-care works best when we look beyond one symptom, one habit or one difficult day. We are whole people. Our
minds, emotions, bodies, relationships, responsibilities, environments and sense of meaning continually affect one
another.

The Self-Care Balance Model is a reflective way of looking at the whole of you. It is not about achieving perfect balance.
Life rarely stays evenly balanced for long. It is about noticing when one part of life is carrying too much, another part is
being neglected, and something needs to shift.

Balance is not giving every part of life equal time. It is giving the right things enough attention for this stage of
your life.

Balance changes with life
What feels balanced during a quiet month may not be possible during illness, bereavement, a demanding work period,
parenting, caring responsibilities or a major transition. Healthy balance is flexible. It responds to reality rather than forcing
you to meet an ideal.

Instead of asking, 'Why can't I keep everything balanced?', try asking, 'What needs more support right now, and what
can temporarily become smaller?'

1. Mind - what are you carrying mentally?
Mental load includes planning, remembering, anticipating, decision-making, problem-solving and worry. You can appear
physically still while your mind is doing continuous work. Mental self-care may mean fewer decisions, clearer routines,
external reminders, asking for information, breaking tasks down or giving yourself permission not to solve everything
today.

• What thoughts keep returning?

• How many unfinished decisions are you carrying?

• Are you relying on memory for too many tasks?

• Would writing something down, simplifying it or sharing responsibility reduce the load?

2. Emotions - what needs to be felt?
Emotional balance does not mean being calm or positive all the time. Sadness, anger, fear, frustration, grief and
disappointment all belong in a human life. Difficulties can grow when feelings are repeatedly suppressed, judged or left
without a safe place to go.

Emotional check-in
The feeling closest to the surface: _______________________________
What may be underneath it? ___________________________________
Do I need comfort, expression, action, clarity, rest or support? __________

3. Physical health - listening to your body
Physical wellbeing includes sleep, pain, mobility, illness, hormones, medication, medical care and energy. The body is
not separate from emotional wellbeing, but physical symptoms should not automatically be explained as stress. New,
severe or persistent symptoms deserve appropriate medical assessment.

4. Nourishment - supporting energy
Food and hydration support concentration, energy and physical functioning. Eating can also be complicated by sensory
differences, eating disorders, allergies, intolerances, disability, medication, finances, culture and executive-function
difficulties. Balanced self-care is about realistic access to enough suitable nourishment, not dietary perfection.

5. Rest and recovery - replacing what you use
A life can look balanced on paper and still be exhausting if there is no recovery between demands. Rest includes sleep,
but also low-demand time, sensory rest, quiet, enjoyable activity and moments when you are not required to perform.
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Ask not only 'How much am I doing?' but 'How much recovery does what I am doing require?'

6. Relationships - connection without losing yourself
Relationships can provide belonging, affection, practical support and perspective. They can also require energy. Healthy
balance includes enough connection for your needs and enough space to remain yourself. Sometimes balance means
reaching out; sometimes it means stepping back.

7. Boundaries - protecting capacity
Boundaries help keep one part of life from consuming everything else. Without them, work may take over rest, caring
may erase personal needs, or other people's urgency may continually become your responsibility.

• I can help, but not today.

• I need time before I answer.

• I am not available after this time.

• I need a quieter environment.

• I can listen, but I cannot take responsibility for solving this.

8. Environment - what is your space doing to you?
Noise, lighting, clutter, temperature, smells, crowds, interruptions and lack of privacy can all affect capacity.
Environmental self-care may include headphones, softer lighting, a predictable routine, comfortable clothing, fewer
notifications, a calmer workspace or access to a low-stimulation space.

9. Purpose and meaning - more than productivity
Meaning can come from employment, relationships, caring, creativity, learning, spirituality, volunteering, community or
personal values. Purpose helps life feel connected to something beyond simply getting through tasks. But purpose
should not become another pressure: enjoyment and curiosity can matter without becoming measurable.

10. Practical life - the hidden part of self-care
Finances, housing, transport, paperwork, appointments, household tasks and caring responsibilities can have a major
effect on wellbeing. Sometimes the most useful self-care is practical: benefits advice, shared tasks, workplace
adjustments, simpler meals, automated payments or help with forms.

The balance snapshot

How supported does each area feel? - 0 to 10
Mind ___ Emotions ___ Physical health ___ Nourishment ___
Rest & recovery ___ Relationships ___ Boundaries ___
Environment ___ Purpose & meaning ___ Practical life ___

Do not aim to make every number ten. Notice the shape of your current life. Which area is carrying too much? Which has
almost disappeared? Which strong area is already helping to hold you up?

When one area takes over
Imbalance often begins when one legitimate responsibility expands until there is little room for anything else. Work may
consume evenings. Caring may remove rest. Health worries may occupy every quiet moment. Financial pressure may
make enjoyment feel impossible.

The answer is not always to remove the dominant area. Sometimes that is impossible. The task may be to protect a
small amount of space for another part of you so that the dominant pressure does not become your entire identity.

A personal reflection
“I thought balance meant doing everything well at the same time. That idea made me feel as though I was constantly
failing. Eventually I realised that some weeks work would need more from me and other weeks my health would. The
important part was noticing when I had stopped giving anything back to myself. Balance became less about equal
portions and more about not disappearing from my own life.” - illustrative personal reflection

The difference between balance and control
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Trying to control every part of life can look like balance from the outside. You may create rigid routines, over-plan,
monitor everything or become distressed when plans change. Genuine balance includes flexibility. A helpful structure
should support you, not punish you. If a routine stops working, adapting it is not failure.

Balance for neurodivergent people
Generic advice about balance may not fit everyone. Neurodivergent people may use significant energy managing
sensory input, transitions, executive functioning, communication or masking. Recovery needs may therefore be different
from those of people around them.

Balance may include more predictability, sensory adjustments, body doubling, visual planning, reduced transitions,
recovery after social contact, safe foods or clearer boundaries. Fair support does not always mean identical support.

Balance during difficult periods
During grief, illness, trauma recovery, relationship breakdown or major change, your balance model may become
intentionally simpler. The priority may be safety, nourishment, sleep, medical care and trusted support. Sometimes
surviving a difficult period with compassion is the appropriate balance for that moment.

If life is difficult right now
What absolutely needs protecting? ________________________________
What can temporarily become smaller? ___________________________
What do I need help carrying? __________________________________
Who needs to know I am struggling? ______________________________

Find the pressure point
When several areas feel depleted, look for the pressure point that influences the others. If work is repeatedly reducing
sleep, meals and relationships, the pressure point may be workload or boundaries. If physical symptoms are reducing
movement, sleep and mood, medical assessment may be the priority.

The best first step is not necessarily the easiest area or the lowest score. It is often the change that creates the most
breathing space.

Your balance plan

One realistic adjustment
The area needing attention: _____________________________________
What is pulling it out of balance? ________________________________
The smallest useful change: ____________________________________
What support would help? ______________________________________
When will I review it? __________________________________________

The minimum balance model for an overwhelmed day

• BODY - food, fluids, medication, pain, sleep and basic physical needs.

• MIND - reduce decisions and identify the one thing occupying most mental space.

• EMOTIONS - name what you feel without demanding that it disappears.

• PEOPLE - decide whether you need support, company, boundaries or quiet.

• PRACTICAL - identify what genuinely must happen today and let something else wait.

Self-compassion keeps the model human
Without self-compassion, a balance model can become another scorecard. You may notice a neglected area and
immediately criticise yourself. Try curiosity instead: 'What made this difficult?' 'What has been taking priority?' 'What
support was missing?'

People do not become depleted because they failed to organise themselves perfectly. Sometimes there are simply too
many demands, too few resources, inaccessible systems or circumstances outside their control.

Supporting somebody else's balance
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If someone you care about seems overwhelmed, look beyond the visible symptom. Irritability may sit alongside poor
sleep. Withdrawal may follow sensory or social overload. Missed meals may reflect executive difficulty rather than lack of
knowledge.

• Ask what is taking the most from them.

• Offer specific help instead of a vague 'let me know'.

• Respect their priorities and autonomy.

• Do not assume the same self-care works for everyone.

• Encourage professional or practical support where difficulties are persistent or significant.

When self-care is not enough
Self-care cannot replace healthcare, therapy, safeguarding, financial support, accessible employment or safe
relationships. Persistent low mood, severe anxiety, trauma symptoms, significant eating or sleep difficulties, substance
misuse, inability to manage daily living or concerning physical symptoms deserve appropriate professional assessment.

If you cannot keep yourself safe, are thinking about suicide or self-harm, or there is an immediate life-threatening
emergency, call 999 or go to A&E.; In England, NHS 111 can direct people to urgent mental health support. Samaritans
offers emotional support on 116 123.

A seven-day balance reset

• Day 1 - Notice: score the ten areas without judgement.

• Day 2 - Protect: identify one area that is already supporting you and keep it protected.

• Day 3 - Reduce: make one unnecessary demand smaller.

• Day 4 - Restore: deliberately add one form of genuine recovery.

• Day 5 - Connect: ask for one specific form of support.

• Day 6 - Rebalance: give a little attention to an area that has disappeared.

• Day 7 - Review: notice what changed and what still needs help.

Books and further exploration

• Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before? - Dr Julie Smith.

• Burnout - Emily Nagoski and Amelia Nagoski.

• The Compassionate Mind - Paul Gilbert.

• Four Thousand Weeks - Oliver Burkeman.

Clinical and source notes
This guide is informed by whole-person wellbeing principles reflected in NHS public guidance on mental wellbeing, sleep,
physical activity, nutrition, stress and accessing mental health support; NHS Every Mind Matters self-care information;
and Mind wellbeing resources. The Self-Care Balance Model presented here is an educational reflective framework
rather than a validated diagnostic or clinical assessment tool.

Individual needs differ. Disability, neurodivergence, physical illness, medication, pregnancy, eating disorders, trauma,
culture, finances and caring responsibilities can all affect what balance looks like. Appropriate professional advice should
be sought where needed.

Looking after the whole of you
You are more than your productivity, your responsibilities, your symptoms or the part of life currently demanding the most
attention. Looking after yourself means remembering the whole person underneath all of those roles.

Balance will move. Some areas will need more from you than others. The goal is not to keep everything perfectly level; it
is to notice when the whole of you is no longer being included.

You do not need perfect balance. You need enough support, enough recovery and enough room in your life for
you to remain part of it.

Space to Breathe Therapy - Looking after the whole of you, one realistic adjustment at a time.


