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ABSTRACT  

Background: Self-care is about taking care of yourself. It is a proactive action involving steps to develop, protect, 
maintain and improve health, wellbeing or wellness.  Self-care can be seen as a repertoire of practices – different 
things you can do that help you care for you, no matter how small. It is an act of treating yourself like you would a 
close friend. The importance of valuing self-care has not changed in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, in fact, more 
awareness and appreciation for what one can do to empower yourself may indeed be valued more. Methods: In this 
paper, I draw on data from 53 participants aged over 18 years who responded to an online qualitative questionnaire 
between the months of May to June in 2020. Poetry derived from all the participants has been generated to both 
represent their voice and to provide a provocation that ignites our hearts and mind to consider what is good in life. 
Results: To further conceptualise self-care, I propose and present five possible dimensions of self-care (mindfulness, 
self-compassion, habits, time and agency). Aspects within these dimensions are described juxtaposed with poetic 
representation that illuminates practices and mindsets engaged with during the COVID-19 pandemic. Conclusions: 
When thinking about self-care across five possible dimensions, the framework I propose becomes useful for 
capturing a holistic and authentic view of both proactive actions and how a variety of practices can be engaged with. 
Empowerment is possible in partnership with self-compassion and awareness, where a self-kindness supports 
proactive decisions to be made on a daily basis that support wellbeing. Central is that no matter one’s experiences 
with suffering during a pandemic, gratitude and awareness for oneself is possible. 
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BACKGROUND 

When we think about self-care, it is not uncommon 
for there to be reactions that reveal a rhetoric of “as 
if I have time”, “that is selfish”, or “I just don’t know 
where to start”. Add a pandemic and pressures 
around what self-care is, what it can look like for one, 
and what it looks like in practice rise. But for some, 
COVID-19 has provided an opportunity to be 
reflective and reconsider, rethink, reframe and 
redirect how one cares for oneself. The pandemic has 
created an opportunity for a pause and a self-
awareness to emerge where empowerment is 
possible in partnership with self-compassion that 
ignites a humanity and self-kindness. It is possible to 
be present non-judgmentally although there is 
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suffering; acknowledging everyone is doing the best 
they can. In this paper, I draw on data that was 
collected from participants over 18 years of age, from 
across the world who live their lives embraced in 
various disciplines, jobs, life stages and contexts. In an 
online qualitative questionnaire, participants were 
asked to reflect upon both self-care and COVID-19 
from a flourishing perspective, or what is good in life. 
One of the aims was to significantly rebut and shift 
the louder rhetoric’s, and thus provide a provocation, 
of self-care was not, and is not, possible during a 
pandemic.   
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     In this paper I draw on a conceptual model of self-
care that I have developed informed by positive 
psychology literature and research (see for example 
Lemon, 2021; Lemon & McDonough, 2020) that refers 
to five possible dimensions of self-care (mindfulness, 
self-compassion, habits, time and agency) then locate 
what this looks like in practice based on participants 
self-identified enactment of self-care. I work with the 
data in a different way, sharing poetry generated 
from the participants data in response to the 
question: What are 3 good things that you have 
noticed in your protection, maintenance and 
proactive actions for self-care at this time? Görlich 
(2016) argues that through poetic inquiry it is possible 
to create “evocative analyses that are able to broaden 
understandings, create dialogue and increase 
understanding of the polyvocality of experience” (p. 
525). It is poetic representation that in this paper 
enables us to reflect upon what self-care can be, and 
what might be possible, especially in the time of a 
pandemic.  The poetry is presented as a way to seek 
to broaden the conversation about self-care during 
COVID-19 by considering the role that positive 
psychology may have, specifically the adoption of 
seeing what is good in life and considering how one 
may still flourish at a time when there are strong 
negative emotions and for some with experiences of 
psychological distress. In this way, poetic 
representation invites you as a reader to engage both 
emotionally and cognitively with the concepts 
(Januchowski-Hartley et al., 2018), and I invite you to 
enter a dialogue about what might be possible when 
we think about our self-care. 

Our love hate relationship with self-care 

     Self-care is a proactive action that facilitates taking 
care of yourself. It involves steps to develop, protect, 
maintain and improve health, wellbeing or wellness. 
It is about meeting yourself each day, learning who 
you really are and continuing to be present with your 
needs to help you be the best version of yourself 
today. It's a process of self-discovery, not 
perfectionism or comparing yourself to others 
(Lemon, 2021; Lemon & McDonough, 2021). Self-care 
is, however, complex as the practice involves factors 
that support change or actions that require 
modification. Limitations also need to be 
acknowledged here in the individual’s ability and 
capacity to take proactive action (Gbhardt Taylor & 
Renpenning, 2011). Additionally, although self-
care 
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locates the self in one’s wellbeing, thus placing the 
individual at the centre of proactive action (Adkins-
Jackson et al., 2019), it is not an entirely individual act. 
Self-care is both an individual and collective action 
with reliance on relationships with others (Duggan et 
al., 2018; Eller et al., 2018; Gbhardt Taylor & 
Renpenning, 2011; Narasimhan & Kapila, 2019). 
Family, dependants, community, workplaces, and/or 
culture plus systems such as healthcare available and 
their policies, processes and structures are pivotal to 
self-care.  

     Self-care ranges from a set of activities to a set of 
capacities (Narasimhan & Kapila, 2019). However, 
defining self-care is a contested area (Godfrey et al., 
2011; Matarese et al., 2018). Christina Godfrey and 
colleagues in their analysis of practice, policy and 
industry perspectives in relation to self-care found 
139 different definitions of self-care with little 
consensus on finding an agreeable definition in 
healthcare literature. However, we can identify that 
definitions usually align to two perspectives: 1) focus 
on improving the capacity of individuals to care for 
oneself, and 2) focus on how self-care relates to the 
health system (Narasimhan et al., 2019). Revealed in 
the research is that self-care is positioned within 
cultural and social norms, revealing tensions between 
access and responsibility, and the perceived value 
(Duggan et al., 2018; Eller et al., 2018). There is much 
debate on the place of self-care as a part of everyday. 
Tensions exist in regard to self-care being an 
individual responsibility verses being something 
engaged in when there is a problem that requires 
professional healthcare services and thus a system 
responsibility. A significant gap is seeing self-care as 
an action that can empower one individually and 
collectively in the everyday.  

     Self-care for some individuals still feels selfish, and 
it is something they find hard – they don’t have time, 
find it difficult, compare individual practices to 
others, and find that they discard good wellbeing 
decisions even though they know it will be helpful 
when they are feeling under pressure or stressed 
(Duggan et al., 2018; Eller et al., 2018; Godfrey et al., 
2011; Kissack, 2018). During the pandemic this has 
been prevalent (Fiebig et al., 2020; Horesh & Brown, 
2020; Valizadeh-Haghi et al., 2021; Waters et al., 
2021), with a significant focus on research that 
highlights the ways in which people are wounded and 
weakened. Furthermore, much research, media and 
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popular culture has not been able to contribute 
beyond just considering the pandemic, ignoring or 
gleaning over how wellbeing and self-care can be 
bolstered (Waters et al., 2021). Even before COVID-19 
became a reality, there is evidence that there is a 
reliance on professional healthcare services to 
provide solutions (Riegel et al., 2019). We can see this 
with the World Health Organisations (WHO) 
definition of self-care noting action is “the ability of 
individuals, families and communities to promote 
health, prevent disease, maintain health, and to cope 
with illness and disability with or without the support 
of a health-care provider” (World Health 
Organisation, 2013, p. 15). What we notice about this 
definition is that self-care is focused on the 
prevention of disease as the primary aim. In this 
interpretation of self-care, chronic illness and 
solutions for administration of medications for the 
management of mental and physical health ailments 
dominate (Boyde et al., 2018; Parulekar & Mekoth, 
2017; Riegel et al., 2012, 2018; Vanwesemael et al., 
2018). Self-care is more than this, it is about the 
everyday acts we undertake to be proactive. This 
uncovers the need to look at self-care education and 
a rethinking of interventions, and indeed the place of 
self-care, that empower individuals in their self-care 
practices while raising self-awareness and also 
building confidence and capacity (Adkins-Jackson et 
al., 2019; Duggan et al., 2018; McGarrigle & Walsh, 
2011).   

     Essential for the enactment of self-care is daily 
practice that individuals initiate and perform on their 
own behalf that support them in maintaining life and 
wellbeing (Denyes et al., 2001; Gbhardt Taylor & 
Renpenning, 2011). This requires balance between 
self-awareness and self-regulation (Baker, 2004), with 
an agency and that supports addressing imbalance to 
sustain equilibrium (Adkins-Jackson et al., 2019). 
Thus, it is suggested that the act of self-care is 
underpinned by awareness and reflection to support 
personal growth (Cook-Cottone & Guyker, 2018). Self-
care is, therefore, comprised of some actions within 
an individual’s control to manage wellbeing 
(Narasimhan & Kapila, 2019). 

     While it is reported that self-care interventions 
increase choice (Narasimhan & Kapila, 2019), there is 
however, a gap in promoting self-care as a proactive 
action to thrive (Narasimhan et al., 2019). This is 
noted in how challenges to self-care are reported. 
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Observed is that choice and empowerment are 
missing especially in how self-care can be applied 
consistently and through the everyday in order to 
support wellbeing with challenges often positioned at 
blaming others or systems, or the act being difficult. 
The growing interest in the concept of self-care and 
that making time for self each day in order to process 
stressors and worries, and to focus on key life goals 
that align to meaning and purpose is required 
(Magyar-Moe, 2014). This is a significant area that this 
study addressed, specifically looking at self-identified 
self-care that individuals enact daily to assist them 
during a dynamic and changing time such as COVID-
19. The importance of valuing self-care has not
changed in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, but the
ways in which we engage with that value may need to 
have changed. Specifically, this study aimed to
understand how individuals self-identify that they
flourish with their self-care during COVID-19. The
overarching research question was: What does self-
care look like during a time of dynamic change such
as COVID-19? This is informed by positive psychology, 
a relatively new field of psychology, that focuses
research on positive variables that enhance
wellbeing, including notions of flourishing (Lomas et
al., 2014). Flourishing is a state where one can be their 
authentic self. To flourish is to find fulfillment in our
lives, accomplishing meaningful and worthwhile
tasks, and connecting with others at a deeper level—
in essence, living the ‘good life’ (Seligman, 2011).
Flourishing is a state where people experience
positive emotions, positive psychological functioning
and positive social functioning, most of the time,
living within an optimal range of human functioning
(Lomas et al., 2014).

METHOD 

This paper draws on questionnaire data collected 
between the months of May to June in 2020. This was 
a time when lockdowns, restrictions and boarder 
closures were occurring globally. Participants were 
recruited via a modified snowball method (Parker et 
al., 2019) including professional social media 
accounts (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook and blog). 
Others who saw the invitation to participate in the 
online questionnaire were also encouraged to share 
to a wider audience who may be interested in 
participating. 
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     While the data collection questionnaire was 
accessed 59 times, there were 53 participants. 88% of 
the participants identified as female (n=47), and 7.5% 
identified as male (n=4), with the remainder 
identifying as prefer not to say. 62% participants were 
between the ages of 31- 50 years (31- 40 =14; 41-50 = 
19). 24% were aged between 51-60 years (n=13), 
5.6% were aged 25 – 30 or 61 – 70 respectively (n=3 
each), and 1.9 % were aged between 18-21 years 
(n=1). 62.22% (n=33) were from Australia, with 7.5% 
(n=4) from UK, 5.66% respectively from the each of 
Malaysia, Canada and USA (n=3 from each country), 
3.8% from New Zealand and Germany respectively 
(n=2 from each country), and 1 person from Scotland, 
Switzerland and Ireland. Participants identified 
themselves from a variety of vocations including 
being a student, teaching, nursing, being self-
employed, social work communications, health, and 
evaluation. The demographic data shared provides an 
overview of participants, but it not relevant to the 
analysis of data in regard to how it is used in this 
paper, rather presented as part of the 
trustworthiness criteria (unpacked further in this 
paper). 

Data Collection: Questionnaire 

     Data was collected via a Qualtrics questionnaire 
with 16 items. The questionnaire was developed by 
the author of this paper based on literature from the 
field of positive psychology and the notion that self-
care requires addressing diverse areas of wellbeing 
(Seligman, 2011). Considered but not limited to were 
wellbeing frameworks that could be used to scaffold 
this, for example PERMAH (positive emotion, 
engagement, relationships, meaning, 
accomplishment, health) as one such framework (see 
for example McQuaid and Kern's (2017) development 
of this framework with the addition of H from Martin 
Seligman's (2011) original PERMA framework) or Five 
Ways of Being (connect, be active, take notice, give, 
keep learning) (Marks et al., 2008). Crucial in the 
design was the underpinning assumption that self-
care and wellbeing is developmental, and a variety of 
strategies or practices can allow individuals to build 
on their talents and what energizes them in order to 
support their wellbeing (Louis & Lopez, 2014). Five 
questions were to elicit demographic information, 
while 11 content questions invited participants to 
share their experiences of how they have approached 
self-care during the pandemic from the perspective of 
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flourishing. Questions prompted participants to 
consider how ideas of self-care had changed during 
COVID-19 (awareness); how one would describe their 
attitude to self-care right now (engagement); how 
one treats themselves as a friend during this time 
(self-compassion); three good things one has noticed 
in themselves in their protection, maintenance and 
proactive actions for self-care (gratitude/positive 
emotions); new habits (meaning / accomplishment); 
the place of online to support movement (health), 
connections with others (relationships) and emotions 
(positive emotions); an expression of appreciation to 
self (appreciation / positive emotions); and a strategy 
that could inspire others during the pandemic 
(awareness / relationships / positive emotions). 

     One question from the data produced is shared in 
this paper: What are 3 good things that you have 
noticed in your protection, maintenance and 
proactive actions for self-care at this time? Gratitude 
is a fundamental element of human flourishing 
(Henning et al., 2017). As a positive emotion, 
gratitude is an essential part of one’s orienting system 
that is of significant benefit during the time of a 
pandemic (Waters et al., 2021). In a study of 511 
adults who were surveyed online during March to 
May 2020, Watkins et al (2021) reported that they 
were quite grateful, even in the midst of the 
pandemic. Over 56% of respondents reported being 
very grateful, which was 17% greater than any other 
positive emotion (happy, hopeful, relieved, joyful). 
Additionally, it was noted that three significant 
gratitude-related areas of perceived changes in the 
self were observed during this period: ‘Are more 
grateful for the positive aspects of life’; ‘Have a 
greater understanding each day that we are alive’; 
and ‘Have a better sense of what is important to me.’ 
Participants increased their gratefulness the more 
they observed it, reporting the more grateful they 
were, the more they reported these positive self-
changes. As gratitude can be cultivated through 
simple practices such as journaling or reflections such 
as noting 3 blessings (small acts we can often forget 
to appreciate in our day) or 3 gratitude’s (Fishman, 
2020; Lyubomirsky, 2010; Watkins, 2014), what is 
important in thinking about gratitude and 
appreciation during a pandemic is that we can express 
gratitude toward ourself and others in different ways 
(Fishman, 2020) and these small acts have a positive 
impact on our wellbeing during a time of crisis and 
uncertainty. 
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Ethics of care for participants 

     During the dynamic times of COVID-19, individuals 
and collectives have different experiences. Important 
in designing this research was the work of Jandrić 
(2020) who wrote in March 2020 that “academics 
have a unique opportunity, and a moral duty, to 
immediately start conducting in-depth studies of 
current events” (p. 234). This research aimed to 
highlight the positive experiences and gain insights 
into what this may be like for those who identify in 
this way. It is acknowledged though, that this 
perspective is one, and for some the idea of 
flourishing or feeling empowered is not one they are 
experiencing in this unprecedented time with trauma, 
anxiety, stress, and suffering present. Ethically this 
was acknowledged during data collection, and as 
such, the invitation and questionnaire framed this at 
the beginning of the information sheet from a space 
of mutual respect and compassion. Each of the 11 
content questions were voluntary, so participants 
could elect to provide a response or not. Numbers of 
questionnaire responses therefore varied across each 
question. The decision to make each of the questions 
‘opt-in’ was associated with the desire to respect each 
participant’s right to choose which aspect of their 
experiences that they wished to comment on. This 
came from a space of awareness, mutual respect and 
compassion in not wanting to ask too much of 
participants during the pandemic and giving them 
flexibility, over which questions they could respond to 
was part of our response to this consideration. Ethical 
care for participants was a part of the formal 
institutional ethics approval process from the 
university Human Research Ethics Committee 
(Swinburne University of Technology reference 
number 20202963-4352).   

Thematic analysis 

     Manual coding of the qualitative data was 
undertaken by the researcher, and cross checked by a 
research assistant. The process began by inductively 
coding for key concepts or phrasing that aligned to 
five intersecting dimensions of proactive self-care: 
mindfulness, self-compassion, habits, agency, and 
time (Figure 1).  

     I followed a thematic approach; searching for 
patterns and relationships to “find explanations for 
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what is observed” (Boeije 2010, p. 76) through 
segmenting and reassembling. Trustworthiness of the 
qualitative inquiry comes from the revealing of the 
content analysis process. The depth of this process is 
outlined in the following section where the formation 
of the poems is outlined. Furthermore, the criterion 
of credibility (the research design and participant 
demographics are described accurately, with 
awareness of researcher bias); dependability 
(stability of data over time and under different 
conditions noting how the data was collected and the 
context); conformability (the potential for 
comparisons between two or more independent 
people about the data’s accuracy, relevance, or 
meaning); transferability (the extent the reader can 
consider the findings can/may be transferred to other 
settings or groups); and authenticity (showing a range 
of realities) have been embraced throughout this 
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Elo et al., 2014; Guba 
& Lincoln, 1994; Polit & Beck, 2012).  

     The findings are presented under each of these 
dimensions, represented in poetic format promoting 
a way for the reader to engage with the lived 
experiences of the participants in a way that ignites a 
mind, body and emotional response (Richardson, 
1997). 

Poetic representation of the data 

   Working with data and presenting it through poetry 
can be a risk (Lemon, 2021). However, working this 
way ignites a response from the reader – it creates a 
dialogue, broadens understanding, presents a 
different perspective, and invites one to reflect and 
be present with moments of celebrations, suffering, 
worries, and learning (Görlich, 2016; Lemon, 2021; 
Lemon & McDonough, 2021; McDonough, 2018). Like 
any form of qualitative data analysis, however, the 
process of constructing poetic representations 
involves “sifting through data” to identify words, 
phrases and extracts that “synthesize meaning” 
(Prendergast, 2009, p. xxiii). Immersion with the data 
and analysis according to identified dimensions of 
self-care was drawn upon (in this case informed by 
the framework of self-care being considered in this 
paper). All data was included with the exact phrasing 
as the participant had written in response to the 
questionnaire question. Patterns were identified 
within a theme to find replications and or sub themes 
that helped shape the poem. The participant voices 
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were moved around to form a poem with stanzas. 
Every participant is represented in each poem. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Self-care practices during a pandemic 

 Mindfulness. 

I'm finding relaxation exercises to be so much more 
appealing 
simple things can be very powerful 

more affectionate and attentive 
 engagement with my pets  

having plans on my calendar to 
 give structure to my days 

Taking long and different walks 
around my urban neighbourhood 
I’ve noticed so many different things that 
I 

 never knew were there 

Taking long bike rides into and along the nearby 
linear parkland 

 river 
  woodland and 

        fields 
  I realise how much I  
  enjoy being amongst nature 

Take note of smaller things is good 
patience has increased 
ability to put thoughts and actions into perspective 
has increased  
empathetic responses to others have increased. 
Slowing down mentally 
exercise  
more reading 
practising creativity 
journaling regularly  

keeps things from getting overwhelming 
keeps me in touch with my emotions  
I often learn things that I didn't realize I 
was feeling 

I value connection with others even more 

I've realised that social acts are more important to 
my self-care than I thought 
the strength of some of my relationships 
talking with other people going through the same 
experiences 

I’m getting to spend time with my teenagers in a 
better way 
my boyfriend and I communicate better  

now after spending so much time 
together  

Been able to look after my family including elderly 
parents 
reaching out to friends for connection has also been 
huge  
having (virtual) events or plans  

to look forward to  
keeping me anchored and energized 

     There are many different ways to connect with 
mindfulness, just as there are many different reasons 
for one to connect or not with mindfulness (Roche, 
2020). Mindfulness in relation to self-care is about 
being present in this moment in time, and non-
judgmentally tuning into what is needed right now. 
The listening to one’s needs is crucial. What this poem 
reveals are that for the participants of this study 
mindfulness is an entire mode of knowing. It is about 
awareness for self and others. That even during a 
pandemic there are practices and strategies to 
support, maintain and protect self-care that enhance 
– connecting with relaxation techniques, enjoying
nature, journaling or engaging in creative pursuits,
savouring time with pets, connecting to relationships
with own children, parents, friends, and partners. All
these acts required intention (knowing where the
attention is, and prioritising where the attention
needs to be), attention (becoming fully aware of
moment-to-moment internal experience), and the
cultivation of an attitude (the approach via
acceptance, kindness and curiosity) (Shapiro et al.,
2006). It is through cultivating mindfulness, that
compassion, kindness, gratitude, awareness,
openness and curiosity can be fostered alongside a
quietening of the mind, improved focus, self-
regulation and self-awareness (Aviles & Dent, 2015;
Shapiro et al., 2006; Shapiro & Carlson, 2017).
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 Self-compassion. 

My compassion for myself and the world 
I think also the realisation that nothing bad will 
happen externally if I take care of myself 
I have recognised the need for self-care 

Being less hard on myself 
asking myself questions - keeps me 

 accountable to me 
I am pausing more in the 

evenings and on the 
weekends 

I’m more patient with myself and others 
  less self-critical 

 and happier 
 recognizing that I need to stop 
 when my body and mind tell me to 

I sleep much better 
I am a better mum 
I listen to my heart much more 

I am happier 
I do not feel guilty for taking care of myself 
I am more productive in my workplace 

I let myself sleep 
I let myself cry 
I’m eating better 

Gentle flow, 
if I feel like a walk, or bath or whatever... 

  I just do it 
really engage  

appreciate whatever the self-care is... 
savouring every moment  
feeling very grateful for what is good 

     Self-compassion involves being kind and 
understanding toward oneself rather than being 
harshly self-critical, even in instances of uncertainty, 
unknown, pain, failure or worry (Neff, 2003). Self-
compassion is a journey. On this journey the 
unexpected can emerge for us, and this can be 
activating. We close our hearts in this moment. That 
is a coping mechanism. During COVID-19 for many 
of 
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us we have been confronted with the need to comfort 
ourselves, to sooth our self.  There has been a need 
to be present, enact a mindful awareness to allow for 
self-compassion to spring from the heart (Neff & 
Germer, 2018). Kristen Neff’s work in self-compassion 
places mindful awareness, kindness to self, and 
common humanity as three central pillars. These are 
crucial for self-care. This poem allows us to connect 
to the lived experiences of others and to engage with 
an awareness of what ones needs and embraces 
when they have the chance to treat oneself like a 
friend. Mindfulness is vital in self-compassion as a 
means to anchor awareness in the present moment 
(Neff & McGehee, 2010). Self-kindness has us being 
encouraging, supportive, unconditionally accepting. 
This is our soothing action to ourselves. And we are 
able to remind ourselves that everybody is complex, 
everybody is suffering and learning from their lived 
experiences. The common humanity pillar is a 
reminder that we all suffer, pain is a part of the shared 
human experience, and that every moment of 
suffering can be transformed into a moment of 
connection, with self and with others. 

Time. 

Flexibility 
blocked out time 
scheduled sessions 
doing more things, I enjoy 

rather than the things I ‘should’ be doing 

I have blocked out time in the morning 
so, I can start the day more slowly 
gives me a chance to get the kids ready for school 
then have breakfast while planning my day 

I have become better at blocking out time 
in my online work calendar  
so, I can focus on getting work done 

I scheduled 'afternoon tea' sessions  
with my team twice a week via Zoom 
and we laugh together 

I continue my self-care of magazines and a bubble 
bath 
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I'm exercising more than I ever have 
increased productivity in both work and the ‘to do' 
list around the house 

The biggest thing is that I can self-care 
in super short moments 

while an hour painting isn’t possible 
a quick “deep breath” or 
a slightly longer hot shower 

 makes life survivable! 

     Self-care requires time. However, time is a variable 
that utilises micro-moments right through to lengthy 
practices or strategies. We can engage in daily 
activities, once a week, once a month, once a year for 
example. What is crucial is that a variety of strategies 
and practices are engaged with intentionally across a 
variety of time periods. There is value in a self-care 
strategy that empowers that may take a few minutes, 
such as a short breathing practice, just as much as a 
practice that takes slightly longer, such as a shower, 
and just as much as something that takes longer such 
as sleep. It is the proactive action that empowers and 
energises one that is key. Self-care thus does require 
intentional awareness of time, and for some during 
COVID-19 there has been a realisation of blocking this 
time out or dedicating parts of a day to undertake a 
specific self-care action is required, and beneficial. 

 Habits. 

Setting limits and boundaries between work and 
home 
my ability to say no more often 

getting dressed 

 I know that sounds silly 
 but it makes me feel better 

I’ve proactively changed 
the time of daily outside walk to 
lunchtime when it’s warmer  
rather than early morning  

(that I used to do before driving 
 to work) 
this has enabled maintenance of 
this practice  

I’ve purposely not increased 
wine intake at night 

(despite strong temptation) 
so, this protects me from creating a 
bad habit 

I was definitely more assertive about housework 
after old habits became bad habits 

the new order is helping 

Sleep routine 
reading in the evenings before bed 
continuing to eat healthy  
I enjoy cooking more than I thought 

I view my family menu plans for health 
first and not convenience + health 
time for making healthy meals 

Get outside when possible 
I won't let anything come between me and 
outside/exercise time  

if it gets delayed it gets rescheduled that 
 day 

     Habits are about making small changes (Duhigg, 
2012; Lea et al., 2015; Riegel et al., 2019). These small 
changes accumulate over time to make a big 
difference. Often, we can underestimate the small 
changes, the small tweaks we make to our thinking or 
behaviour thinking they don’t make a difference. But 
in fact, it is the small, tiny little tweaks we make, that 
add up and contribute to improvements in ourselves. 
Taking responsibility for our wellness requires us to 
tune into our habits and cultivate an awareness 
around both what we need to do for our self in 
relation to self-care and what this can look like (The 
Global Happiness Council, 2018). What this poem 
reveals are that during COVID-19 core self-care 
strategies were enacted that returned us to the re-
positioning of health – sleep, healthy food decisions, 
exercise and sleep - as featured habits that were 
essential. 

 Agency. 

Protection for self-care 
  being forthright about my reasons for doing 
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 something 
  giving realistic reasons to explain why I am doing 
 this 
 I decided on a few channels to get my news from  

  … and only look at those. 
 This prevents eternal scrolling 
 and reading 
 That I am actively stopping myself 
 from going through social media 
 instead using that time to do 
 something productive that I will 
 enjoy more 

I have cut out some of the negative/overly political 
commentary on my social feeds you can't hide from 
it, 

 but you don't have to consume it all the time 

Maintenance for self-care 
doing activities that do hold value for me 
give me pride in completing 

I get dressed every day in professional clothing, 
 including doing my hair, 

  putting on some lipstick and concealer and 
 accessories. 

 This maintains my usual habits and helps me 
‘change’ mindsets  

 from bed to work to home time. 

I try to keep myself engaged in fun things I like, 
 puzzles 

 and books 
  and PhD 

Proactive actions for self-care: 
For me personally 

 these tend to be the first habits to go out the 
 window  

 during a stressful time 
        and the hardest ones to build back in,  
 so, having them all working smoothly is a huge 
 goal when I get stressed!  

 It can help me break cycles of anxiety or 
 isolation much faster 

Taking care of my physical health 
 has also been incredibly important for my self- 

    care right now 
  Whether it's getting enough sleep 
  hint: at least as much as usual or more 

 drinking enough water 
 eating things which are green, and 

 moving/exercising most days have 
  helped me feel better  

Being able to go to shop and get the items I need to 
complete the activity 
I’ve kept up with my personal trainer via video call 

 I work out with my limited equipment at 
  home  
 working out helps my immune system 

and helps me avoid back pain, so 
it’s also protective! 

Trusting my gut feelings 
of anxiety as being a strength that 
protects me from harm and keeps me 

  going  
 feeling able to say no 
 or bow out of unnecessary requests on my 
 time 

The balance has returned in the new normal 
I like having the choice of when 

 with whom 
 and how engaged I am 

I've been able to worry less about 
what I 

  'should' be doing 

I’m more in control 
in every aspect of my life 

 right now 

Staying home means staying safe 

     From a positive psychology lens, agency, 
empowerment and choice with self-care come from 
the opportunity to build wellbeing resources from 
what works and is good in life. It is about connecting 
with what energises you, enables you to utilise your 
strengths, and supports you to make decisions that 
promotes and recognises who you are (McQuaid & 
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Kern, 2017; Seligman, 2011; Lemon, 2021). Self-care 
requires an agency and empowerment of choice that 
broadens and builds resources for us (Fredrickson, 
2001; Garland et al., 2015) it is more than just 
focusing on preventing disease, caring careers or 
what is wrong (Eller et al., 2018). Self-care is about 
paying attention to what you really need. It is about 
being present, assessing, observing and being curious 
about one’s needs with a compassion that is soothing 
and supportive. As we inquire with ourselves, we are 
able to put into place practices and habits to support 
our needs, that lead to maintaining, healthy 
boundaries. Self-care is a path to empowerment. 
Empowerment is proactive and allows for 
considerations of how one can be autonomous within 
systems of support. As we develop knowledge, we 
gain confidence (Ludman et al., 2013). With 
confidence we are able to become more motivated 
and gain self-determination abilities. This might 
include being able to communicate our needs, 
seeking professional health more proactively, and 
being able to express concerns or preferences (Chen 
et al., 2014). During COVID-19 this poem reminds us 
that our agency is varied, it is beyond a pandemic as 
well, however it is the universal pause and 
interruption to how we have lived our lives that has 
provided for some an ability to reclaim our sense of 
who we are. Asking questions of self and of others 
with a curiosity supports wellbeing (Chen et al., 2016; 
Kashdan et al., 2011), it empowers us.   

CONCLUSION 

Through poetry I invite you to engage with these 
provocations as a beginning point to position self-care 
as possible. While we can impact others by expressing 
gratitude directly, we can greatly enhance our own 
wellbeing by articulating gratitude in written or 
spoken form, even to ourselves, which allows us to 
focus in the moment on what we appreciate and 
brings us joy, happiness, or satisfaction. The 
expression of gratitude towards self in regard to the 
act of self-care during COVID-19 by the participants of 
this study informed the poetry. Revealed is that self-
care is varied but can be empowering, even during an 
uncertainty, the unknown, and significant changes. 
Self-care requires attention for all of us. COVID-19 has 
reminded us all of the place of and value in self-care. 
What is evident in these poems that represent lived 
experiences of what self-care can look like during a 
pandemic from the lens of participants gratitude 
and 
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appreciations, is that self-care is possible when under 
pressure and while experiencing dynamic changes 
and uncertainty.  

     Reconfirmed is that not one strategy works for 
everyone and that multiple intentional activities 
across variety of different wellbeing areas are 
essential, and indeed possible. Although routines and 
rituals all changed for everyone, COVID-19 bought to 
the forefront capacity for awareness, specifically 
tuning into needs for right now with a curiosity that 
supports novelty, challenge, and uncertainty. During 
a pandemic awareness for positioning self-care as 
worthy of our attention is illuminated.  When thinking 
about self-care across five possible dimensions, this 
new framework proposed becomes useful for 
capturing a holistic and authentic view of both 
proactive actions and the variety of practices that can 
be engaged. Empowerment is possible in partnership 
with self-compassion and awareness, where a self-
kindness supports proactive decisions to be made on 
a daily basis that supports wellbeing and shifts 
viewing self-care from a deficit way of thinking and 
being that blames others, systems, or the act being 
difficult. Central is that no matter one’s situation, 
difficulty and suffering during a pandemic, self-care is 
possible and gratitude and appreciation for oneself is 
achievable.   
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FIGURE 1: Dimensions of Self-Care 


