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The topic of self-care for mental health professionals is increasingly 
in the spotlight. When we attend professional conferences, there 
is not even standing room in the audience in sessions on self-care. 
The four of us have a keen interest in self-care for counselors and 
decided to engage in this collaborative project. We are convinced 
of the motivational value of presenting these ideas to students and 
professionals, and we hope you will take an honest look at how 
you are caring for yourself and providing care for the clients you 
serve. We offer diverse perspectives on self-care with the objective 
of encouraging counselors and counselor trainees to evaluate 
their present level of self-care and consider specific changes 
they want to make in attending to all aspects of wellness in their 
personal life. We are all engaged in professional work in different 
settings and are at different stages in our careers. Individually and 
collectively we strive to offer a balance of challenge and support 
as you consider ways to enhance your personal and professional 
life through self-care.

Rather than providing a reference book focused on an 
exhaustive review of the empirical and scholarly literature on 
counselor self-care, our approach is to take you on a personal self-
care journey. To speak to you in a personal way, the four of us set 
the tone by revealing our own self-care journeys, and you will hear 
our voices throughout this book. In addition we invited 52 guest 
contributors, from new professionals and graduate students to 
seasoned professionals, to share their experiences and thoughts 
about various aspects of self-care, including what challenges them 
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the most. Our central purpose is a focus on relevant themes in 
self-care that stimulate thoughtful reflection and encourage 
discussion of practical and useful ideas. We present the ideas in a 
conversational and personal way and continually asked ourselves 
how we could inspire you to want to take positive actions that 
would lead to building on the resources you already possess and 
to acquiring a set of self-care practices that will work for you in all 
aspects of your life. No one person has the ideal formula for optimal 
self-care; we are unique individuals with varied life experiences. 
With this in mind, we invite you to take this opportunity to live 
vicariously through our and our contributors’ struggles and 
triumphs with self-care. Some of these stories and ideas will strike 
a chord in you, lead to new insights, and inspire your growth (or 
determination to change). We imagine that the personal narratives 
included here may evoke a range of reactions including empathy, 
sadness, laughter, anger, and surprise—all emotions you are likely 
to encounter on a personal journey. We hope you enjoy reading 
Counselor Self-Care as much as we enjoyed creating it!

This book can be used as a supplement in a wide range of courses 
in the counseling field and related helping professions. Counselor 
Self-Care is an ideal supplementary resource for both master’s 
and doctoral programs in counseling. It has been intentionally 
written to be a practical and personal book relevant not only for 
graduate students but also for professionals at all phases of their 
career. New professionals and seasoned professional alike must 
develop self-care practices that will enable them to carry out their 
professional roles effectively.

Overview of the Book

Chapter 1: Taking Care of Yourself offers a rationale for adopting 
self-care practices as a requisite for competent professional 
practice. Self-care as an ethical mandate is emphasized, as is taking 
active steps to acquire and maintain wellness in all aspects of 
living. The concept of wellness is presented as a life-long journey 
that has implications both personally and professionally, and 
therapeutic presence is discussed with a focus on wellness. A key 
message of the chapter is how caring for self is a must if you are 
taking care of others. Empathy fatigue and counselor burnout, 
managing empathy fatigue, preventing burnout, and happiness as 
a foundation of self-care all receive our attention.

Chapter 2: Seasons of a Career illustrates how and why self-care 
is essential at all the stages of one’s career: graduate school, early 
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career, mid-career, and late career. In this chapter, we each 
describe key experiences at the different stages of our careers.

Chapter 3: Self-Care in Graduate School is written largely from 
the perspective of Julius Austin and Jude Austin, who discuss their 
experiences in their master’s and doctoral programs and what 
they learned from their journeys about self-care and becoming 
counseling professionals. Topics include committing to self-care, 
setting boundaries, coping with anxiety, reflecting on motivations 
for becoming a counselor, maintaining self-worth, and practicing 
self-care during the dissertation process.

Chapter 4: Personal and Professional Stressors addresses how 
counselors and counselor educators have been affected by and 
have navigated the personal and professional stressors they have 
experienced.

Chapter 5: Managing Stress in a Stressful World presents a wide 
variety of routes to stress management: meditation, mindfulness, 
relaxation, yoga, Pilates, tai chi, experiencing nature, sound 
nutrition, exercise, recreation, and service to others. This chapter 
is full of ideas for self-care from a holistic perspective. There is no 
one right way to practice self-care; many different strategies can 
be used to deal effectively with stress and to achieve wellness.

Chapter 6: Establishing Personal and Professional Boundaries 
focuses on our successful and unsuccessful experiences setting 
boundaries at home and at work. Creating healthy work–life 
boundaries is explored, and our contributors share their ideas on 
establishing good boundaries, both personally and professionally.

Chapter 7: Relationships With Self and Others focuses on 
self-compassion, embracing the self, finding ways to nourish 
oneself through solitude and connections with others, developing 
forgiveness for self and others, taking time to form meaningful 
relationships, and mentorship.

Chapter 8: Finding Meaning in Life highlights the relationship 
between meaning in life and self-care. The existential approach is 
given attention as a way of finding meaning in life. Several guest 
contributors describe ways they create meaning for themselves 
and how this is connected to self-care.

Chapter 9: Creating a Realistic Self-Care Plan highlights the 
importance of designing a realistic action plan to enhance your self-
care practices. The emphasis is on making an honest self-evaluation 
of your self-care and then deciding how you can make key changes in 
living. Several guest contributors describe their personal strategies 
for designing and implementing self-care action plans.
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Taking Care of Yourself
• • •

It’s not selfish to love yourself, take care of yourself,  
and to make your happiness a priority.  

It’s necessary.
—Mandy Hale

• • •

Whether you are a student in the helping professions or a seasoned 
mental health practitioner, taking care of yourself is critical to 
your professional success. Incorporating self-care in our lives is 
a prerequisite to being competent mental health practitioners. 
Although we are indoctrinated with this advice early in our 
professional training, many of us say we simply do not have time 
to take care of ourselves. This begs the question, “Can we afford 
not to take care of ourselves?” To successfully meet the demands 
of our professional work in an increasingly stressful world, it is 
essential that we attend to our physical, psychological, intellectual, 
social, and spiritual needs. Ideally, our self-care should mirror the 
care we provide to others. Having knowledge about self-care is 
important; putting what we know into action can be challenging.

Counseling professionals are compassionate people who are 
good at taking care of others, but we may fail to treat ourselves 
with the same level of care. We must remind ourselves that it is not 
possible to provide nourishment to others if we are not nourishing 
ourselves. Similar to the flight attendant’s instructions to put on 
your oxygen mask before helping others, if we don’t heed this 
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requirement, we will run out of “oxygen” and not be able to help 
anyone else.

When I (Michelle) was teaching an introductory counseling 
course several years ago, I assigned a self-care project to underscore 
the importance of practicing good self-care from the very beginning 
of counselor training. I hoped my students would formulate 
individual self-care goals that they were invested in pursuing 
and that they would be inspired to continue after the semester 
ended. I believed I was teaching my first-year graduate students 
something valuable, but they taught me something unexpected 
and fascinating: this “self-care project” was more stressful for many 
of my students than any of their other assignments! A number of 
them struggled with identifying or formulating an achievable self-
care goal, and the scope of their ideas varied widely. Some plans 
seemed too ambitious; one student aspired to challenge himself to 
climb a mountain during the semester. Others seemed stunningly 
lacking in ambition; one student wanted to exercise one minute a 
day! What I recall most about that assignment is that something 
intended to be enjoyable proved to be burdensome for a number 
of students. Based on this experience and others, including my 
own resistance to certain forms of self-care, I wondered, “Why 
is it so hard for us as helpers to take care of our ‘selves’ when 
we are so passionate about helping others to take better care of 
themselves?” In working on Counselor Self-Care, the four of us have 
spent much time reflecting on this question. Our hope is that you 
will engage in introspection regarding your own self-care successes 
and struggles as you read this book.

Relevant literature is cited throughout the book, but you may 
notice that the text is not particularly citation heavy (as you might 
expect in a textbook). This is by design. As noted in the Preface, 
rather than providing an exhaustive review of the scholarly 
literature and research on topics related to self-care, we take a 
more personal approach to support you in your own self-care 
journey. No one model will work for all counselors, so we showcase 
a collection of experiences and highlight literature that can help 
you develop a model and plan for self-care that works best for 
you. We discuss self-care for helping professionals from many 
different perspectives in the hope of inspiring you to improve your 
commitment to and practice of self-care. Each chapter is filled with 
firsthand accounts of the many ways counselors and counselor 
trainees successfully (and sometimes not so successfully) take care 
of themselves.
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Take a few minutes right now to think about the things in 
your life that threaten your wellness and your effectiveness as a 
counselor or a graduate student. Identify what you need in this 
moment to feel healthy, both personally and professionally. As you 
read, be mindful of how the stories in each chapter influence your 
feelings, your thoughts, and your behaviors related to self-care.

This chapter is devoted to some key topics at the heart of 
counselor self-care, such as the importance of adopting a wellness 
perspective and its influence on maintaining therapeutic presence; 
wellness and self-care as buffers against empathy fatigue; and the 
pursuit of happiness as a foundation of self-care. This discussion 
provides the foundation for the chapters that follow.

First, however, we turn our attention to the fundamental 
principle that self-care is not a frivolous indulgence. It is, in fact, 
our ethical duty to take care of ourselves so that we will be well 
equipped to put the metaphorical oxygen mask on our clients and 
students who need our assistance and who are depending on us 
to be well for them.

Self-Care as an Ethical Mandate

Self-care is the collection of positive actions that promote wellness 
and effective coping. Stated broadly, “self-care includes routine 
positive practices and mindful attention to one’s physical, 
emotional, relational, and spiritual selves in the context of one’s 
personal and professional lives” (Wise & Barnett, 2016, p. 210). 
Self-care is not a luxury; it is an ethical mandate. If we neglect 
caring for ourselves on a regular basis, our professional work 
suffers, so self-care is a basic tenet of ethical practice (Barnett, 
Baker, Elman, & Schoener, 2007). If we are drained and depleted, 
we will not have much to give to those who need our time and our 
presence. Wise and Barnett (2016) emphasize that we must be 
willing to take steps to protect our effective functioning if we are 
to provide our clients with the competent services they deserve. 
Wise, Hersch, and Gibson (2011, 2012) describe a developmental 
perspective on ethics and self-care for psychologists and examine 
the stress–distress continuum.

Amanda Connell, a counseling intern, took to heart the advice 
she received in graduate school about viewing self-care as an 
ethical mandate. Although Amanda has multiple demands on her 
personal and professional life, she is finding a way to make time to 
care for herself.
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A Lifelong Struggle for Self-Care 

Amanda Connell

Despite my clear understanding of the importance of self-care, achieving 
my goals in this area remains a lifelong struggle. My life circumstances 
and schedule create conflict in achieving the level of self-care that I would 
prefer to experience. The majority of my time is spent being a caregiver 
for my daughter, who is severely disabled. I also work for two agencies, 
and I just passed the law and ethics exams for MFT and LPC licensure. 
My newest venture is part-time teaching of a practicum in human services 
class at a university, which I find challenging and greatly enjoy.

Although finding sufficient time is difficult, I have worked self-care 
into my life. My absolute favorite form of self-care is taking vacations. I 
generally take two vacations each year, and occasionally I add a third 
vacation when I find myself particularly in need. Long ago I figured out that 
my true nature is an introvert. What that means for me is that I need time 
alone to “recharge my batteries.” A large part of my life is spent in serving 
others, so when I take vacations, I go alone. It is the best and most freeing 
feeling to have a whole week to do what I want when I want to do it. When I 
return from my trips, I am a more effective mother, counselor, and teacher. 
Without these vacations, I would be encountering burnout.

A newer self-care strategy for me is saying “no” more frequently. Also, 
I ask myself if the new commitments are sustainable. I have been blessed 
in my life with offers for many wonderful professional opportunities. It 
has been challenging for me to turn down these opportunities because 
I really want to do these things and would thoroughly enjoy them. The 
problem is that there are only so many hours in a day, and when I stretch 
myself too thin, my health and overall well-being suffer. My schedule 
is demanding, but it works for me because I have found and pursued 
my passions in life. All that I do is meaningful and fulfilling for me, and 
as a chronic overachiever, saying “no” takes work. I noticed that I had 
been making commitments in the mornings when I feel energetic. My 
strategy today is to delay commitment decisions (even smaller social 
commitments) until the evening hours when I am most tired. It is easier to 
say “no” when my energy is already at a low point in the day.

Another extremely helpful aspect of self-care has been engaging in 
my own therapy and actively working toward self-actualization. Words I 
live by are “just because I can do something does not mean I should do 
it.” I have learned to be emotionally kind to myself, and I strive to live a 
life of congruence and self-awareness. Many of the methods I suggest 
to my clients are incorporated in my own life, such as replacing negative 
self-talk with positive affirmations, regularly engaging in meditation and 
relaxation exercises, giving myself gentle reminders to return to my self-
care plan as needed, and being vigilant about eliminating self-judgment 
as it arises. Laughter, joy, appreciation, and an innate trust that life will 
work out are all daily ingredients of my self-care plan.


