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INTRODUCTION:

What are care tasks and why are they so hard for people?

Care tasks are the “chores” of life: cooking, cleaning, laundry, feeding, dishes, and hygiene. These may seem like simple or noncomplex tasks to most. But when you actually break down the amount of time, energy, skill, planning, and maintenance that go into care tasks, we begin to see that they are not always simple. For example, the care task of feeding yourself is not simply the act of putting food into your mouth. It is also making time to purchase that food, deciding what food to purchase, knowing what nutritional needs should be guiding your decisions, being knowledgeable on what foods meet those needs, planning how to prepare that food and setting aside the time to do so, ensuring that feeding comes at correct intervals, and taking into consideration health needs and preferences of all people you are feeding. It also requires the energy and skills necessary to plan, execute, and follow through on these steps every day, multiple times a day. It requires the coping skills to deal with any barriers related to one’s relationship with food and weight, a lack of appetite due to medical or emotional factors, and the frustration tolerance to deal with any messes you may create in the process. You must have the emotional energy to deal with the feeling of being overwhelmed when you don’t know what to cook and the anxiety it can produce to create a kitchen mess. You may also need the skills to multitask while working, dealing with physical pain, or watching over children. 

We can do this same exercise with cleaning. Cleaning is an ongoing task made up of hundreds of small skills that must be practiced every day at the right time and manner in order to “keep going on the business of life.” First, you must have the executive functioning to deal with sequentially ordering and prioritizing tasks. You must learn which cleaning must be done daily and which can be done on an interval. You must remember those intervals. You must be familiar with cleaning products and remember to purchase them. You must have the physical energy and time to complete these tasks and the mental health to engage in a low-dopamine errand for an extended period of time. You must possess the faculties to process any sensory discomfort that comes with dealing with any dirty or soiled materials. “Just clean as you go” sounds good and nice, but most people do not appreciate the hundreds of skills it takes to operate that way and the thousands of barriers that can interfere with learning or executing those skills properly. 

Health and hygiene are far more complex than “eat healthy and shower.” You must possess the social skills to call the doctor and attend appointments. You must have the time and energy to fill prescriptions and again, the executive functioning to take them every day. Even tasks that appear to be secondhand thoughts to most people—brushing your teeth, washing your hair, changing your clothes—can become almost impossible in the face of major mental illness, physical disability, or executive dysfunction.

Even when one possesses optimal mental and physical health, care tasks can become insurmountable in the face of some pretty simple life changes. Having a baby, losing a spouse, coming down with a debilitating illness, or having to pick up a second (or third) job can quickly make care tasks switch from something done on “auto pilot” to something that can only be done with purposeful thought and energy expenditure. But someone in these circumstances may now have none to spare. 

When barriers to functioning make completing care tasks difficult, a person can experience an immense amount of shame. “How can I be failing at something so simple?” they think to themselves. They are unlikely to reach out for help with these tasks due to intense fear of judgment and rejection. As shame and isolation increase, mental health plummets. Self-loathing sets in and motivation vanishes. The critical internal dialogue quickly forms a vicious cycle, paralyzing the person even further. 

If you are crying right now, this book is for you.

A Note on Professional Care

This book is about learning how to tackle care tasks when you have functional barriers. It isn’t meant to be a replacement for therapy or medical care. Therapy, medications, or other professional interventions are necessary for many people to reach their functioning potential.  If you do not currently have a mental health or medical provider, you should find one. There are low-cost options listed in the appendix. Remember that you do not have to qualify for a diagnosis to deserve relief from your distress. Please seek a professional provider to guide you and meet your unique needs. This book will be here to help you between sessions.

Download my PDF on how to find a good therapist for free on my website: www.strugglecare.com
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The Pillars of Struggle Care

[image: ]



The six pillars of Struggle Care are the foundational concepts this book is built on. When you fail at care tasks you may feel an intense amount of shame. You may tell yourself “if I could just get better at this I wouldn’t hate myself so much.” But you’ve got it the wrong way around. You deserve love and compassion regardless of your level of functioning. True skill building can only happen in an atmosphere of profound self-compassion and gentleness.
 On a foundation of compassion and rest, with the view of care tasks as morally neutral, rejecting shame and perfectionism, you can begin to explore ways of caring for your body and space that best serve you.


Once that foundation is laid, we can begin to look into ways to maneuver around our functional barriers. There are so many great tips for helping the ADHD mind complete tasks, tons of tricks for hacking motivation when you feel depressed, and a breadth of tools available to help you learn the skills you were never taught in your childhood. That is why gentle skill building is the last pillar of struggle care. If you try to jump right to “how do I do this better” without unpacking the emotional messages you give yourself around care tasks, you are likely to end up continuously trapped in the cycle of anxiety and exhaustion.


2

Care Tasks are Morally Neutral

When you view care tasks as moral, not being good at them means you are failing, you’re unsuccessful, you’re not a valid adult, and you are a bad partner or parent. Who would love someone like that? With this mindset, you may feel like a fake even among your friends or at work. It is impossible for the kindness or affirmation of others to penetrate your heart when you are thinking, “if you only knew…”

When you view care tasks as moral, the motivation for completing them is often shame. When everything is in place, you don’t feel like a failure; when it’s messy or untidy, you do.

If you are completing care tasks from a motivation of shame, you are probably also relaxing in shame too—because care tasks never end and you view rest as a reward for good boys and girls. So if you ever actually let yourself sit down and rest, you’re feeling shame and thinking, “I don’t deserve to do this. There is more to do.”

This is an incredibly painful way to live. It affects your entire life: your mental health, your relationships, your friendships, your work or schooling, your physical health. But it doesn’t have to be this way. In fact, I have very good news for you.

Care tasks are morally neutral. Being good or bad at them has nothing to do with being a good person, parent, man, woman, spouse, friend. Literally nothing. You are not a failure because you can’t keep up with laundry. Laundry is morally neutral.
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You Deserve Kindness Regardless of Your Level of Functioning

So much of our distress comes not from the unfolded laundry but from the messages we give ourselves. Lazy. Failure. Unlovable. You do not need to be good at care tasks to learn how to develop a compassionate inner dialogue. You deserve kindness and love regardless of how good you are at care tasks. Challenging these critical message you give yourself will go a long way in relieving your distress. In response to videos with tips for care tasks, I’ve gotten hundreds of messages from people saying, “ I was finally able to clean my depression nest today!” or “ I was actually able to cook a meal today!” Sometimes they mention they were helped by the actual skills described in the video, but more often than that the message says, “You were so kind and so gentle, it made me feel like I could really do it.” It was the kindness that finally motivated them. Now imagine what we could do if we were kind to ourselves?
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Gentle Skill Building: Kick-Starting Motivation

Permission to start

“I’m going to make myself do the dishes now.” “I forced myself to shower today.” Let’s try a perspective shift. Instead of bullying yourself into finishing a task, instead try giving yourself permission to start a task. Let yourself get a little done. Set a timer for 10 minutes and give yourself full permission to stop when the timer goes off. Often you’ll find that motivation kicks in after you have already started. It’s stressful to try to summon up 100% motivation sitting on the couch. Let yourself use 5% motivation to do 5% of the task. Maybe you keep going. Maybe you don’t. That’s ok. Anything worth doing is worth doing partially.

Joyful movement

When you’re struggling with low energy, a great exercise is to take 5 deep breaths, put on a happy song (I recommend “Good Day” by Nappy Roots) and start by moving your body in your seat. Now you’re already moving, so you might as well stand up! Finish out the song, set a timer for 10 minutes, and do a care task. Remember you have full permission to stop after 10 minutes.

Dancing for Dopamine

There is an old saying that “neurons that fire together wire together.” It simply means your brain can start associating feelings with certain experiences. For example, dance every day to the same happy song with your baby, or your pet, or a friend on facetime. After a week, play that song while folding laundry or doing dishes. Your brain has now associated happiness with your song and will provide the same dopamine reward when you hear it.
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Mess has no Inherent Meaning

Remember that because care tasks are morally neutral, mess has no inherent meaning. When you look at the pile of dishes in the sink and think “I’m such a failure,” that message did not originate from the dishes. Dishes don’t think. Dishes don’t judge. Dishes cannot make meaning—only people can.

In fact, the meaning assigned to a care task was probably given to you by someone else. Take a moment to think about who it may have been. Your mother? Father? A grandparent? What messages were you given about domestic care tasks and the meaning behind them? The meaning they gave mess is arbitrary.

Begin to pay attention to what you tell yourself when you cannot keep up with care tasks. Many of us berate ourselves with messages of moral value (not good enough, disappointment, bad wife, lazy, etc.). Interestingly, you should also pay attention to what you tell yourself when you are “succeeding” in care tasks. Do you feel good when your home is clean and laundry is folded? Ask yourself why. It is one thing for a clean room to feel good for a functional reason (it’s easier to find my things, I’m not tripping over toys, my toddler has better focus when the room isn’t cluttered, I have space to work on my hobbies) and quite another to feel good for a moral reason (I’m good enough, I’m a good mom today, I am meeting expectations, I’m a “real” adult). What you say to yourself when your house is clean fuels what you say to yourself when it’s dirty. If you’re good when it’s clean you must then be bad when it’s not.

The good news is that you can simply choose to assign your chronic laundry pile a completely different meaning. Instead of thinking “I can never keep up,” instead say to yourself “I am so grateful to have so many clothes.” Upon seeing a dirty kitchen, your inner voice may say something like “I am such a failure,” but challenge yourself to think of something else it could mean. “I cooked my family dinner three nights in a row” is a true statement. If care tasks are morally neutral, then having not showered or brushed your hair in three weeks does not mean “I am disgusting,” but instead simply means “I am having a hard time right now.”
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How do I Start Being Kind to Myself When I Hate Myself?

So you want to start speaking compassionately to yourself. The problem is you don’t like the person you see in the mirror and it’s hard to be kind to them. When this type of self-loathing stands in the way, it’s important to turn inward and find the little self. Get a picture of you when you were a very young child and speak to them instead. Speak to them the way you would if you were their parent—the parent they deserved. Tell them you see them, you are going to take care of them, and that they are worthy of love. Or try writing a letter to your little self instead. Tell your real little self that you see them. This will begin to hone your self-compassionate voice.
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Gentle Skill Building: Five Category Cleaning

When you look at very messy space, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed. Take a few minutes to get the bully in check, speak some kind words to yourself, and take a deep breath. Although it looks like a lot, there are actually only 5 things in any room: (1) trash; (2) dishes; (3) laundry; (4) things that have a place and are not in their place; and (5) things that do not have a place.

1. The first step is to take a trash bag and pick up all the trash. Throw it away into the bag. Take large trash items like boxes and stack them together and place the trash bag with it. Do not take the trash out.

2. Next gather all of the dishes and place them in your sink or on your counter. Do not do the dishes.

3. Take a laundry basket and pick up all the clothes and shoes. Place the laundry basket next to the trash pile. Do not do the laundry.

4. Next pick a space in the room like a corner or a desk, and put all the items there that have a place back in their place. Then put the items that have no place in a pile. Move to the next space and repeat until all things are back in their spots.

5. Now you will have a pile of things that do not have a place. It will be easier now that the space is clear to tackle this category. You may choose to get rid of some items that have no place and are contributing to clutter. For important things, you can find them a permanent place.

6. Take out your trash to the bin, throw laundry into the wash or laundry room. Now your space is livable. I always save the dishes for another day.

Why 5 Category Cleaning Works

The reason that 5 category cleaning works is that it helps the brain know exactly what it is looking for, so instead of seeing a sea of clutter and being paralyzed, it can start to see individual items. Ignoring everything but that one category helps to keep you on track and not get distracted. You can move faster when you know what you are looking for. Trash, laundry, and dishes are being placed into the same container, so you are not spending lots of time walking around your house putting things away in different places. This makes things get tidier, faster. Lastly, completing a category gives you a little dopamine reward. No more spending hours trying to clean and seeing no progress. Our brains need to see progress quick or they get discouraged. Category cleaning gives your brain multiple, quick finish lines to feel good about.

The categories can be tackled all at once or over a few days. You can choose to do only trash today, only dishes tomorrow, etc. You can also institute the timer technique. Decide that you are going to do 20 minutes a day, starting with the categories. Perhaps it takes you three days to get all the trash, but you stick with only trash until it’s done. Music, a Netflix show, a podcast, a timer, racing to see how fast you can go, a friend to help you tag team, rewarding yourself with something when you are done, all of these are tools you have to help you.

Lastly, the order of the categories is such that even if you don’t finish all the categories, you will be removing the items most likely to create health hazards and attract bugs. If you are very overwhelmed, it is an excellent accomplishment to just remove the trash and dishes from your space.
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Shame is the Enemy of Functioning

Please do not bully yourself into doing care tasks. Shame is a horrible long-term motivator. Most of the time it is paralyzing, compounding the barriers one already has to completing care tasks. This sets up a cycle where the uncompleted task creates shame, which in turn saps motivation and energy, often leading to avoiding the task altogether. Instead of doing care tasks out of a motivation of distress, you can learn to do them out of a motivation of self-care. With compassionate inner dialogue and gentle skill building, you can begin to create and enjoy a worthwhile life.
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Women and Care Tasks


In our society, care tasks have historically been left to women. Unfortunately, as the role of the daughter, wife, and mother has widened to allow for personal ambitions, careers, and equal partnership in the “working world,” the pattern of placing the main responsibility for a family’s care tasks on the women in the family still remains. This leads many women to be overloaded with never ending work from both their “real” jobs and relationships and their invisible duties of care tasks. Although men may struggle with completing care tasks, they are less likely to receive the message from society that they are not worthy of love or not valid as a human if they are not good at these tasks. This distress becomes heavy and can permeate the mental health of women. But it does not have to be this way. What messages did your family give you about care tasks?
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The Compassionate Observer

When you have functional barriers, things pile up fast. It’s not uncommon to suddenly find yourself in an overwhelming mess. The more you stare at it, the most defeated you feel, the less motivation you have, the more you avoid it, and the more it piles up. This cycle is very painful. Perhaps you have tried to find techniques for tackling the mess. “Never touch anything more than once!” or “Just clean a space at a time!” are some of the ones I heard that never worked for me.

One reason is that these pieces of advice never addressed what was happening emotionally around the task. When we find ourselves struggling with care tasks, we can usually identify two voices:

The Inner Bully

When we are stuck in this cycle we often are suffering under the constant barrage of our inner bully. “Look at this filth, you are so lazy.” “How could you let it get like this?” “You don’t deserve a shower, look what you’ve done to your room.”

The Little Self

In turn, our little self (the one being bullied) grieves. “Why is this so easy for other people?” “What’s wrong with me?” “I’m failing.”


This right here is an abusive relationship and someone needs to step in. That someone is you. Wait, you are bullying yourself and you are going to step in? Yes. There is a
 third voice in there.
 Think back to the last kind thing you did for another human or animal. Remember the compassion you felt? The gentleness with which you helped them? That person. This is your compassionate self. This self feels empathy for others because they are worthy of love, and this self wants to give it to them.


Do you remember the last time you observed beauty? Maybe it was the way your daughter’s hair curls at the nape of her neck. Or the way your partner laughs. A sunset, a flower, a rainy day that made you feel peaceful. That person is in there too. That is your observant self. They see things from the outside with an eye for what is worthy. This person is your compassionate observer. And they are about to step in.

The Compassionate Observer

The next time the bully starts talking and the little self starts shrinking, you can call on your compassionate observer self. They say to the bully, “You are not being helpful and I need you to stop.” And they turn to the little self and say, “I know you are in pain, and I know you feel like you are failing. But you aren’t. It’s not a moral failing to be untidy. Being unwell and struggling do not make you unworthy of kindness. You are going to be ok. I am here with you.” Think of what you would say to a friend that was struggling and turn the message inward.

We know now that care tasks are morally neutral and have nothing to do with being a good or bad person. We also are learning that we deserve kindness regardless of our level of functioning. Now it’s time to practice internalizing it by letting our compassionate observer rein in the inner bully and show kindness to the little self.


The Compassionate Observer is a concept created by Dr. Kristen Neff, PhD. She has this and more exercises for cultivating self-compassion at
 https://self-compassion.org/
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Gentle Skill Building: Bathrooms

There are seasons of life when the goal of cleaning is to figure out how to get the most amount of function from the least amount of energy. Cleaning is morally neutral. It doesn’t need to be great or good or done the correct way. It just needs to be done in a way that allows you to function so that you can get on with the things in your life that matter. There is a finite amount of energy and hours in the day, and I guess you could spend that time taking a cleaning task from good enough to great. But why would you? When you’ve self-actualized and you’ve got extra time you can do that.

Until then, just get two Clorox wands with the disposable heads and use one to clean the toilet, and the other to clean the shower, the tub, and the sink. Wipe the counters and the shower door and the mirrors with windex and some paper towels. You’re doing fine. Absolutely no one is going to being lying on their death bed with regrets about not cleaning their bathroom enough.

A note for survivors of abuse:

If the abuse you endured involved humiliation, degradation, shaming, or sexual acts, it can be very difficult to clean toilets. Putting your face in the place where genitals go and excrement happens can be very triggering. If that is the case for you be very gentle with yourself. If it’s very difficult for you, you can pass this task off to someone else in your home or pay someone else to do it.
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You Can’t Save the Rainforest if You’re Depressed

You are not responsible for saving the world if you are struggling to save yourself. If you must use paper plates for meals or throw away recycling in order to gain better functioning, you should do so. When you are healthy and happy, you will gain to capacity to do real good for the world. In the meantime, your job is to survive.

Realistically, when you are struggling to function, you are not choosing between recycling and not recycling, you are choosing between letting the cardboard pile up and staying paralyzed and throwing the cardboard out and being able to get unstuck enough to move forward. Either way the recycling isn’t getting done that day. However, if you sacrifice a few days of cardboard (or tupperware, or paper, or plastics), you may well have a chance at gaining a functioning human being capable of engaging in and making a difference in important causes like environmentalism. 

Feeling shame for not being sustainable, for eating meat, or purchasing fast fashion when someone is struggling to get through the day is not going to cause you to magically gain the ability to do something different. Shame is a horrible long-term motivator. It is more likely to contribute to dysfunction and continued cycles of unsustainable practices.
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Harm Reduction is Always Ethical

Those who feel anger at someone with clinical depression or ADHD for not engaging in eco-optimal behaviors are seriously deluded.

One of the major tenets of health professions is harm reduction. No one is made functional overnight, and some people may always have barriers. The goal then is to take steps that reduce harm, first to self, then to those individuals around us, then to our community. You cannot jump right to community harm reduction before first addressing individual harm reduction. Therefore, if a newly widowed woman struggles to eat, she is released from the obligation to eat ethically. Not because eating ethically is unimportant, but because when the real world choices for someone are eating dairy or eating nothing, it is always the ethical choice to eat. It is always the ethical choice to encourage that person to eat whatever they can manage. Harm reduction is always ethical. 
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Drop the Plastic Balls

Jennifer Lynn Barnes, a YA author tweeted:

One time, I was at a Q&A with Nora Roberts, and someone asked her how to balance writing and kids, and she said that the key to juggling is to know that some of the balls you have in the air are made of plastic & some are made of glass.

When you are struggling to function, it’s important to identify what are your glass balls. Feeding yourself, caring for your children or animals, taking your medication, and addressing your mental health are all examples of glass balls. Dropping them would have devastating consequences and likely cause you to drop all the balls. Recycling, veganism, shopping local, and avoiding fast fashion are plastic balls. They may be important, but they will not shatter your life if you drop them in the way the glass balls will. Plastic balls will fall to the floor and stay intact so you can pick them up again. Glass balls will not.
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Gentle Skill Building

Doing the Dishes

Step one: Preparation

Eat something sweet. Get that blood sugar up and find a great song to put on. Get yourself a cute apron and a pair of dishwashing gloves.

Step two: Organization

Take your dishes out of the sink and stack them into categories: big utensils, little utensils, bowls, plates, cups, big bulky dishes, pots and pans, etc. Getting them organized helps because:

• You can often see there are not as many dishes as you thought.

• The act of organizing is usually rewarding to most brains. This subtle step helps keep motivation going.

• This usually takes five minutes and it clears your sink. If you get through that five minutes and decide you’re done then although you still have dirty dishes, you now have a clean sink and a clean sink is functional. It would be perfectly acceptable to wash straight out of the sink without sorting first, and you can still give yourself permission to stop after five minutes. However, then you still have dirty dishes and no clear sink. So I find the sorting to be a more functional approach.

Step Three: Wash or Load

Hand washers can then wash by category, giving themselves permission to stop after each category. Dishwasher owners load up their dishwasher by category. If you have a dishwasher, remember there is no rule saying you must unload it all at once. It’s perfectly fine to unload a category at a time when you feel you can manage it.
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You do not Exist to Serve your Space, Your Space Exists to Serve You

One reason people find it difficult to tolerate the repetitive nature of care tasks is that they hold a moral rather than functional view. For example, if you feel like a “good” mom has a clean house, you can really only feel adequate when everything is its place. But the reality of life is that even after you put in hours of work cleaning, by virtue of the fact that people (especially children) live in that place, from the moment the cleaning is done the space begins to move away from that magazine cover clean you worked so hard for. The idea that “I’ll just have to do this again tomorrow” can be exhausting and de-motivating for many people. Yet most people don’t say “why bother eating, I’m just going to be hungry again in a few hours?” This is because they don’t have a moral view of the state of hunger or fullness. Instead they understand that eating is functional. We need to give our bodies calories and nutrients so they can continue to function and we can go about our joyful lives. If we change our perspective of care tasks to morally neutral and focus on the functional reason we are doing them, it becomes easier to tolerate the natural ebb and flow of repetitive tasks.


One exercise that can be helpful is to write down your various care tasks and isolate the functional reason for doing them. This helps bring yourself out of a perfectionistic view of all or nothing. For example, take the task of sweeping our floors. A moral view might say “A dirty floor is disgusting. A floor should be clean. Real adults keep their floors clean.” Notice all the value statements. Also notice that in order to fulfill this value standard the floor must be
 clean at all times.
 Instead, lets challenge ourselves to find a functional reason to clean our floors. For me, I do not like the feeling of little bits of stuff sticking to the bottom of my feet. That bothers me. When there are things cluttering the ground, I often trip. Those are two great functional reasons for me to pick up and sweep my floor. I still may not do this every day or even often if I am really struggling. But with a functional rather than moral view, my brain may go, “Let’s sweep a path from the bedroom to the kitchen because I deserve to walk that path without tripping or getting dirt on my feet.” All of a sudden, the task isn’t about measuring up but instead about caring for self by providing an increase in function.


Let’s try this exercise with our kitchen counter. A moral message I may have is “a good wife keeps her kitchen clean.” This will either cause me to stress out unless the whole kitchen is spotless or be so overwhelmed with the idea that I must clean the whole kitchen that I feel paralyzed and do nothing. Either way I am exhausted. If I ask myself what functional reason there is for my kitchen counter, I may say something like, “I need a clean space to prepare food.” Suddenly, all that is really required is to clean a small corner of the counter. I can put the things away, wipe it down, and feel like I have cared for my needs. Then move on. If I have the time and energy to continue on and clean the whole kitchen—great! But if not, I can move on without guilt. Now my space is serving me and not the other way around.
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It’s Not Failure. It’s Laundry

My Laundry Routine

1. Put a laundry basket in every room in the house

2. Put laundry into washer

3. Come back in 8 hours when it smells like mildew because I forgot about it

4. Wash again

5. Put laundry into dryer

6. Come back in 24 hours

7. Unload clothes from dryer onto laundry room floor

8. Leave for 7-10 business days

9. Look at myself in the mirror and remind myself being bad at laundry is not a moral failing and I’m doing just fine.

I had a baby three weeks before the country shut down due to the pandemic. Completely house bound and isolated with a toddler that had cabin fever, a newborn who just came out of the NICU, and a husband who works a lot, my laundry quickly turned into an insurmountable pile. I did not fold even one article of clothing until my baby was seven months old. For seven months my entire family lived out of a giant pile of clean laundry that spanned the entire surface of my laundry room floor. I could occasionally get it into the washer and transferred to the dryer in between toddler tantrums and baby screams but I just could never get any further. One day, as if by magic, I ended up with a little time to go fold some laundry. If I had spent those seven months telling myself I was a piece of shit every time I looked at that laundry pile, I probably would not have had the motivation to do it despite having the time. That is because if a laundry pile represents failure, and I’m already struggling with a newborn and a pandemic and an energetic toddler, my brain, which is trying desperately to avoid pain and seek pleasure (or at least relief from pain), is never going to give me the green light to lean in to yet another painful experience like spending 30 minutes in my failure pile of laundry. But it’s not failure. It’s laundry.
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Gentle Skill Building: Laundry

Laundry isn’t moral; it’s functional. Its function is to produce clean clothes for you to wear. Living out of a clean laundry pile is valid, and you don’t have to change anything about that arrangement unless it’s for a functional reason. If you make the task completely morally neutral and you still have a functional reason for wanting to change it, here are some other questions you can ask yourself.


•
 What pre-conceived ideas do you have about laundry? When we get rid of thinking there is a morally right or valid adult way of doing laundry, we see the possibilities of making laundry functional for ourselves.



•
 Does all laundry really need to be folded? Undies, baby onseies, athletic shorts, and pajamas usually do just fine being bunched up in a drawer or a clean laundry basket. Perhaps it’s a more manageable task to pick out the few things you would like to be wrinkle free and hang them up, leaving the rest to sit happily in a basket or drawer where you can access them.



•
 Does laundry have to be put away? Who says? If folding it and leaving it in the laundry room or a clean basket works for you, there is no reason to go through the extra steps of putting it in drawers.



•
 Does laundry have to be done in huge loads, or am I better served by washing a small load every day of the essentials? Does sorting my laundry before I wash and dry it make it more likely to get done or a more enjoyable task for me?



•
 Would you like to have fewer clothes so there is less to wash? Would you like to start buying wrinkle free fabrics so you don’t have to worry about leaving clothes in the dryer?



•
 If you can afford it, would you like to just outsource this task completely and move on with your awesome life? Consider hiring someone to come weekly or bi-weekly and do laundry. Consider if you would rather take everything to the wash and fold service at the laundromat.


Remember, at the end of the day it’s really not that important whether you figure out a way to “stay on top of your laundry.” What’s important is learning to treat yourself with compassion and have a kind inner dialogue about laundry. If you never figure it out, but have less shame in your life and more joy, I’d say that’s a win.
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You do not Need to Care About Yourself to Care for Yourself

Forget about what pop psychology did to the term self-care. All it means is to care for self. Your body, your mind, your space. And here is the great news: You do not have to care about yourself to care for yourself. So many of us have the cart before the horse here: you think you must first like yourself to start being kind to yourself. It actually works the opposite way: caring for yourself is the greatest tool for learning to care about yourself.

So many people will say to this, “But I don’t feel any better or more cared for after I do the dishes or change my sheets.” That’s because you view care tasks as moral. It’s the “right” thing to do. It’s what a “good” partner or parent or child does. This moral value saps the caring power from the task. If a task is viewed this way, not doing it causes shame and guilt. So doing the task doesn’t do much more than give you a day-long reprieve from the guilt until it’s time to do it again. In this mode, completing a care task only takes you from distress to neutral and sets up a cycle of constantly running from distressing emotions. If we are overwhelmed by the dishes and feel like a failure the more they stack up, we avoid them further because facing the failure is painful. Eventually, we bully ourselves into doing the dishes. It takes every ounce of energy we have, but we finish. We feel better after they are done, but only because we don’t have to feel the crushing shame of “being so bad at all of this.” But you use dishes every day, and you don’t have the energy to fight this battle every day. This way of doing care tasks does not work.


The irony is that care tasks can only be caring when they are morally neutral. If changing your sheets means nothing morally, then the decision to change them from a motivation of kindness to yourself takes you from neutral to “wow that feels good!” You didn’t have to do it but you did. It’s the same concept behind why you feel so loved when a partner chooses to do something kind for you when they didn’t have to. If you know someone is doing something because they have to, it doesn’t have much positive impact. It works the same way with your relationship to yourself.
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Gentle Skill Building: When it’s Hard to Shower

It is more common than you would think for people to have barriers to hygiene. Whether those barriers are physical or mental, it is the care area where people feel the most shame in not being able to keep up. Remember that showering is functional and not moral. Millions of human beings existed before the invention of showers, and they managed to live and thrive without them. As with any care task, self-compassion is key. Shame is the enemy of functioning.

Hygiene Kit

The point of having a body is to carry yourself from joyful experience to joyful experience. We have functional reasons to clean that body because we want it to stay healthy and because it feels good. So if you have a physical or emotional barrier that makes taking a full shower so draining that you can’t do anything else with your day, then it’s perfectly fine to schedule a full shower once or twice a week depending on your capacity. For the rest of your time, you can use a hygiene kit. Placing multiple kits in areas of your home where you know you can access it easily can be helpful. For instance, I recommend that new mothers place these near a nursing station and that those with depression keep one at their bedside.

Hygiene Kit:

baby wipes

dry shampoo

hair brush

toothbrush and toothpaste (or disposable wisps)

mouthwash

face lotion

deodorant

essential oil or misting spray that smells good

wash cloth

Matted Hair

If you have not washed your hair in a long time, it can be very painful emotionally to deal with matted hair. This is particularly true if you are already feeling depressed and have trouble getting out of bed. Remember to be kind to yourself. Touch your hair and body gently and remember that people who are having a hard time deserve compassion. You are people, too.

How to care for matted hair:

1. Take a shower and wet the hair down. Don’t try to run your fingers or comb through. Simply allow the water to soak the hair.

2. Apply a deep conditioner to the hair with “praying hands” and scrunch the conditioner in with your fingers. I like Blueberry Bliss restorative conditioner. You are going to be using large fistfuls. Seriously, you cannot use too much. Place a shower cap on your head and wait 20 minutes. (You do not want to wash your hair with shampoo before this step. Greasy hair is easier to detangle.)

3. Take the cap off and use a wide-tooth comb to comb out the hair while the conditioner is in. Start from the bottom of your hair and work up. Hold at the roots to prevent pulling.

4. When your hair is detangled, rinse and wash with shampoo. Apply a regular conditioner and rinse.

5. If you feel it may be a long time before you wash again, consider using a protective hairstyle such as a French braid. Silk scrunchies are better for buns as they do not cause the hair to break like regular hair ties. A silk cap or pillowcase will help prevent matting and breakage.

Brushing Your Teeth

It is not uncommon for brushing one’s teeth to be the impossible task. This does not make you dirty or gross. It just makes you a person having a hard time. And people having a hard time deserve compassion. The following are some ideas for caring for your teeth when brushing is hard:

• Disposable wisps, flossers, and pre-pasted toothbrushes are all available and can be put into your bag, on your bedside, and in your car. Sometimes it’s the getting to the bathroom that is the difficult part.

• Children’s toothpaste has a sweeter flavor than adult toothpaste. Some find that moving away from the harsh mint flavors of adult toothpaste makes it easier to brush their teeth.

• Electric toothbrushes often do more cleaning in less time. Some even have timers and send reminders to your phone.

• Swishing your mouth with some Listerine can kill some bacteria in your mouth when you cannot get any brushing done. Remember that anything worth doing is worth doing half-assed.

• If you need to go to the dentist and are embarrassed that you have not maintained your dental care, ask to have an office visit with the dental hygienist first. Explain your anxiety and embarrassment. Explain your fear that if the doctor shames you, you may not come back. Most medical providers truly do want you to continue getting medical care and will take the opportunity to be sensitive if you ensure they are informed of your needs.
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Good Enough is Perfect

Throw away what you think care tasks “should” look like and work towards a way of doing them that works for YOU. The goal is not to do them to Martha Stewart’s standards. Your goal should be to get something functional out of your space. So while doing a pile of laundry may feel like an accomplishment, it is valid to launder three pairs of underwear as a form of self-care. You have full permission to do a little, do it with shortcuts, and to do the bare minimum. Good enough is perfect.
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Gentle Skill Building: Changing Bedsheets

An old parenting hack is to layer multiple sheets and mattress protectors onto a kid’s mattress so that middle-of-the-night accidents are easy to address. Despite knowing this trick, many parents who struggle with getting their own bedsheets changed don’t think to try the same trick on themselves. The mattress protector will prevent dirt and sweat from reaching the sheets underneath so you can just pull off the layer and have a clean sheet already on the bed. Even if you do not have or cannot afford multiple mattress covers, layering your sheets onto the bed is a valid way to care for yourself. Getting a new sheet that may have a little bit of sweat on it is more functional than never changing your old sheet. Elevating your functioning is always a good thing. You deserve clean sheets.
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Rest is a Right, not a Reward

If you have been viewing care tasks as moral, it is likely you either a) never stop moving, feel anxious and overwhelmed, and are constantly exhausted, or b) lack motivation, feel paralyzed and overwhelmed, and are constantly exhausted. They are really two sides of the same coin. And the coin is shame. When we believe our worth is dependent on completing the never-ending list of care tasks, we are unlikely to let ourselves rest until everything is done. Even when we manage to shame ourselves into action, we find that those who work in shame also rest in shame. Instead of relief, taking a break only brings feelings of guilt. You do not have to earn the right to rest, connect, or recreate. Unlearn the idea that “chores” (a/k/a care tasks) must be totally complete before you can sit down. Care tasks are a never-ending list, and if you wait until everything is done to rest, you will never rest.
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It is Responsible to Rest

Keep in mind that rest is not sleep. Sleep is a recharging activity that happens when you are unconscious. There are tons of studies that examine how important sleep is for your wellbeing. What isn’t as talked about is the equal importance of rest. Rest is a recharging activity that happens when you are conscious. Everyone is different in what activities they find restful, but in general they are activities that let you focus on connecting, slowing down, and just being, rather than being productive. Rest is hard for a lot of people because they have conflated “doing nothing” or being unproductive with being lazy. Lazy is a highly morally charged word, and if one views putting off “productive” tasks in order to do something non-productive, that critical inner voice comes in and says you are lazy. Developing a compassionate inner voice that can challenge these messages is key. Recognizing that being non-productive is not an unnecessary diversion. Rest is necessary for energy, and rest is necessary for work.
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Rest and Responsibility

As children, many of us are taught we cannot rest or recreate until our chores are done. This is because our parents desire to teach us the good values of responsibility, delayed gratification, care for our environment, and respect for our family. This arrangement works quite well because as a child your chores are finite. Usually a short list: make your bed, take out the trash, and fold your laundry, etc. So we finish this list and move on without guilt. However, when we become an adult, soon this list of care tasks is not finite. It is a never-ending list of tasks that repeat themselves daily. How many of us have internalized the message that we cannot move on to rest or recreate until this list is done? And if we do we feel guilt. How will we raise our children (or re-parent ourselves) to learn both responsibility and rest?
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Cleaning and Parental Trauma

Do you have trauma when it comes to “chores”? It is not uncommon for abusive caregivers to use chores as a manner of punishment and humiliation, as a way to withhold love and inflict pain. This has a profound impact on the little self, and the messaging carries into adulthood. This usually has one of two effects: (1) you avoid care tasks because you see them as punishment, and now that you are an adult you can finally get free of them, or (2) you are constantly and even obsessively cleaning because you have internalized the message that you are dirty or failing if anything is out of place. Next time you hear the inner bully, pay close attention to the messages it gives. Is it really your voice, or is it the voice of a caregiver? Therapy can be a huge help in unpacking this type of trauma and can help you re-define care tasks as care instead of punishment.


27

Gentle Skill Building: Maintaining a Space

There are lots of systems that exist for keeping up with all of your care tasks so that your house can stay in perfect working order. This is not that system. This is a system you can do on your worst days.

Isolate one space in your home that you would like to keep functional. Perhaps it is a kitchen or a bedroom. For a parent, this is often a child’s room. When you look at that space, think of 5-7 things that, if those things were done each week, would keep that space functional. For example, if I look at my daughters’ rooms, I can identify that if the bedsheets were changed, the diapers taken out, the floor vacuumed, and the laundry done, that space would be very, very functional. Now I sit down and assign one task to each day of the week.

• Monday: Take out diapers

• Tuesday: Laundry

• Wednesday: Vacuum floors

• Thursday: Take out diapers

• Friday: Laundry

• Saturday: Change sheets

I chose to repeat diapers since we have a lot of them, and laundry because smaller loads are less overwhelming to me. Since my baby naps, when I get her up from a nap, I take a few minutes to do the task of the day. This system helps because I know that if everything else falls to shit that day and I do nothing but that one task, I am keeping my daughters’ rooms functional for us. This is a powerful step.
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Being Kind to Future-You

Remember when we did the exercise of being kind to little you? Well, now we are going to talk about being kind to future you. Anyone who has worked in the service industry is familiar with opening and closing duties. Servers and bar tenders have “side duties” in addition to serving customers that help get the restaurant open and set the next shift up for success. Openers will cut lemons, set tables, polish wine glasses, and start the coffee. At the end of their shift, they will clean the tables, restock the salt and pepper, and roll silverware. Closers will put the plates away, clean the booths, and disinfect the soda machine. Side duties are not the servers’ “main job,” but they must get done in order for servers to do their main job of waiting tables.

When you have the opportunity to do a task and struggle with the motivation to start it, it might be helpful to think you are doing it as a kindness to “future you.” What does future-you need to function tomorrow? On a good day, I like to unload and reload my dishwasher, pick up some toys, pack kid lunches for the morning, throw away whatever trash is laying around, and make cold brew coffee for the morning. It only takes about 30 minutes to do these little side duties, but I know it’s going to make future-KC have an easier time functioning tomorrow.

As we all know, not all days are good days. Some days are just survival days, and that’s OK. For those days we have survival side duties. What’s the bare minimum I need to function tomorrow? Clean baby bottles, a clean lunchbox, food waste thrown away so it doesn’t spoil, and coffee. So I open up my dishwasher full of clean dishes, take three bowls out and put the dirty baby bottles in their place and run it again. I clean the lunchbox, I throw food wrappers away to prevent bugs, and I make cold brew coffee and stick it in the fridge. It takes 10 minutes, and the motivation is kindness, kindness to the morning-KC. Then I sit down and watch TV and hang out with my husband. It’s a true win-win situation: right now-me gets to rest and future-me gets to function.
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Skill Deficit vs. Support Deficit

Quit beating yourself up for having a skill deficit when what you really have is a support deficit. Striving to “be better” will exhaust the little energy you have, and it’s probably better spent letting yourself cry and sleep and finding small pockets of joy to keep you going. A support deficit is not always someone’s fault. There are just some seasons of life we have to limp through.
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Who Deserves a Maid?


If you can afford a maid, even once a month, and you do not have one, you must ask yourself why. Do you think you deserve one? Why not? Maids are not moral and therefore are not something to be deserved. If you are in a season of life where there are simply more care tasks to be done than time or energy available to you, and you have the means to afford help, it is the most functional thing to do. Does embarrassment stop you? “I could never let a maid see the state of my home” is about as logical as “I could never let a doctor see the state of my health.” And so what if the maid judges you. It is not her mental health you are responsible for but your own. One route that I might suggest is to skip the maid services and instead find an individual through a website like
 care.com
 . When you work with an individual, you have more control over what you would like to have done and how much time you want them to spend doing it.


After my second daughter was born, I hired a grad student to come clean four hours a week for an hourly wage. I was quarantined during a pandemic, had two small children, a spouse that worked every day, and postpartum depression. I was completely under water. I told her frankly that she may walk in some days to everything being a disaster. I said what I needed might change from week to week. I told her she may not even finish some weeks but that making a dent in the mess would go a long way. When she arrived, I had her fold the mass of clean laundry on the floor that had piled up during the week, then clean either the upstairs or the downstairs depending on what I felt I needed or wanted that week. It was the best experience with a cleaning “service” I ever had. In the past when I had a cleaning service, I would feel stressed out at having to pre-clean and pick up before they got there. Knowing I didn’t have to do that took so much stress away. Because I knew she would be there for four hours and I had more than four hours of cleaning, every week I found myself taking the time to pick up and doing a little cleaning so I could get the most out of her time. Funny how the subtle shift from pressure to option created motivation for me.

If you cannot afford a maid, consider asking a friend for help. Sometimes just having someone to keep you company while you complete tasks is helpful. If you have a friend that struggles with certain care tasks, you can form a little co-op where you go to your house one week and help each other clean or do laundry, and then do the other person’s house the next week.
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You Deserve a Beautiful Sunday


I recently got a comment from a follower that said, “Thank you! I’m spending the day outside enjoying our beautiful weather and getting a pumpkin coffee instead of doing my usual 8 hour Sunday clean. It’s so not necessary. I will instead do a 2 hour clean when I get home.” It made me want to do a happy dance! She nailed it. It is so important to understand this life-affirming concept:
 You do not exist to maintain a space of static perfection. Care tasks exist for one reason only....to make your body and space functional enough for you to easily experience the joy this world has to offer.
 So yes, if we want to go enjoy a beautiful Sunday, we will need clothes to wear. That’s the benefit of having some laundry done. Our body will need to be able to have the strength and energy to carry us during our beautiful Sunday activities, and that’s the benefit of feeding it. You may want to wear your new hat or read a book at the park, and that’s the benefit of a space that allows you to find what you need. All of these things are functional, not moral. You do not need to complete 8 hours of care tasks in order to deserve a day at the park. You can enjoy your day and then spend 2 hours bringing things into functional order so you can enjoy your upcoming week.
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