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In the first of a regular series of self-care features, Hannah Meadows looks beyond
cake and candles to explore what really works for adoptive parents.
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our years ago, I was on a six-week course about parenting
children who've experienced trauma, and we finally got
around to the topic of self-care. The course leader asked
us to draw what we do to relax. I drew the first thing that
came into my head: a bar of chocolate, resplendent in its
purple wrapper. Around me, others drew pictures that showed
that they enjoyed gardening, walks on the beach, reading, sewing.
As I did that subtle check of what they were doing, I thought
that I should probably have chosen something healthier. But at
least mine was honest. When my children are driving me crazy, I
retreat to the kitchen. Chocolate doesn't answer back.
Later in the day, we returned to these pictures as part of a
disappointingly short discussion of self-care. People shared
the reasons behind their choices: the restorative power of fresh
air and exercise, losing themselves in books, the satisfaction of
productiveness and creativity. When
it was my turn, I made a joke about not
being able to shout at the children while
my mouth was full of chocolate. No-one
laughed.
But then we got to the leader. Her selfcare tool of choice was a bottle of posh
shower gel. She waxed lyrical about how
it was only for her and smelt amazing
and how her ten minutes in the shower
each morning set her up for the day.
It was at this point that I fully
understood the chasm between her
lifestyle as a professional discussing
our children's behaviour, and my lived
experience as an adoptive parent. Sorry, but in the face of CPV
and a lack of support, shower gel just doesn't cut it.

My discovery of self-care
This course was disappointing. Four years on, I remember very
little of it apart from the amplification of my feeling of aloneness
and otherness as the talk on self-care wound up and I thought 'Is
that it? I need a way to cope with all this stress and the strategy
you're giving me is shower gel?'. I also recall crying in the toilets
in frustrated desperation. But the realisation that this wasn't
the place I was going to find support and be equipped for life at
the coalface of therapeutic parenting had a galvanising effect.
The more I dwelt on this experience over the days and weeks
afterwards, the more I resolved to change things.
My daily conversations on Twitter and Facebook suggest that
many adoptive parents feel they have an inadequate level of
support, little or no respite, and little spare cash. Many adopters
find they cannot work as much as they would like to because
of the need to care for their children and/or attend numerous
meetings. Single adopters who don't share responsibilities with
a partner can face yet further challenges to their ability to make
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W hat is self-care?
Self-care is about you as an individual. Your needs, and making sure
they are met.
Some of these will vary very little from person to person, such as
the need for a decent night's sleep. Others are more dependent on
variables such as your own family makeup, whether you work outside the home,
what your child's particular needs are,
etc.
One family's support network might
be a great extended family nearby, while
someone else has a bunch of friends,
and a third person relies more heavily
on support from childminders and
advocates, for example. Or in the case of
respite, you might be able to have your
child stay with your extended family or
friends for a weekend occasionally, you
might negotiate with a partner to each
take separate solo holidays to recharge, or
you might pay for your children to go to summer camp so you can have
a week off. Or a combination of these.

The seven components
When I talk about self-care, I bring to it a framework. A collection of
boxes, if you like. The labels on the boxes are constant, but how each
person fills them will be different. These are the seven components or boxes - into which I categorise different types of self-care:
sleep
support
sports (exercise)
sustenance (food)
space (time to yourself)
spirituality
special treats
We all have needs in each of these areas, and those needs may already
be being met to a greater or lesser extent. But it is important to try to
address all of them as you are able, over the course of a few months to a
year, so that you can see how success in one area benefits your work in
another, and they can all be integrated into your lifestyle.
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A great starting place is to give yourself a self-care MOT - an analysis of what's working for you in each of
these seven areas and where you'd like things to be different. Grab a notebook and give this some thought.
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Sleep
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Are you getting enough sleep? If not,
what can you do about it? Do you
need a 'go to bed' alarm as well as a
waking up one? Is stress keeping you
awake? Do you need to tackle sleep 1
solutions for your children before you
can deal with your own?
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Sports (exercise)
Exercise is important not just for your
physical heath but also for the benefit to
your mental health. Regardless of whether
you consider yourself sporty, getting out
for some fresh air and endorphins is hugely ~
helpful to your well-being. Is this a regular
part of your schedule?
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Space (time to yourself)
If you struggle to hear yourself think at
home, getting time to yourself is vital.
Whether it's a short walk around the
block, locking yourself in the loo, or
managing a longer time away, it's
important that you prioritise time to
yourself
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Special treats
Many people think this is the
focus of self-care: cake and
candles, massages and bubble
baths - possibly even a really
good shower gel! While there's
much more to self-care than
treats, they certainly have their
place. What works for you?
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Support
Your support network may look very different from
the optimistic document you completed when you
were assessed as a prospective adopter! What practical
support do you have, and what are t he gaps you need to
fill? Where might you look for that help?

Sustenance (food)
Eating well is also important for your mental health. B
vitamins are particularly helpful in fighting stress. Even
when you're just about hanging on by your fingertips
and feeding everyone microwave meals
is what needs to happen (I've been
there too), try to make sure the
fruit and veg are happening as
well. And a marmite sandwich
(full ofB vitamins) won't do any
harm, either.
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Spirituality
Depending on your faith and personal beliefs, this
could take the form of prayer, meditation, mindfulness,
a personal mantra, a contemplative walk in the
countryside - whatever works for you. If it feels
restorative, encouraging and grounding, then it's
probably hitting the right buttons.

The importance of community

This MOT is a good place to start, but it can also be good
to have a community to bounce ideas around with when
you 're trying to find creative solutions. Adoption UK's
forums and support groups are great for this, and I love
the adoption community on Twitter, too. Come and join
us, and let's encourage each other in our self-care. You
deserve it!

You can read more about self-care for adoptive parents, and download the free guide A week of Self-Care for
AdoPt·ive Parents at hannahmeadows.com. You can also connect with Hannah on Twitter: @HLMeadows
ADOPTION TODAY APRIL 20 19 39

