
Playbook

How To 
Embrace



2

Sit With Self-
Compassion

Spot The 
Signals

Step Towards 
Thriving



“To effectively handle struggle, we need to see it as a pathway to development.”

While it is human nature to try to maximize pleasure and avoid pain,

studies have found that the more directly you try to avoid experiences

and feelings of struggle, the more likely you are to produce instead a life

bereft of depth, meaning, and community (Ryan, Huta, Deci, 2013). For

example, just about every meaningful project we embark on brings

feelings of excitement and enthusiasm. They also generally bring feelings

of self-doubt, fear of failure, and the worry that you’ll let people down.

The truth is that learning and growth – particularly when it comes to the

things that matter most to us – are often uncomfortable. Human beings

feel most alive when we are courageously striving to overcome

challenges and struggle. We get our sense of self-esteem and self-worth

from being in the trenches, being forced to exhibit courage and evolve, so

we can overcome that struggle (Fraser, 2020).

Unfortunately, studies suggest that increasingly people are trying to avoid

discomfort at all costs because we miscalculate our ability to tolerate, and

even adapt to, discomfort, and underestimate the learning and growth

that comes from uncomfortable experiences (Kashdan & Biswas-Diener,

2014). Fearful that signals of struggle suggest that we are not good

enough, not strong enough, not smart enough, we tend to tune out to the

following:

• Physical sensations such as a racing heart, sweaty palms, butterflies in

our stomach, tensed shoulders, restless legs, or drumming fingers.

• Uncomfortable emotions such as stress, feeling overwhelmed, fear,

anxiety, guilt, anger, shame, sadness, distrust, or hate.

• Self-protective stories like “that’s not fair,” “why does this always

happen to me,” “I’m always stuffing things up,” “this is not going to go

well,” and “I’m just not good enough.”

• Self-defensive actions like staying within our comfort zones, isolating

ourselves from others, projecting our fear and frustration onto other

people or situations, or trying to distract ourselves from the

uncomfortable sensations we’re experiencing.

When you view these signals of struggle as signs that you’re breaking, it’s

natural to doubt your ability to handle the challenges you face, to feel

alone in your suffering, and be unable to find meaning in your challenges.

Wired to protect ourselves from any source of threat, it is not uncommon

in these moments to find ourselves putting a PIN in our pain:

• Projecting our discomfort by blaming and shaming, whining and

complaining, or seeking revenge on others.

• Ignoring the signals of struggle in the hope that it will all go away.

• Numbing our feelings with bingeing, shopping, gaming, and other

excessive behaviors to try and distract ourselves from the feeling of

discomfort.

The science suggests (McGonigal, 2015) that struggle is most likely to be

harmful when three things are true: you feel inadequate to it; it isolates

you from others; and it feels utterly meaningless and against your will. But

what if these signals of struggles aren’t a sign that that something is

wrong with you, your work, or your life, but rather an invitation to

meaningful learning and growth?
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Can You Spot Struggle?
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When I am experiencing struggle in my life, 

my struggle signals to watch out for are:

What I would say to my best friend if I saw or 

heard them experiencing these struggle signals:

Emotions/feelings of…

I hear my own inner 

voices/critic telling me 

that, in that moment, I 

am…

I feel in my body 

sensations of…

I typically stop or 

withdraw from 

activities and 

interactions such as…

I typically I start or do 

more activities and 

interactions such as…



“Unlike self-criticism which asks if you're good enough, 
self compassion asks what's good for you.”

Do you ever hear a little voice chattering away in your head that fills you

with self-doubt? Perhaps you’ve heard it saying: “You’re not good

enough”, “You’re so lazy”, or even “You’re such an idiot.” It’s that voice

of self-criticism that says things you would never dare say to anyone else

in an effort to drive you forward or keep you safe. But does it really

work?

Researchers suggest probably not. Neuroscientists have found (Gilbert

& Proctor, 2006) self-criticism actually shifts the brain into a state of self-

inhibition and self-punishment that causes you to disengage from your

goals. Leaving you feeling threatened and demoralized, it seems to put

the brakes on you taking action, and over time is likely to leave you stuck

in a cycle of rumination, procrastination and self-loathing.

So what's the alternative? Professor Kristin Neff and her colleagues

suggest (2015) that tapping into your self-compassion can help you to

break your entrenched patterns of self-criticism, while still allowing you

to be honest about your fears. Think of your self-compassionate voice as

a wise and supportive mentor who’s encouraging you to see things in a

more clear and balanced way, to remember that no-one is perfect and

to be kind, understanding, and accountable to yourself.

Instead of taming, shaming, or blaming these voices for undermining

your confidence, self-compassion has been found to help reduce our

levels of stress, anxiety and self-doubt by allowing you to see them for

what they are – just stories about the things you fear, and not the truth

about who you are or what you’re capable of. It helps to activate our

brain’s care-giving and self-awareness systems making it easier to

believe that you are capable and worthy, making you less self-

conscious, less likely to compare yourself to others, and less likely to feel

insecure. And far from being self-indulgent or 'soft', the deliberate use of

self-compassionate talk has been found to be an effective means of

enhancing your motivation, your performance, and your resilience. You

can practice self-compassion by:

Talking to yourself like a wise friend

Instead of beating yourself up, next time you make a mistake, face

failure, or just lack the motivation to get something done, try talking to

yourself like a wise and kind friend or mentor would in this moment.

What might they ask you? What advice might they give you? What

strengths might they point you towards?

Watching your language

You may be so used to criticizing yourself that you don’t even realize

you’re doing it. Try to pay particular attention to the words you use when

you speak to yourself. If you wouldn’t say the same things to someone

you care about, then you’re being self-critical.

Comforting yourself with a physical gesture

Kind physical gestures have an immediate effect on our bodies,

activating the soothing parasympathetic system. To get away from the

stories in your head and drop into your body, try putting your hands over

your heart or simply placing one hand over the top other in a comforting

way.
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“Start small in size but mighty in meaning.”

Choosing to view your struggles as an invitation for learning and growth

can transform your physical, mental, emotional, and social responses

from threat to challenge. It can also change how you feel about yourself,

and about your ability to handle what life is asking of you. Most

importantly, it inspires action, and in this way, embracing struggle helps

you rise to the challenge (McGonigal, 2015).

It’s important to note, however, that some actions move us towards who

we choose to be – while others move us away – from positive

opportunities for learning and growth. After all, putting a PIN (Projecting,

Ignoring, and Numbing) in your pain are all actions. It’s just that they are

actions that are likely to increase your suffering over time, rather than

moving you towards thriving (Harris, 2007).

So when you’re struggling, how can you take actions that are aligned with

who you choose to be in the world, so you can learn and grow and “win

the moment” in ways that help you to thrive – even if the process is

sometimes uncomfortable?

Let’s revisit that wise and kind friend or coach who helped you to sit with

your struggle and get clear on why it mattered for you, what you knew for

sure, and what was your part, to own, in the struggle. Reflecting on what

you learned from this journaling exercise, take some time to brainstorm all

the different actions that are now available to you on the following page,

noting whether these choices will:

• Move you towards who you choose to be and make this struggle

meaningful; or

• Move you away from who you choose to be and potentially lead to

more suffering.

The good news is that when it comes to stepping forward from struggle,

tiny steps can have a big impact. In fact, studies suggest that you are

much more likely to successfully navigate struggle when you shrink the

initial action required. This simple act makes you more successful at

achieving what you want. This, in turn, increases your levels of ability,

motivation, and confidence, enabling you to tackle bigger struggles

(Fogg, 2020).

For each step forward that you take, be sure to acknowledge the

progress you’re making and celebrate your willingness to keep learning

and growing. Studies have found that creating positive feelings about

your ability to move through struggle – even when you’re still a work in

progress – helps you to rewire your response to struggle in your brain. It

could be a simple smile, a quiet affirmation of encouragement (e.g.,

Bingo!), an air punch, or a victory wall of the struggles you’ve conquered.

Just make sure that it authentically creates a feeling of celebration for

you, and don’t skimp on this moment. We understand this may feel a little

strange at first, but be in no doubt that celebrating your progress lights up

your brain’s reward system, which lowers your level of discomfort when

facing into struggle in the future.

As Dr. Adam Fraser’s research notes said (2019): “Human beings feel 

most alive when they are courageously striving to overcome challenge 

and struggle. We get our sense of self-esteem and self-worth from being 

in the trenches, being forced to exhibit courage and evolve, so we can 

overcome that struggle. So, focus on the meaning and purpose on the 

other side of the struggle, and marvel at your own courage.”  
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Potential Struggle Steps

Towards Who I 

Choose To Be
Away From Who I 

Choose To Be

Current Struggles



Amplifying Accomplishment
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Tune Into Your Body

Before you start a new task, 

take a deep breath and tune 

into any feelings of stress.

Hit Reset

When you feel overwhelmed, 

get up and go for a walk 

outside to hit reset. 

Ask For A Pause

If conversations are stressing 

you out, ask for a pause so 

you can take some time to 

consider what’s been said.

Write It Out

If stressful thoughts are filling 

your head, grab some paper 

and write them out, then ask, 

“What do I want to do now?”

.

Reach For Calm

Place one hand over your 

opposite wrist and breathe 

calmly and deeply for 30 

seconds.

Be Wise & Kind

Instead of beating yourself up, 

talk to yourself like a wise and 

kind coach or friend would in 

this moment.

You’ve Got This

Create a self-compassion 

mantra and repeat it regularly 

to remind you that whatever 

happens, you’ve got this.

Sit With Struggle

Remind yourself that struggle 

is not a sign that you are 

breaking, just that you are 

learning and growing.

Ask For Help

Let someone know you are 

feeling a little overwhelmed 

and ask for their advice or 

help. 

Help Someone Else

Reach out and help someone 

else, anyone else, with 

anything, small, medium, or 

large.

Take One Small Step

Find one small step you can 

take to build your confidence.

Let It Pass

Breathe slowly for 90 seconds, 

and remember this feeling will 

pass and is only temporary.

Know Your Signs

Identify your own personal 

stress response signs.  Tune 

in so you can spot them and 

respond early.

Find The Gift

Identify one thing you can 

learn from this situation.

Build Confidence

Remind yourself of the 

challenging circumstances 

you’ve faced before, and how 

they helped you grow/learn.

Don’t Recycle

Avoid recycling negativity 

unnecessarily by reaching for 

a jolt of joy.



If you need immediate additional support to care for your wellbeing please reach out to: 

• Your local GP or doctor

• Your workplace EAP service (1300 361 007) or personal psychologist

• Lifeline – 13 11 44

• Headspace – 1800 650 890

• MensLine Australia – 1300 789 978

• National Sexual Assault, Family Violence – 1800 737 732  

Please remember that feelings of struggle are just your body’s way of something 

important to you needs your attention and support.

Thank you.



With  thanks


