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Mental health work is emotionally demanding, complex, and often carried out within strained systems. Sustaining 
oneself in this field requires more than clinical skill alone. It requires intentional attention to well-being.

•	 Self-care is best understood not as a trend or personal luxury. It is a foundational, ethical, and  
	 professional responsibility.

•	 It supports competence, sound judgment, and the quality of care provided to others.

The History of Self-Care
The concept of self-care has deep historical roots that emerged from early philosophical and medical traditions. 
It later gained significance during social justice movements such as the Civil Rights and Women’s Liberation 
movements. Within these contexts, self-care was framed as an act of preservation and survival in the face of chronic 
stress, inequity, and emotional labor.

In recent years, self-care has become much more visible in popular culture and social media. However, it is often 
commodified or treated as a lifestyle product. While this visibility increased awareness of self-care, it also created 
a perception that self-care is a thing to be consumed. This shifted attention away from self-care as an intentional, 
everyday practice grounded in well-being.

Self-Care in Mental Health Work
Self-care can be defined as the intentional actions that people take to support their ____________________ health.

    Physical      Mental      Emotional      Social      Spiritual
When you consistently practice self-care and integrate it into your daily life, it supports resilience and reduces the 
risk of impairment that can compromise professional effectiveness. It is not selfish to protect well-being. In fact, 
it is central to maintain professional standards, safeguard decision-making, and sustain long-term engagement in 
mental health work.

Mental health professionals routinely face high emotional demands, non-linear progress, and significant 
responsibility for the well-being of others. These conditions contribute to elevated stress levels, which directly 
impact personal well-being. In turn, that impacts professional performance and quality of life. When you do 
not address stress, it can reduce engagement, increase burnout, and undermine the ability to provide 
effective care. To address this cycle, it requires that you move beyond normalizing stress and toward proactive, 
intentional self-care.

Self-Care and Sustainability in Mental Health Work
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Self-Care Strategies  
Effective self-care is not a one-size-fits-all checklist. Instead, it involves deliberate practices across multiple domains 
of life.

Physical self-care
Includes practices such as regular movement, hydration, nourishment, consistent sleep routines, 
exposure to fresh air or sunlight, and breathing techniques that support nervous system regulation.

Emotional self-care
Involves naming emotions without judgment, using grounding strategies, journaling or reflection, limiting 
exposure to emotionally draining media, and creating space to decompress after emotionally heavy tasks.

Relational self-care
Focuses on maintaining healthy connections and boundaries, such as checking in with trusted colleagues, 
seeking consultation when overwhelmed, setting limits around work-related conversations outside of 
work hours, and spending intentional time with supportive people.

Professional self-care
Includes practices such as using supervision to process work-related stress, setting realistic workload or 
caseload limits, protecting transition time between responsibilities, using available time off, advocating 
for needed support or accommodations, and engaging in professional development that feels meaningful 
and sustaining.

A multidimensional approach to self-care is more effective than focusing on a single area in isolation. When you 
integrate strategies across physical, emotional, relational, and professional domains, it supports greater resilience 
and long-term sustainability.

•	 Develop a personalized self-care plan to help clarify values, recognize stressors and warning signs, select 		
	 realistic strategies, and adapt practices as roles and circumstances change.

•	 When you approach self-care intentionally and holistically, it becomes a powerful tool for sustaining 			
	 wellbeing and effectiveness in mental health work.

Find more resources on self-care.

Personalized Self-Care Plan: Values, Roles, and Workplace Realities

Sustaining the Work: Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, and Grief

Personalized Self-Care Plan: Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, and Grief

Self-Care as a Bridge: Maintaining Balance

Personalized Self-Care Plan: Workday, Transition Time, and Personal Life

https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Personalized-Self-Care-Plan-Values-Roles-and-Workplace-Realities_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Sustaining-the-Work-Burnout-Compassion-Fatigue-and-Grief_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Personalized-Self-Care-Plan-Burnout-Compassion-Fatigue-and-Grief-Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Self-Care-as-a-Bridge-Maintaining-Balance_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Personalized-Self-Care-Plan_Workday-Transition-Time-and-Personal-Life.pdf

