
Weekly Wellness Emails – Prepared by Carla Chugani, PhD 
 
Sent 3/30/20 
Hi Everyone, 
I was asked to begin writing a weekly wellness email to help support staff during this 
challenging time.  I know we are all being inundated with emails and resources right now, so I 
am going to take a slightly different approach.  Please let me know what you think! 
 
Take a moment to identify how you are feeling in this moment.  You might be anxious, 
frustrated, or you might be feeling okay.  Now, take a few moments to pause and take a few 
deep breaths.  Try to make your exhale longer than your inhale.  Close your eyes if you 
like.  Challenge yourself to do this for at least one minute.  After you conclude, notice again 
how you are feeling.  Did anything change?  Did anything come up that you might need to 
attend to? 
 
With rapid changes being made to our research and clinical workflows, an unfolding global 
pandemic, and personal lives that continue to be lived, it is natural to feel anxious, 
overwhelmed, and pulled in many directions.  If you find yourself struggling with uncomfortable 
emotions, give yourself permission to take one minute to slow down, breathe, and look 
inward.  Allow yourself to take things one day at a time, one step at a time, or even one breath 
at a time.  You deserve this space. 
 
Best, 
Carla 
 
 
Sent 4/8/20 
Hi Everyone!  This is our second installment of AYA's weekly wellness email.  I've been thinking 
a lot about dialectical thinking, which is the ability to acknowledge and tolerate that conflicting 
truths often co-exist.  For example, I am profoundly lucky to have a job that can be done from 
home, and, I am finding myself struggling emotionally at times.  I am so glad that people are 
turning to me for help and guidance, and, I feel emotionally drained.  I share this not to 
complain, but to emphasize the importance of allowing yourself to acknowledge, validate, and 
legitimize the full spectrum of your emotional experience right now.  Remember not to let the 
things you are grateful for invalidate the challenges and struggles of your life. 
 
When we experience uncomfortable emotions, we often react by building up a wall to keep 
that feeling out.  Unfortunately, this "wall" usually has the opposite effect -- it holds our 
emotions in and we are stuck with them.  To get unstuck from an emotion, let yourself just sit 
with it and experience it without doing anything to change the emotion - simply be present to 
your experience.  You'll notice that the intensity of the emotion might rise and fall like 
waves.  When you sit with the emotion, allowing yourself to experience it fully, you'll find that 
the emotion will recede, just like waves in the ocean.  We cannot stop our emotions from 
coming, but we can learn to ride the waves. 



 
Best, 
Carla 
 
Sent 4/15/20 
Hi Everyone, 
 
This week I want to share one of my all-time favorite skills:  radical acceptance.  As we all know, 
pain is part of life - there is no such thing as a pain-free existence.  However, suffering is 
optional.  We suffer when we have pain plus nonacceptance of reality.  This is why reality 
acceptance skills are so crucial.  Reality acceptance transforms suffering that cannot be 
endured into pain that can be endured.  Many people struggle with the idea of acceptance 
because they mistake acceptance for liking, approving of something, or giving up on trying to 
make things better.  On the contrary, acceptance can often be a first important step toward 
change.  For example, acceptance that a pandemic was occurring was needed in order for social 
distancing and business closure requirements to go into effect. 
 
Accepting the things that we do not like is never easy, and, it can still help reduce our 
suffering.  To practice acceptance, you may need to find willingness to adopt a stance of 
acceptance.  You may need to turn your mind back toward acceptance many times per day, or 
even per hour.  A personal example might help to illustrate this: 
 
I was recently diagnosed with celiac disease.  I am also a person who tends to turn to food in 
times of stress.  Dealing with this pandemic without the large majority of my favorite comfort 
foods has been a challenge.  I often find myself engaging in dichotomous thoughts such as, "I 
can't have anything I want anymore" and "I hate watching other people enjoy their meals while 
mine isn't satisfying."  When these thoughts arise, the challenge for me is to: 

1. Become mindful (aware) that I am not accepting the reality of my diagnosis 
2. Decide if I am willing to accept reality in this moment (this is a real decision!) 
3. Turn my mind toward acceptance 

a. This often involves changing my thoughts to things like, "Even though this sucks, 
I'm eating many more healthy foods now and that's probably for the best," "I can 
still have chips!," and "This is just how it's going to be now." 

Radical acceptance does NOT mean that you have to change your thoughts such that they are 
100% positive.  It is simply the practice of letting go of fighting reality.  It's letting go of all of the 
"I hate this, I can't stand this, I won't be able to survive this, This is so unfair, not right, 
unreasonable....." thoughts that only serve to keep us stuck and suffering, and instead focus 
just on acknowledging the reality of the present moment. 
 
Best, 
Carla 
 



To be sent 4/21/20 
Hi Everyone, 
For today's message, I want to talk about observing limits.  This is a part of DBT for treatment 
providers rather than a concrete "skill" we teach patients, but I think it really applies for all of 
us.  The idea is that we are all responsible for observing and maintaining our own 
limits.  Observing our limits means that we work to be aware of the limits of our comfort or 
ability and communicate these to others.  Maintaining limits means that we take steps toward 
correcting situations where others have crossed our limits or times when our limits might have 
changed.  For example, I am normally pretty open to taking on new projects but right now my 
limits are reduced and I am saying no to more things than usual.  I normally answer emails on 
the weekends, but I am not doing this either unless it's urgent or time sensitive.  These are 
examples of me effectively observing and maintaining my current limits (i.e., I'm aware that my 
limits have changed and I'm acting accordingly). 
 
You might be wondering if limits are the same thing as boundaries - and the answer is yes.  We 
use the word limits because of the stigmatizing nature of the word "boundaries" which implies 
that there are "correct boundaries" and that people who violate these have "poor 
boundaries."  Instead, we adopt the (nonjudgmental) stance that we are all allowed to have our 
own limits and we are all responsible for observing and maintaining them. 
 
What I want to emphasize is that one of the best things we can do to care for ourselves is to be 
extra mindful about what our current limits are and how those limits may have changed 
recently.  It's okay if your limits are lower than they normally are.  It's okay if your productivity 
isn't where it normally is.  It's okay if you have less to give to others right now.  Working to 
observe and maintain your current limits will ultimately protect you from feeling even 
more worn down, burned out, distracted, or irritable, and can give you the space you need to 
begin to feel more balanced again. 
 
Best, 
Carla 
 
4/29/20 
Hi Everyone, 
 
One of the things we all struggle with from time to time are worries about the future.  This can 
look differently depending on what matters most to you, but some of the things I worry about 
are things like, "what if I don't get tenure?," or, "will I ever feel at peace with my body?"  We all 
know that we can't always get what we want.  And, worrying about things that may or may not 
happen seldom serves us well.  The skill we use for reducing the fear and distress we 
experience around these worries is called "cope ahead."  Essentially this is like rehearsing the 
situation ahead of time (which is a form of "imaginal exposure").  When it's relevant, you 
should also plan ahead, which is different from coping ahead, because sometimes situations 
raise your emotions so high that you can forget what to do.  To cope ahead effectively, it's very 
important that you ask yourself "What is the threat - what am I most worried will 



happen?"  Once you identify the threat, you should imagine the situation unfolding in your 
mind and imagine yourself coping effectively with the threat you most fear. 
 
Coping ahead involves imagining things going poorly rather than well.  For example, if I don't 
get tenure, then I'd probably have to leave academic medicine.  Some of the back-up plans I 
have include taking a teaching position in a counseling program or going into private 
practice.  These plans attend to what I would need to do, but they don't really get at the threat 
for me.  The real threat for me is how badly I would feel, how truly crushed and disappointed I 
would be. Coping ahead for this intense emotional reaction means that I need to imagine 
myself being just absolutely devastated (this is my threat - yours could be different), and then 
finding a way out of that grief. I imagine that I would probably start by taking some time off of 
work to center myself (read: large quantities of potato chips and netflix), and as the emotions 
settled, I'd be able to get clarity on what I'd like to do next.  As I pursued that work, I imagine 
appreciating the reduced pressures and pace of my new job. I imagine that I would eventually 
find a way to be happy again.  Thus, not getting tenure is not the end of the world, although it 
starts to feel that way if I'm not careful to remind myself that I could survive the 
disappointment. 
 
Long story short: When you find yourself plagued with worries and "what ifs," cope ahead will 
help you combat that discomfort and sense of helplessness by forcing you to work through 
what would actually happen if your fear came true and how you would come out the other side 
of it. Coping ahead empowers us to live the lives we want in spite of the reality that things 
won't always go as planned. 
 
Best, 
Carla 
 
5/6/20 
I’ve been trying to find a topic for this week, but words fail me.  Today we are celebrating the 
life of my mother in law, Marilyn Keim, who passed peacefully last week.  At times like this, it 
can be hard to know what to say.  Knowing what to say in a world that seems more uncertain 
than ever is challenging.  As health professionals, researchers, scientists, and academics, people 
often turn to us because they think we will have the answers.  Solving problems is so satisfying, 
but what happens when we cannot solve the problem or, we simply don’t know what to say?   
 
One of the most powerful things we can do for ourselves and others is validation.  Validation is 
the acknowledging of a person’s feelings, beliefs, or behaviors as valid, real, and legitimate.  We 
all know what it feels like to be validated – and, to be invalidated, but most people can’t explain 
concretely what validation sounds like or how to do it. 
 
The most basic levels of validations are just listening – really listening, and functional validation.  
Functional validation happens when we are paying attention to the other person and respond 
to their need in the moment, such as offering tissue or a hug to a person who is crying.  In my 
case, my division sent us a gift card for takeout, which was exactly what we needed.  We can 



also accurately reflect back what the other person has said as a form of acknowledgement.  This 
could sound like, “I can hear that you are struggling right now.”   Third, we can articulate 
thoughts or feelings that the person has not verbalized, such as, “I imagine you must feel so 
distraught.” 
 
We can validate a behavior in terms of its cause – behaviors can be cause by things like past 
learning, faulty information (e.g., had the wrong time for a meeting), or even biological issues 
(e.g., depression).  For example, if I am feeling fatigued and struggling to be productive next 
week, you could remind me that grief affects people in many different ways and that it’s normal 
to take some time before I’m back up to my usual level of energy.  There is also validating by 
identifying the reaction as reasonable in the moment.  This is the idea that anyone in the same 
situation would feel/think/act that way.  Anyone in my situation would be struggling to write an 
uplifting message right now (self-validation!).  Last, we can validate by being radically genuine 
in the moment.  Radical genuineness can include expressing respect, faith, or even showing our 
own vulnerability as a means of engaging in mutuality and trust with the other person.  
Throughout these emails, I have tried to be genuine and vulnerable as a means of engaging 
more deeply and building trust with all of you.  
 
Whichever way you choose, the crux of validation is that you must find a way to communicate 
to the other person that their thoughts, feelings, and/or behaviors make sense.  When 
delivered genuinely, validation will transform your relationships, the way people respond to 
you, and the way you engage with and make sense of your own thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors.     
 
Best, 
Carla 
 
5/13/20 
Hi Everyone, 
In recent years, I’ve become acquainted with a mindfulness practice called “Self-Enquiry,” 
which originates from the Sufi tradition.  Self-enquiry helps us learn about ourselves and the 
way we react to people and situations in our lives.  Unlike sitting meditation, self-enquiry is 
practiced for no more than 5 minutes per day using a journal.  The essence of this practice is 
asking yourself, “Is there something for me to learn here?”  The practice begins by picking a 
situation around which you feel some emotional energy. You then ask yourself questions that 
help you get closer to your emotional edge.  The “edge” is the place where there is something 
to learn.  As you get closer to your edge, you’ll experience emotional discomfort.  If a question 
isn’t helpful, you’ll feel yourself moving further away from your edge (that is, you’ll feel better 
or more emotionally regulated).  You should also be a little suspicious of “quick answers” when 
doing this practice.  Allow yourself to sit with the uncertainty of what it all means for a little 
while (a few days) before deciding to trust the answers/insights that come out of this practice. 
 
A short example may help: “I recently learned that a grant that I worked really hard on and was 
very proud of was not discussed.  What if I’m a bad scientist?  Immediately I am right at my 



edge and feel tears in my eyes.  What is it about being a bad scientist?  It’s something about the 
word bad…am I bad?  No, this is getting me further away from my edge.  Back to the beginning 
– what if I’m a bad scientist?  Who am I if I’m not a good scientist?  I’m at my edge again.  Who 
am I if I’m not a good scientist?  I will start with this question tomorrow.” 
 
As you can see from my example, there is something for me to learn (yet to be discovered!) 
about how success affects my sense of identity.  Self-enquiry gives us something truly 
productive to do when we find ourselves feeling riled up.  As a bonus, it is also a practice in 
sitting with uncomfortable emotions rather than avoiding them, and who doesn’t need to work 
on that?  For more information on how to start a self-enquiry practice, visit this blog post 
written by my trusted colleague, Dr. Jason Luoma:  https://www.radicallyopen.net/how-to-do-
self-enquiry-using-a-self-enquiry-journal/ 
 
Best, 
Carla 
 
5/20/20 
Hi Everyone, 
One of the things I’ve heard a lot recently is that people are having a hard time coping with 
anxiety – both during the day and at night.  For today’s weekly wellness email, I’d like to offer a 
few quick tricks and tips for calming yourself down.  These can be used during the day or at 
nighttime to help quiet your mind and reduce anxiety or other uncomfortable emotions. 
 
1. Following your breath using a mantra:  Using this technique, you’ll use a sound (e.g., om), 
word (e.g., calm), or group of words (e.g., “everything is as it should be”) as you inhale and 
exhale.  This can be done silently or out loud.  When I’m lying awake at night worrying about all 
of the work I have to do, I like to silently repeat to myself: “Everything is” (on the inhale) and 
“as it should be” (on the exhale). This particular mantra focuses on acceptance of reality as it is 
in the moment and helps me let go of wishing for things to be different than they are (a major 
cause of suffering!). 
 
 
2. Gratitude ABCs: Think of at least one thing you are grateful for that starts with each letter of 
the alphabet.  Gratitude practice is more effective when you name what you are grateful for 
and also take some time to think about: a) why you are grateful for this thing/person/etc. and 
b) what your life would be like without this thing/person/etc. 
 
3. “4-7-8” Breathing:  This is a yogic breathing technique that uses counting to regulate your 
breath.  The counting keeps your mind away from focusing on whatever is making you anxious, 
while the deep breathing helps reduce your heart rate and physiological arousal.  To use this 
technique, follow these simple steps: 

1. Exhale completely through your mouth, making a “whoosh” sound. 
2. Close your mouth and inhale through your nose for a mental count of 4. 
3. Hold your breath for a mental count of 7. 



4. Exhale completely through your mouth, making a “whoosh” sound for a mental count of 
8. 

5. Steps 1-4 represent one “4-7-8” breath.  Repeat this cycle 3 more times for a total count 
of 4 “4-7-8” breaths. 

 
Best, 
Carla 
 
5/27/20 
 
Hi Everyone, 
 
After a much-needed 3-day weekend, I find myself thinking about the difference between self-
care that feels like a chore, and self-care that is actually restorative.  Although we are often 
taught that self-care an antidote for stress, it can actually compound the problem.  I have found 
that there are 4 key issues that can make self-care complicated: 
1. It’s very easy to create an overwhelming list of things you should be doing for self-care.  The 
list then becomes a source of added stress rather than wellness. 
2. We often assume that we should just be able to do it – as if building new habits is easy. 
3. Self-care and wellness resources can sometimes feel like the burden of achieving wellness is 
solely placed on the individual, without acknowledging the structural and systemic barriers to 
wellness for that individual. 
4. We often focus more on what we think we should be doing rather than on what actually feels 
good or restorative. 
 
For example, I should be doing 30 minutes of cardio, 10 minutes of meditation, getting at least 
64 oz. of water, and eating around 1500 calories daily.  These seem like reasonable and healthy 
goals, and, I have struggled with these for most of my life.  Since the pandemic has started, I’ve 
given myself permission not to try so hard to give a little more space for my emotional wellness.  
What I have found is that walking feels good – I want to do it most days.  Eating foods I like and 
am in the mood for feels good – when I allow myself this variety, I naturally eat less because I 
am satisfied.  Working in the garden and sitting quietly on my deck feels good – it is meditative. 
 
For this week’s wellness practice, I encourage you to take stock of the things you are doing for 
self-care and really consider what works and doesn’t work for you.  Give yourself permission to 
explore different paths until you find the ones that are right for you rather than focusing on the 
“shoulds.”  If you like the accountability of habit tracking or need some help figuring out what 
makes you feel good, I recommend the Daylio app.  Daylio allows you to easily track what 
activities you did during each day by selecting from pre-populated, customizable lists (e.g., 
chores, walking, water, relaxation, etc.) and you’ll also rate your mood.  The app will show you 
what activities occur on the days when you feel the best and a pattern should emerge over 
time. 
 
Best, 



Carla 
 
P.S.  Please send requests for new topics for this weekly wellness email to 
Carla.chugani@chp.edu.  I would love to hear your ideas and suggestions!  Please also note that 
I’m happy to share these emails with any other departments that you think could benefit – 
please email me for the full collection of weekly messages. 
 
6/3/20 
 
Hi Everyone, 
 
For today’s weekly wellness email, I’m responding to a request for some ideas on how those of 
us who care for others professionally can find a better balance in our work to care for others 
versus caring for ourselves and loved ones.  I have a few suggestions, and, all of these take 
practice and commitment in implement and stick with over time! 
 

1. Mindfully exercise your “no.”  As a postdoc, I would often gratefully say “yes” to every 
opportunity that came my way.  This led to feeling burned out and overwhelmed at 
times.  It’s important to stay mindful of how you are feeling with your current workload 
and let people know when you cannot take on any more work. 

2. Don’t wait until you’re burned out to ask for help.  Talk with your supervisor, colleagues, 
or others (as appropriate) about how you’ve been feeling.  Be clear that you are trying 
to be proactive about preventing burnout and need their support.  Come prepared for 
these conversations with specific ideas about what you need from the other person 
(e.g., “I need to reduce my case load” or “I need supervision if I am going to continue 
seeing this high-risk patient”) 

 
Best, 
Carla 
 
P.S.  Please send requests for new topics for this weekly wellness email to 
Carla.chugani@chp.edu.  I would love to hear your ideas and suggestions!  Please also note that 
I’m happy to share these emails with any other departments that you think could benefit – 
please email me for the full collection of weekly messages. 
 


