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How taking some time for yourself can help make a better you
BY DANETTE M. WATT

We say we want to get away, that we need a quiet moment just to think. But
a recent University of Virginia study titled Just think: The challenges of the disengaged mind,
suggests that what we say we want doesn’t necessarily match up to what we do. Researchers
found that most of the study participants were willing to give themselves a mild shock just to
keep from being left alone with their own thoughts for just six to 15 minutes.
What accounts for this dissonance?
“People shy away from self reflection because of the emotions or memories that may arise.
There’s an assumption that these will be negative or painful,” says Denise Handlon, a nurse at
Vidant Medical Center in Greenville, N.C., with more than 30 years of experience in the psychiatric field. “Having time alone is healthy and necessary for a balanced life. When a job is
stressful, it’s even more important.”
Ester Buchholz, a professor in the Department of Applied Psychology at New York
University’s Steinhardt School of Education, calls alone time “fuel for life.”
Time alone offers us respite from busyness and replenishes us mentally. Doing something
on our own, such as camping, gives us a chance to be independent. Solitude helps improve
our focus and productivity. It gives us time to get to know ourselves and our values.
Being alone isn’t the same as loneliness. In her book, The Call of Solitude, Buchholz writes
that loneliness is part of the human condition. Paradoxically, feeling lonely may signify a
need to be alone with our inner selves.
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Signs YOU NEED A BREAK

Everyone needs time alone to de-stress, unwind and renew our
energy. You know you’re overdue for some solitude when...
³ You feel exhausted, mentally and physically.
³ You’re irritable and anxious.
³ You’re over-scheduled.
³ You just want to stay in bed and hide from the world.
³ You can’t think clearly, and you feel scattered and
overwhelmed.

Set aside
time for
creativity

Practical
ALONE-TIME TIPS
You don’t need a lot of
time or money to refresh
yourself. There are a number of ways you can spend
time alone, some of which
can take just a few minutes
or up to several days of
periodic quiet time.
³ Wake up an hour
earlier. Savor a cup of tea
and watch the sunrise.
³ Take a relaxing bath.
Fill the water with scented
oils and enjoy your quiet
time.
³ Unplug from
electronics. Disconnecting
can free up time for selfreflective writing and
thoughts.
³ Go on a shopping trip.
“For birthdays and holidays
I ask for a gift card just so
I can go shopping alone,”
says April Landes, a mother
of two.
³ Take your dog for a
walk. You’ll both benefit
from the exercise.
³ Walk a trail. A little
taste of wilderness can
open you up to the wonder
of the natural world
and help put your life in
perspective.
³ Find an open
chapel or temple. Being
surrounded by religious
artifacts may spark a
spiritual connection.
³ Meditate. Meditation
taps into your alpha brain
waves, which are present
during moments of
relaxation, leaving you with
a feeling of calm.
³ Take up a new
hobby or revisit an old
one. Creating something
with your hands can give
you a sense of pride and
self-satisfaction.
³ Take a trip by
yourself. You can do
what you want, when you
want without worrying
if someone likes your
choices.
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SOLITUDE AND OUR RELATIONSHIP...
With Ourselves
One could argue that before we can have intimacy with others,
we need to know and love ourselves.
“As a child growing up in a large family with noise and chaos,
it was hard to find time alone but I was aware even then of the
importance of being alone,” Handlon says. “It creates a place for self
reflection and an opportunity to examine your thoughts, future and
environment without distraction.”
Handlon says becoming more comfortable with being alone has
been a journey for her, a self-reflective process.
“It starts with the desire to be alone. You have to be willing to
push past any fears or anxiety that accompany time alone.”
The more we take time alone and learn to stay with any feelings
that arise, the easier it becomes. Success breeds success.
Think just because you’re an extrovert you don’t need time
alone? Not true, says Susan Cain, author of Quiet: The Power of
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking.
In her book, Cain writes that although introverts and extroverts
need different amounts of outside stimulation—with extroverts
typically enjoying more social activities, like meeting new people,
and introverts leaning more toward low-key activities, like reading
or spending one-on-one time with a friend—both need time to
themselves to recharge.

With Others
Giving your spouse time alone could be the best way to say
“I love you,” and to strengthen a marriage.
Terri L. Orbuch is a research professor at University of
Michigan, where the Institute for Social Research engaged in a
long-term study of 373 married couples since 1986. Many couples
say that space, or giving each other plenty of time for self, is the single most important reason they think their relationship survived.
Orbuch found more wives than husbands—31% versus 26%, respectively—reported not having enough space.
Experts agree that time alone from one’s partner is a good thing
but telling someone, “I need some space,” is often seen as a sign of a
failing relationship.
Asking for time alone can be “so problematic for people, it comes
out in other ways,” says Keith Wilson, a licensed mental health
counselor in Rochester, N.Y.
“(It’s seen as meaning) a couple can’t communicate or one of
them is cheating. A person comes in depressed and anxious, so it’s
presented as being true. But if you follow it back to the person, you
find they’re feeling smothered by others. They can’t be themselves
so they develop these other symptoms.”
Buchholz believes a discussion between dating couples getting
serious should include questions about time spent alone.
“Do you like to be alone? How frequently? Let me tell you what
alone time means to me. This kind of dialogue may enable us to
freshly air our needs without threatening others,” she says.
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Fit in
solo
exercise
time

You have
to be willing
to push past
any fears or
anxiety that
accompany
time alone.
DENISE HANDLON
NURSE

Take a coffee break
by yourself

A family plan
FOR ALONE TIME

You know you need time alone, but your family is used to having you around 24/7.
Smooth the way for getting some “me time” with tips from Dr. Terri L. Orbuch,
author of 5 Simple Steps to Take Your Marriage From Good to Great.

1

Talk to your
partner about
the benefits of
alone time and
emphasize that
you still want
couple time, too,
Orbuch says.

2

Be specific.
Saying you
need space is
confusing. Instead,
figure out what
it is you want: an
afternoon alone
or a room of the
house to yourself.

3

Enjoy the time
you have by
yourself free of
guilt. You can’t
focus on yourself if
you’re wondering
how things are
going at home.

4

When you
return, Orbuch
suggests sharing
with your partner
some of the fun or
funny things that
happened during
your alone time.

Take your
pet out for
a walk
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Try meditating

“ME-TIME” MOMENTS
When we think of time alone, we usually think of having a whole day to
ourselves or a weekend away. But moms of young children count their “me
time” in moments.
“As a parent, ‘me time’ takes on a new definition. Essentially alone time
is the few minutes I sneak in during which I don’t have to take care of anyone but myself. Even grocery shopping alone can be ‘me time,’” says April
Landes of Prairieville, La., who’s mom to Zoe, 5, and Avery, 2. “It’s not that
I don’t love my children, but being away from them for even a small amount
of time makes me more appreciative of the time I do get to spend with
them.”
Regularly scheduled gym time is important for Landes.
“It’s interesting because I’m not alone at all. But taking a few hours
to put some earphones in and turn off my responsibilities makes a huge
difference.”
Cara Ardelean of Washington, Mich., is an elementary school teacher
with two children, ages 7 and 8. She also exercises
when she can or works on crafts.
Because her children are older, she’s able to get
an occasional night out with friends. But mostly she
finds her “me time” when the rest of her family is
otherwise occupied with activities such as school,
work or sleep.
“Time alone allows me to re-energize so that I
am able to better handle the daily demands of a
working mom. It also helps me to stay
healthy and creative.”

Learn TO BE MINDFUL

Mindfulness meditation—focusing your attention on thoughts and emotions happening in
the present— is a great way to clear your head
and re-energize your body and mind. Those
who practice mindfulness meditation learn to
be less judgmental of themselves and others.
Staying in the present moment, without worrying about the future or ruminating on the
past is key to practicing mindfulness.
“It allows us to be honest with ourselves,”
says psychologist Elizabeth Krause, who
specializes in mindfulness-based psychotherapy and is a member of the Psychological
Cooperative at Malec, Herring & Krause in
Mars, Pa.
It also helps us feel more grounded. “We
start feeling more open, going from solution
to solution instead of problem to problem,”
she says. “The more you practice, the more
you’ll be able to tune out negativity.”
That creates a ripple effect through the
rest of your life.
“So many things change by changing that
one habit,” Krause says. “You’re taking time to
reduce the impact of stress on your mind and
body and that’s profound. It shows up in how
we interact with others, even with how we pay
our bills.”
Mindful meditation is a skill that can easily be learned but like most skills, consistency
is key. Krause says you can sprinkle moments
throughout the day but the benefits increase if
you can do it for 15 to 20 minutes at a time.

HOW TO MEDITATE
Sit down wit h
a good book

1
2

Sit comfortably on the floor or in a chair and
focus on your breath.

Relax your body. Starting at the toes and
moving up the body, tighten up each part
of your body, then relax it.

3
4
5

Become aware of your breathing but don’t
try to change it—just focus on it.
When a thought arises, don’t judge it as
good or bad, just let it go.

Each time you find your mind wandering,
return your focus to your breath.

