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“There is no complete life. There are only fragments. We are

born to have nothing, to have it pour through our hands.
James Salter: Light Years

“There exists in the world a single path along which no one can
g0 except you: whither does it lead? Do not ask, go along it.
Friedrich Nietzsche: Untimely Meditations

»

“Don’t agree or disagree. Find out for yourself, not according to some
philosopher, to some analyst, or psychologist, but find out for yourself.
As long as there is disorder in your daily life, the brain must establish
order otherwise it cannot function healthily, normally and efficiently”
Jiddu Krishnamurti: The Awakening of Intelligence
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The World We Live In

We live in a world that is faster, more connected, and more complex than any
previous generation could have imagined. This world offers us tremendous
opportunities, but at the same time, many things go wrong (Dunkelman, 2025).
To understand why self-management is more crucial today than ever, we must
first acknowledge the unique and often overwhelming challenges of our time.

A Chaotic World: Acceleration of Time and Condensation of Space
Thanks to globalization and technology, both time and space have com-
pressed. We are expected to respond instantly to messages from across the
world, adapt to global economic changes, and process information at a pace
that previous generations never experienced (Meadows et al., 1972; Stiglitz,
2000). Taken together, this “condensation” of time and space means that:

— When you live matters: Events move quickly, and yesterday’s solutions
may no longer apply today. Different times offer different solutions to
your problems.

— Where you live matters: You are affected by events and people across the
globe, from economic markets to climate change. Solutions to prob-
lems are sure to depend on where you live.

Depending on when you live and where you live, you will be confronted with
different challenges and your challenges will to a large extent determine the
solutions to your problems. Climate change is a particularly vivid example
of this interconnectedness and complexity of the world. Changes in climate
are not only ecological but profoundly social and psychological (Frankopan,
2023). The uncertainty and stress created by environmental crises, such as ris-
ing sea levels or extreme weather, can be felt in individual lives and collective
anxieties (Wallace-Wells, 2019).

The Relevance of Structure and Perspective
How do you navigate such a world? You exist within a series of systems: bio-
logical, psychological, social, economic, and ecological. Each system impacts
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your daily life, your choices, and your well-being. Understanding the struc-
ture of these systems—how your environment shapes your experiences and
how humanity shapes the environment—is a fundamental step toward effec-
tive self-management and successfully navigating a chaotic world.

Ask yourself these two questions:

— How are you managing your work, if managing yourself feels difficult?

— How do your perceptions and responses to stress shape your actions?

Your answers to these questions will determine the way you regulate yourself
and find solutions to your problems as you move forward and cope with chal-
lenges of life (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Stress and the Need for Regulation

Modern life is inherently stressful to many of us. Perceived stress is often asso-
ciated with symptoms of exhaustion, depression and anxiety (Wiegner et al.,
2015). On the other hand, acute stress can sometimes be helpful, giving you the
energy that you need to meet immediate challenges. However, chronic stress—
the constant pressure from deadlines, information overload, and social com-
parison—eventually puts your mental and physical health at risk. It can lead to
anxiety disorders, burnout, depression, and various physical illnesses.

Stress is not just an external force; it is the product of how you perceive
and respond to short-term and long-term challenges. Your ability to cope with
these challenges and regulate yourself—your thoughts, feelings, and actions—
can mean the difference between struggling and thriving.

Why Self-Management Now?
Given the unpredictability of our world, old solutions often fail to address
new problems. Sometimes, even the best strategies from the past become
“dysfunctional” in new contexts. This is a result of incessant change in the
world, that constantly demands new solutions.

The world keeps moving, whether or not we are ready for it. Self-man-
agement, therefore, is an essential resource and not just a nice-to-have skill.
It facilitates a necessary response to the demands of contemporary life. It

13
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enables you to find structure in chaos, meaning in complexity, and agency
even in the face of uncertainty.

As you go through this self-management book, reflect on your own life.
What aspects of your world feel overwhelming or chaotic? Where do you
experience stress, and how do you typically respond? Identifying the areas
that are relevant to you is the first step toward change.

How Biology, Psychology, Society, Economy, and Ecology Shape Who
We Are

Human beings are not isolated entities, nor are we solely products of individ-
ual choice or willpower. Rather, we are embedded in an intricate web of bio-
logical, psychological, social, economic, and ecological influences. These five
domains are not independent; they are deeply interwoven, forming a dynamic
system that shapes our identity, thoughts, emotions, actions, and capacities
for self-regulation. Understanding this interconnectedness offers profound
insight into the human condition and underscores the importance of a holistic
approach to human well-being today and in future (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Biological Constitution: The Foundation of Human Potential

At the most fundamental level, our biological makeup forms the groundwork
for our existence. Genetics influence temperament, predisposition to certain
mental and physical conditions, and even cognitive potential. Hormones,
neurochemical balances, and brain structure directly affect how we perceive
the world and respond to it. For instance, imbalances in neurotransmitters
like serotonin or dopamine can lead to mood disorders, making it harder to
regulate emotions or behavior.

Biology is not destiny, but it sets the stage. Our bodies and brains are the
vessels through which all other influences flow and are filtered. Even our
capacity to engage in self-regulation—the ability to monitor, evaluate, and
modify our behavior—is grounded in the development and health of the pre-
frontal cortex and other neural systems. Thus, biological constitution is both
a constraint and an enabler of human functioning.

14
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Psychological State: The Inner Lens

While biology provides the “hardware”, our psychological state is akin to
“software’, shaped by personal experience, trauma, attachment history, and
cognitive patterns. Our sense of self, emotional resilience, and mental clarity
are all products of psychological development (Maturana, 1998). This internal
state is both reactive and generative—it responds to external inputs while also
shaping how we perceive and respond to those inputs throughout our lives.

For example, a person with high self-efficacy and emotional intelligence
may navigate stress more adaptively, demonstrating strong self-regulation
(Goleman, 1995). Conversely, those with unresolved trauma or anxiety may
be less stable and find it difficult to control impulses or maintain consistent
behavior, even in supportive environments. Our psychological condition,
therefore, is a crucial determinant of how effectively we engage with the world
and regulate ourselves:

“We do not freely choose the lens through which we see the world. It is
largely, though not completely, determined by our environment, and espe-
cially in our most formative years, that environment is largely determined by
our parents or whoever raises us. Much of the shaping of our perspectives and
beliefs occur subconsciously.” (Stiglitz, 2025, p. 161)

Social Environment: The Web of Relationships
No one develops in a vacuum. From early childhood, our family, community,
and broader culture influence who we become. Social bonds affect emotional
development, shape moral understanding, and contribute to mental stability.
Relationships can serve as both support systems and can be sources of stress.
Moreover, societal norms and expectations mold behavior and self-per-
ception. We internalize roles—gender, race, class—through socialization pro-
cesses that subtly (or explicitly) guide our choices and self-image. A support-
ive and inclusive social environment promotes secure identity formation and
effective self-regulation, while environments characterized by discrimination,
isolation, or instability can compromise mental health and impulse control.
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Economic System: The Structure of Opportunity and Constraint

The prevailing economic system exerts profound influence on individual
lives. Access to basic needs—food, healthcare, education, employment—is
largely determined by one’s economic context: “Who we are is affected by our
economic system.” (Stiglitz, 2025, p. 211) Thus, when we live and where we
live truly matters. Poverty is not just a lack of money; it is a chronic stressor
that affects our cognitive function, emotional regulation, and physical health.
As a result, economic inequality often correlates with psychological distress
and social fragmentation.

Furthermore, the emphasis on productivity, competition, and consumer-
ism in industrialized countries and societies can distort self-worth and inter-
nal priorities. When survival or success is tied to market value, individuals
may experience chronic anxiety or burnout, leading to dysregulation. On the
other hand, economic security and social safety nets can free cognitive and
emotional resources for growth, self-reflection, and deliberate action.

Natural Ecology: The Environmental Ground
Finally, the natural environment is not just a backdrop to human life—it
actively shapes it. The climate, availability of natural resources, biodiversity,
and exposure to nature all affect physical and mental health. For example,
research shows that access to green spaces improves mood, enhances cog-
nitive functioning, and lowers stress levels, facilitating better self-regulation.
In turn, ecological crises—such as climate change, pollution, and natural
disasters—contribute to existential anxiety, displacement, and socio-political
instability, all of which strain our collective and individual capacities for adap-
tation and regulation. Our disconnection from the natural world, fostered by
modern lifestyles, not only harms the planet but also disrupts our own eco-
logical identity and sense of well-being.

Interaction and Self-Regulation: A Dynamic Balance

Self-regulation is not a trait or capacity that exists in isolation; it is a dynamic
process constantly influenced by biological, psychological, social, economic,
and ecological factors. A person’s ability to delay gratification, manage stress,
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and act according to values is the outcome of biological preparedness, psy-
chological resilience, social support, economic security, and environmental
stability (Bertalanffy, 1976; Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

For example, consider a child growing up in a low-income household,
exposed to air pollution, with minimal access to quality education or health-
care, and limited social support. Even with an innate capacity for focus or
empathy, this child may struggle to regulate emotions or behavior, not because
of personal failure, but because the surrounding conditions undermine the
development of these abilities.

Conversely, someone raised in a nurturing environment, with access to
clean air, secure housing, meaningful relationships, and opportunities for
learning and growth, is more likely to develop strong self-regulatory capaci-
ties—even if they begin with biological or psychological vulnerabilities.

Towards an Integrated Understanding of Human Nature

To understand who we are and how we function as human beings, we must
move beyond simplistic, individualistic explanations. Human identity and
behavior emerge from a complex interplay of biology, psychology, society,
economy, and ecology. These domains shape not only our immediate experi-
ences but also our long-term capacities for self-awareness, emotional regula-
tion, and purposeful action.

Recognizing this interconnectedness invites more compassionate, sys-
tems-oriented approaches to personal development, interaction with other
people and overall well-being (Schneider, 2001). It challenges the myth of the
self-made individual and instead affirms our shared responsibility in creating
the conditions where everyone has the opportunity to thrive—biologically,
psychologically, socially, economically, and ecologically. Thus, we should see
that self-care is important, but not more important than caring for others.

17
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Why Do We Need Self-Management?

The Challenges of Everyday Life
Life in the 21st century is fast-paced, uncertain, and often overwhelming. Most
people juggle multiple roles—employee, student, parent, partner, friend—
while coping with rapid technological change, global issues, and shifting social
landscapes. The “normal” stresses of everyday life are further amplified by eco-
nomic uncertainty, information overload, and the pressure to constantly adapt.
These challenges, while common, place a substantial burden on our men-
tal health and well-being. Rates of anxiety and depression are at record highs
worldwide (Kazdin, 2024), with many people struggling to maintain a sense of
balance and purpose. Whether we are navigating personal setbacks or collec-
tive crises, the ability to manage ourselves—our thoughts, emotions, behavior,
and goals—has never been more important.

Self-Management as Prevention, Transformation and Recovery

At its core, effective self-management is a foundational psychological skill
that supports the prevention of problems, transformation towards enhanced
well-being, and recovery from periods of difficulty.

Prevention: Good self-management helps buffer against stress, burnout, and
mental health problems. By recognizing early warning signs—such as per-
sistent worry, irritability, or low energy—we can take action before difficulties
become crises.

Transformation: Self-management is also about facilitating change. It enables
us to pursue goals, develop meaningful relationships, and strengthen resil-
ience. When practiced continuously, it facilitates transformation towards a
more satisfying, purposeful life.

Recovery: Self-management plays a crucial role in regaining balance after set-
backs, periods of stress, or mental health challenges. It supports healing by
helping individuals restore routines, rebuild confidence, and gradually re-en-
gage with daily life while respecting their limits.
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Taken together, these perspectives show that self-management supports
mental health across the full continuum—from prevention, through trans-
formation, to recovery. By helping to reduce the risk of difficulties, promote
well-being, and facilitate restoration after challenges, effective self-manage-
ment serves as a cornerstone of sustainable personal development and long-
term resilience.

Supporting Yourself and Others

Self-management is not an isolated activity. When you learn to manage your-
self effectively, you are better able to support and inspire those around you—
whether at work, in your family, or within your community. In this sense,
self-management is a form of leadership: it models responsible behavior and
sets the tone for human relationships both in our private lives as well as in our
work environment (De Waele et al., 1993; Senge, 2006).

A Foundation for Mental Health
Research underlines that good self-management skills are associated with the
following advantages:

— Lower rates of anxiety and depression (Kazdin, 2024; Schnierer et al.,

2024)

— Improved work and academic performance

— Greater satisfaction in personal relationships

— Higher resilience in the face of setbacks

— Better physical health and quality of life

Conversely, difficulties with self-management—such as avoidance, indeci-
sion, or chronic procrastination—often lead to increased stress, deteriorating
relationships, and decreased well-being.

Bridging the Gap in Mental Health Care
Globally, there is a significant gap between the need for mental health support
and the resources available (WPA-Lancet Psychiatry Commission, 2017).
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Many people do not have access to therapy or counseling, and even those who
do may find it hard to sustain gains outside the clinical setting. Self-manage-
ment offers a powerful, evidence-based way for individuals to take greater
ownership of their mental health and day-to-day functioning.

In recent years, tools like the Self-Management Self-Test (SMST) have
been developed to help individuals assess their own self-management skills
and monitor their progress over time (Wehmeier et al., 2020). These tools
support the idea that everyone, regardless of background or circumstance,
can develop greater competence in managing themselves and their lives.

Integration: From Theory to Practice
This model is not merely theoretical. It underpins the structure of this partic-
ular self-management approach and the five modules contained in this book,
each addressing one facet of effective self-management:
— Face reality (perceiving and accepting your circumstances)
— Remember you are not alone (navigating relationships)
Think future (planning amidst uncertainty)
Make up your mind (deciding in complex situations)
Start moving (acting effectively in an interconnected world)

Together, these five modules translate the model from concept into action
by guiding individuals through key aspects of effective self-management. By
facing reality, staying connected to others, thinking ahead, making deliber-
ate decisions, and taking purposeful action, this particular self-management
approach supports practical, grounded change in complex and uncertain
conditions.

The Importance of Global Mental Health

The need for effective self-management is not just a personal concern—it is
a global one. In today’s world, health concerns in general and mental health
issues in particular are both widespread and often under-addressed, cutting
across age, culture, and economic status. Understanding the broader context
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of mental health, and the vital role that self-management can play, is essential
for both individual and societal well-being, today and in the long run.

A Widespread Challenge

Mental health disorders are among the leading causes of disability and dimin-
ished quality of life worldwide. Depression, anxiety, and stress-related disor-
ders are especially prevalent, and the COVID-19 pandemic has only exac-
erbated these trends. According to the World Health Organization (WHO),
depression is now the leading cause of disability globally (WHO, 1992). Yet,
the majority of individuals experiencing mental distress do not receive ade-
quate support or intervention (Kazdin, 2024), and many do not even recog-
nize their own need.

Barriers to Care
There are numerous barriers to accessing traditional mental health care. These
include the following points:
— Stigma: Negative attitudes toward mental health issues can prevent
individuals from seeking help
— Resource gaps: Many regions lack trained mental health professionals or
the infrastructure to provide ongoing care
— Economic constraints: The cost of treatment, or lack of insurance, often
keeps support out of reach for many people
— Geographical barriers: Those in rural or remote areas may have little or
no access to mental health services

These barriers underline the importance of utilizing effective self-manage-
ment strategies to overcome difficulties and persist in pursuing mental health
and wellbeing at an individual level. Furthermore, self-management strate-
gies can support individuals receiving treatment for mental health issues
(Schnierer et al., 2024).
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Supporting Everyday Interventions

Recognizing these barriers, leading researchers and policymakers are now
advocating for integrated, everyday interventions—practices and strategies
that people can use in their daily lives to improve mental well-being, sup-
plementing traditional care where possible (Kazdin, 2024; Baumeister et al.,
2021). Effective self-management is one such intervention. By equipping indi-
viduals with the tools to better regulate their thoughts, emotions, and actions,
people can be empowered to take charge of their mental health regardless of
their situation and the circumstances in which they find themselves.

Population-Level Impact

Population health frameworks, like those adopted by the European Union
(2016) and detailed in a publication by the WPA-Lancet Psychiatry Commis-
sion on the Future of Psychiatry (2017), highlight the urgency of scaling up
mental health promotion and prevention strategies. Self-management train-
ing, digital interventions, and easily accessible self-help resources are increas-
ingly being viewed as essential complements to traditional therapy and med-
ication, including prevention and recovery.

Screening and Monitoring

Simple tools, such as the Self-Management Self-Test (SMST), allow individ-
uals to self-assess their self-management competence, screen for depressive
symptoms, and track progress over time (Wehmeier et al., 2020). In this way,
individuals can develop strategies to better regulate their thoughts, emotions,
human relationships and actions. Such measures not only support personal
growth but also provide valuable data for researchers and clinicians aiming to
improve mental health outcomes on a broader scale.
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The Role of Effective Self-Management
This particular self-management approach was specifically designed to
improve individual mental health and well-being. It provides practical, evi-
dence-based strategies for effective self-management that can be used by any-
one, anywhere, in order to:

— Cope with daily stress

— Build emotional resilience

— Maintain good routines and relationships

— Prevent escalation of mental health issues

Self-management does not replace professional care of people with mental
health challenges, but it can be a powerful complement—empowering indi-
viduals and communities alike to sustain mental health and wellbeing.

Practical Implications

Effective self-management has implications not only at the individual level,

but also within families, workplaces, and communities. Applying such strat-

egies consistently can strengthen personal well-being while fostering a more

supportive and resilient social environment. The following practical impli-

cations highlight how self-management can be integrated into everyday life:

Use self-management strategies as daily tools for well-being.

— Encourage accessible mental health resources in your community.

— Share self-management knowledge and skills with family and friends.

— Recognize that improving your own self-management skills contrib-
utes to a healthier community.

By actively practicing and sharing self-management skills, individuals help
normalize conversations about mental health and reduce stigma. Small, con-
sistent actions can create a ripple effect, improving collective well-being over
time. Ultimately, effective self-management supports both personal mental
health and the health of the broader community.

23



I. Living in a Constantly Changing World | The Impact of Stress

The Impact of Stress

Stress is a fundamental part of the human experience. Everyone feels it—
sometimes as a fleeting response to a tough moment, and other times as a
chronic burden that affects daily life. Understanding stress and its effects is
essential for anyone seeking effective self-management competence.

Acute Stress: The Double-Edged Sword

Not all stress is bad. Acute stress is the body’s natural response to a chal-
lenging or threatening situation. In small doses, it can sharpen your focus,
boost your energy, and help you perform under pressure. For example, an
approaching deadline or a critical meeting may activate your stress response,
helping you rise to the occasion. However, acute stress is meant to be short-
lived. Once the challenge passes, the body should return to a state of balance.
When stress becomes a constant presence, problems begin to emerge.

Chronic Stress: The Hidden Threat

Chronic stress occurs when challenges and pressures do not let up. Instead of
returning to a state of calm, your mind and body remain on high alert. Over
time, this can lead to exhaustion, anxiety, irritability, and a range of physical
health issues (such as high blood pressure, headaches, sleep disturbances, and
weakened immunity). Prolonged stress is also a major risk factor for devel-
oping depression and other clinically relevant mental health problems (APA,
2000; Grawe, 2004).

Chronic stress does not arise in isolation, but is often shaped by broader
social, economic, and environmental pressures (Wallace-Wells, 2019; Franko-
pan, 2023). The demands of modern life can place continuous strain on individ-
uals, making stress a persistent rather than temporary experience. Several com-
mon factors contribute to the development and maintenance of chronic stress:
The relentless pace of work and information overload
— Economic uncertainty
Social isolation or conflicts in relationships
Worries about the future—both personal and global
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When these stressors accumulate over time, they can significantly affect men-
tal health, physical well-being, and daily functioning. Recognizing the sources
of chronic stress is an important first step toward managing its impact. With
awareness and appropriate self-management strategies, individuals can begin
to reduce stress and strengthen their capacity to cope.

The Neurobiology of Stress
Understanding how stress works in the brain can help ameliorate its effects.
Three main brain regions play crucial roles (Damasio, 2000):
— Amygdala: The “alarm bell,” alerting us to danger or threat
— Hippocampus: Provides context, helping us remember similar situa-
tions and learn from them
— Prefrontal Cortex: Regulates our reaction, allowing us to pause, plan,
and make rational decisions

Under stress, the amygdala can dominate, leading to “tunnel vision” and lim-
iting your ability to see creative solutions. Chronic activation of the stress
response system can eventually wear down both the body and the mind. But
the impact of stress is highly personal—what stresses one person may hardly
bother another. The key is to understand your own stress responses and find
strategies that help you regulate yourself effectively.

From Stress to Growth: The Self-Management Opportunity
The goal is not to eliminate all stress, but to manage it in ways that support
physical and mental health as well as personal growth. This includes:
— Recognizing your individual stress-triggers
— Developing good coping strategies (like mindfulness, exercise, or social
support)
— Learning to distinguish between what you can control and what you
cannot
— Taking proactive steps to prevent chronic stress from taking hold
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