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Praise for You Are More Than Your Body


“In You Are More Than Your Body, Dr. Jennifer Caspari combines her clinical expertise with her lived experience to create a must-read guide for anyone looking to live their life with more ease. [The book] feels like a conversation with a wise, kind, and loving friend in which Dr. Caspari effortlessly integrates evidence-based psychological strategies with personal narrative to enable the reader to shift their mindset and make meaningful changes in their life.”

—Alexis Conason, PsyD, CEDS-C, clinical psychologist, Certified Eating Disorder Specialist, and author of The Diet-Free Revolution




“Written from a place of honest vulnerability, You Are More Than Your Body shares an accessible roadmap to self-acceptance and is a guide from which everyone can benefit.”

—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Life




“Dr. Jennifer Caspari stands at the unique intersection of being a highly skilled psychologist and a woman with a disability. From this vantage point, she offers us a profoundly compassionate and practical guide to enhancing our well-being . . . a must-read for anyone looking to navigate life’s challenges with an open mind and determined heart.”

—Dr. Diana Hill, clinical psychologist, host of the Wise Effort podcast, and author of The Self-Compassion Daily Journal 




“With warmth, honesty, and mature professional insight, Dr. Caspari shares her personal journey of life with cerebral palsy, providing readers with a guidebook for emotional and psychological resilience. I strongly recommend it for anyone seeking to transform their personal challenges into growth opportunities.”

—Kent Drescher, PhD, clinical psychologist living with muscular dystrophy and coauthor of The Moral Injury Workbook




“Understanding your own worth and value is the greatest gift you can give yourself and others. Dr. Jennifer Caspari has written a beautiful guide to support you on your journey and help you accept and love yourself even more.” 

—Shannon Kaiser, best-selling author of The Self-Love Experiment




“The book so many of my patients need. Written with the authority of a clinical psychologist and expert in coping with disability/chronic illness, as well as with the knowledge and compassion of someone who has lived these experiences, what Dr. Caspari shares will resonate deeply with those who have felt different or limited by their bodies and provide hope to those who have felt alone in their struggles. Just as importantly, she shares a toolbox of evidence-based approaches for regulating emotions, shaping thoughts, and caring for your body, which come together to reset your relationship with your chronic health condition or disability and allow you to thrive.”

—Dr. Jade Wu, author of Hello Sleep: The Science and Art of Overcoming Insomnia Without Medications




“A compassionate guide for anyone with a chronic health condition—offering hope and a practical path to thriving. Through personal stories and insights, it acknowledges the complexity of difficult experiences while providing clear psychological strategies for tolerating discomfort and managing thoughts and emotions. It’s a must-read for anyone seeking greater self-acceptance and empowerment.”

—Anna Kress, PsyD, licensed clinical psychologist and author of Heal Your Past to Manifest Your Future




“Reading You Are More Than Your Body feels like sitting down with a great friend—one who shares her story with authenticity, humor, and eye-opening common sense. Dr. Jennifer Caspari offers not just coping skills but also powerful principles to guide each of us on our unique journeys. Keep a notebook handy. Don’t just read her book; capture these tools and practice them—they will empower you as you navigate life’s inevitable messiness and challenges.”

—Stephanie Szostak, actor and author of SELF!SH
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For anyone who has ever felt different. And for Sean. Thank you for being my person and choosing me every day. You’re my favorite.






Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

Thank you for taking the time to pick up this book. It is something I have thought about writing for quite some time with the hope that my experiences as a disabled woman, along with my professional knowledge and expertise as a clinical psychologist, will be of value to others. My intention is that as you read this book, there is something in it that resonates with you and is helpful to you. If this book enhances the well-being and quality of life of a single reader, I will be very thankful.

With gratitude,

Jen Caspari




Introduction

Our life experiences can greatly influence what we think, feel, and do. They can lead to a sense of understanding, behavior change, and personal growth. Often, growth follows some sort of distress or personal challenge. If everything in your life is going smoothly, and you have no concerns or difficulties, there is likely no stimulus for insight or change. I have played the mental game with myself of wondering what my personality might be like if I was not born with a physical disability. Would it be greatly different? Would I have the same level of grit, determination, stubbornness, and empathy? There is no way to know the answers to these questions, yet I am confident that living with a disability has strengthened the resolve I feel to live life in a way that is meaningful to me and the empathy I have for others. And these are traits that I value. Does this mean my life is better because I have a disability? Not necessarily. It simply means my disability has created current circumstances and challenges that have enhanced valuable attributes of my personality.

While I am not opposed to positive thinking, and believe our thoughts can have a big influence on our mood, emotions, and behaviors, I am not an advocate of the “Just think positively” school of thought or the belief that “There must be a silver lining to this difficult situation.” Often, it is not authentic or realistic to “think positively,” and it is more helpful to acknowledge the complexity of our experiences, which is why I typically focus on practicing neutral or balanced thinking (more on this later). Distress and growth tend to go hand in hand, as do pain and joy. What we do matters, and there is power in practicing effective coping skills and engaging in values-based actions. For example, we can improve our quality of life if we align our daily behavior with our personal values and what is meaningful to us.

That is why it was important to me to write this book and outline several helpful coping skills, based on my personal and professional experience, that I believe can facilitate determination, courage, self-acceptance, and quality of life. Life is hard and complex. To live well we often need to practice embracing vulnerability, taking emotional risks, and prioritizing what is meaningful to us. The more we practice tuning in to our internal experience, and the more knowledge we have of helpful skills that enhance cognitive, emotional, and behavioral flexibility—not holding too rigidly to one way of thinking, feeling, or behaving, the ability to take on different perspectives, consider different choices, and so on—the more options we have and the stronger our well-being, quality of life, and the possibility of a life well lived.

The phrase coping skills is used frequently throughout this book. It is common to think of coping skills as the methods a person uses to manage stressful situations. Within this book, I broadly define coping skills as the tools and techniques used to support or enhance overall mood, well-being, and quality of life. Also, I refer to certain thoughts and behaviors as unhelpful. I intentionally use the label of unhelpful to imply that thoughts and behaviors may be unhelpful in the moment, worsening mood or well-being or moving us away from our values, while not being unilaterally unhelpful. Further, labeling something as unhelpful is more neutral than labeling it as bad, and using neutral language allows us to separate our thoughts and behaviors from our core sense of identity and to be less judgmental toward ourselves.1 Having an unhelpful thought or engaging in an unhelpful behavior does not mean you are a “bad” person.

In the following chapters, you will find a variety of coping skills presented in a brief, and hopefully easily digestible, way. The book is divided into three sections: managing your emotions, balancing your thoughts, and caring for your body. I discuss aspects of my personal experience living with a disability that relate to the skills presented, provide self-reflection exercises to aid self-awareness, and offer information based on my knowledge and experience as a clinical psychologist on what the skills are and how to go about practicing them. I recommend reading the book with a journal or notebook nearby so you can practice the self-reflection exercises as you go.

While the skills I offer are general and relate to overall mood and well-being, I use the lens of my experience of living with a disability as a framework to discuss the skills, and I wrote this book with those who struggle with low self-esteem, self-worth, or self-acceptance in mind. You don’t have to be living with a disability, chronic health condition, or overt difference to benefit from the skills as they are broadly helpful tools. Nonetheless, my personal experience may resonate more deeply with you if you have a disability or chronic health condition.

As you go through this book, I offer the encouragement to slow down and pause as needed. It may be helpful to read the skills more than once and circle back to them over time. Feel free to take what resonates with you and leave what does not. Also, remember that learning any type of new skill, and developing the ability to implement it effectively, requires practice, patience, and repetition. Be compassionate with yourself. Pretty much everything in this book falls under the category of “Easier said than done.” And, when in doubt, repeat, repeat, repeat.

Finally, learning to ground yourself in the present moment and calm your body and nervous system is a beneficial skill set that supports the implementation of other coping skills. Whether chronic pain or fatigue is increasing, or perhaps you are feeling more irritable, anxious, or unsettled, grounding and relaxing your body are important ways to slow down, take care of yourself, and set yourself up to have more ability to utilize additional coping skills as needed.

Some of what you read in this book may provoke certain emotions in you and feel emotionally challenging. That is why I want to offer a couple of supportive skills at the end of this section that you can start practicing now. Additional body-based coping skills are discussed in part 3 of the book.

Why Am I Writing This Book?

I was born almost three months prematurely, weighing about two and a half pounds, and have cerebral palsy (CP). CP is a group of disorders that affect movement and muscle tone. It is caused by damage to the immature, developing brain, often before or during birth. The cause of CP and its effect on function vary.2 My early birth was sudden and unexpected as my mom had a healthy pregnancy to that point with no indications for the possibility of a premature birth and had two full-term pregnancies before mine. My mom likes to say that I just couldn’t wait to be born and that I came into the world smiling, as I have always been a very smiley person. The severity of my CP is mild, and I walk with a limp. My muscles are tight and spastic, and I mostly have problems with my legs and feet. I also have poor balance, and my lower spine curves, causing back pain. My tight muscles constantly work and compensate for my unbalanced and limping gait, leaving me sore and tired. I have had several orthopedic surgeries throughout my life, and I have had to learn, following some mild emotional breakdowns in shoe departments as a teenager, that my feet will never be “normal,” and I just can’t wear certain types of shoes.

My parents gave me every opportunity they could, and without the great resources they provided, I would likely be in a different physical place today. They evaluated and addressed each issue I had. Did I need more physical therapy (PT)? What about another orthopedic surgery? Am I walking better with or without my orthotics? I started PT around the age of two and participated consistently until age thirteen, at which point I declared I was done with PT.

While I was scared of surgery as a child, and not a huge fan of seeing orthopedists or doing PT, in retrospect, these experiences contributed to my grit and determination. They taught me to have agency over my actions and move toward what is important to me. They highlighted that some aspects of my life are unchangeable and out of my control and that I can also choose to go after what I want.

I entered college wanting to be the next Katie Couric. I was a broadcast journalism major and dreamed of conducting captivating interviews and being on TV. As I participated in reporting classes, it became clear to me that the seemingly typical lifestyle of a reporter was not for me. I didn’t like the idea of chasing down sources or not having set work hours. I am someone who likes consistency and routine. Yet, what was clear to me was my interest in people. I liked learning about human behavior and people’s life experiences, and I wanted to help others. My psychology classes were interesting and enjoyable and it was a natural decision to focus on psychology instead of journalism. I was committed to learning how to help others improve their daily lives, and after a terminal master’s degree in community counseling, I decided to earn a doctorate in counseling psychology to further my knowledge and expertise.

Living with a disability influenced my professional interest in health psychology and my understanding of the psychological aspects of health and wellness. I have worked in a variety of settings, including hospitals and medical clinics, and much of my career as a clinical psychologist has focused on helping people with acute and chronic health conditions improve their daily functioning and quality of life. I have also concentrated on managing mood concerns such as anxiety and depression and guiding people in taking values-based action that facilitates a sense of meaning and purpose.

I wrote this book because I believe my knowledge and skills as a clinical psychologist along with my lived experience as a disabled woman can benefit others. I have spent the past twenty-five years learning and practicing psychology, and have cultivated my interest in and empathy toward others for even longer. I hope my experiences provide a sense of human connection and allow you to feel seen and understood.

My clinical work aims to empower my clients to live the life they want to live, a life that feels meaningful. It is normal to feel stuck or to feel like you are simply existing. Yet, it is possible to get unstuck and take realistic and doable action to improve well-being and quality of life even when challenges and difficulties exist. This book is aimed at giving you the tools to do just that.

Two Helpful Skills to Use Now

5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique

Grounding skills are skills that use the senses to calm and ground you in the present moment when you are feeling emotionally overwhelmed, caught in your thoughts, or generally disconnected from the present moment. When you notice yourself feeling overwhelmed or disconnected from the moment, practice pausing, taking a couple of slow breaths, and then going through the below steps to ground yourself.


	5—Name five things you can see around you. This can be anything in your environment that you see.

	4—Name four things that you can touch around you. This may be the chair or couch you are sitting on, the ground beneath your feet, a piece of clothing, and so on.

	3—Name three things that you can hear. This can be any external sound you hear. Maybe you hear an air conditioner, a car or bird outside, or music playing.

	2—Name two things that you can smell. Maybe you can smell scented lotion or a candle. If you can’t smell anything in the moment, feel free to walk nearby to find a scent, or you can name two things you like the smell of.

	1—Name one thing you can taste. Are there any tastes in your mouth like gum, coffee, or food you recently ate? If not, you can name one thing you like the taste of.



It can also be helpful to end the exercise by naming one thing you like about yourself.

Lengthen Your Exhale Breathing Exercise

The exhale part of the breath is like the brake in a car: It slows your nervous system down. One type of relaxation breathing is to intentionally lengthen your exhale. If, for example, you naturally inhale to about a count of 3, you would practice exhaling slowly to a count of 5 or 6. In general, it is helpful to make the exhale about twice as long as the inhale.

To practice this type of breathing, I encourage you to stop what you are doing a few times a day, or whenever needed, and for a couple of minutes take slow breaths focusing on lengthening your exhale. It may be helpful to count to yourself as you inhale and exhale. So, slowly counting 1, 2, 3 as you inhale, and then slowly counting 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 as you exhale. If you get distracted, gently return your attention to your breathing. Aim to practice for about two to five minutes. If you are feeling a moderate to high level of distress, practicing this exercise for longer, about ten minutes, will be beneficial.

This can be a great exercise to practice when pain, stress, or anxiety, for example, are increasing, yet you don’t have to wait to practice! The more you practice breathing exercises when you are feeling generally calm, the more likely you will remember to use them when distress increases, and the more effective they will be.
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