
Action Steps: Strangers to Ourselves 

Strangers to Ourselves by Rachel Aviv is a thought-provoking exploration of how our 
understanding of mental health is shaped by the narratives we adopt, both from society 
and our own personal experiences. The book delves into how psychiatric labels, cultural 
contexts, and the stories we tell about our struggles influence our identities and our 
paths toward healing.  
 
The main idea of Strangers to Ourselves is that our understanding of mental 
health—and by extension, our sense of self—is not an absolute, objective truth but is 
shaped by the narratives we adopt. Rachel Aviv argues that the labels and stories 
imposed by psychiatry, culture, and our personal experiences profoundly influence how 
we perceive and experience our own minds.  
 
In essence, the book suggests that these narratives can either confine us or offer a 
pathway to transformation, making it crucial to examine and, if necessary, rewrite the 
stories we tell about ourselves. 
 
In this Action Steps Handbook, we will explore how you can rewrite the story you tell 
yourself about your struggles to foster personal growth and resilience. 
 
 
 

1. Identify Your Current Story 

●​ Write It Down: Start by journaling how you currently describe your struggles. 
What phrases or labels do you use? For example, do you say “I’m always failing” 
or “I’m not good enough”? 

●​ Notice Patterns: Look for recurring words or themes. These are the parts of your 
story that have become habitual and may be limiting you. 
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2. Reflect on the Impact 

●​ Examine the Effects: Think about how your current narrative affects your 
behavior and feelings. Does calling yourself “broken” lead to avoidance of 
challenges or a lack of effort in improving your situation? 

●​ Ask Yourself: Consider if your story has been holding you back. How does it 
influence your decisions, your relationships, and your overall self-esteem? 

 

 

 

3. Challenge Limiting Beliefs 

●​ Question the Truth: Take each negative statement and ask, “Is this really true?” 
Look for evidence in your past that contradicts these beliefs. 

●​ Gather Counter-Examples: For every negative label (like “I always fail”), list 
instances when you succeeded, even in small ways. This helps weaken the hold 
of limiting beliefs by showing you that your story isn’t absolute. 

 

 

 

4. Reframe the Narrative 

●​ Change the Words: Replace harsh, fixed statements with ones that are more 
flexible and hopeful. Instead of saying “I’m a failure,” say, “I’m learning and 
growing from my experiences.” 

●​ Craft a New Story: Write a new version of your narrative that emphasizes 
resilience and progress. For instance, if you struggle with self-doubt, you might 
write, “I am capable and I grow stronger with every challenge I overcome.” 
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5. Seek Evidence of Growth 

●​ Keep a Success Journal: Record your small victories and positive moments daily 
or weekly. This could be as simple as making a decision that was hard or taking a 
step toward a personal goal. 

●​ Review Regularly: Periodically go back through your journal to remind yourself of 
your progress. Seeing tangible evidence of growth can reinforce your new, 
empowering narrative. 

 

 

 

6. Talk It Out 

●​ Share with Trusted People: Discuss your new perspective with someone who 
supports you—a friend, mentor, or therapist. Sometimes, verbalizing your 
thoughts helps solidify them. 

●​ Ask for Feedback: Encourage those close to you to share what strengths they see 
in you. This external validation can help adjust your internal story in a positive 
direction. 

 

 

 

7. Practice Consistently 

●​ Make It a Routine: Set aside time each day for self-reflection. This could be 
through journaling, meditation, or even a quiet walk. 

●​ Be Patient: Understand that rewriting your internal narrative is a gradual process. 
Consistency is key. Over time, your new perspective will become more natural, 
and the old, limiting story will fade into the background. 
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Rewrite Your Story: A Guided Template for Personal Growth 

 

Step 1: Identify Your Current Story 

●​ Write It Down:​
Describe in your own words how you currently view your struggles.​
Example: “I often think that I am not good enough because I struggle with [insert 
your recurring thought or label].”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Notice Patterns:​
List any recurring themes or phrases that show up in your self-talk.​
Example: “I frequently say things like, ‘I always fail,’ or ‘I can never change.’”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

Step 2: Reflect on the Impact 

●​ Examine Effects:​
How does this narrative influence your actions and feelings?​
Example: “Because I believe I am not good enough, I tend to avoid challenges that 
could help me grow.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Acknowledge Limitations:​
Write down any ways this story might be holding you back.​
Example: “This belief makes me feel anxious and stops me from taking 
opportunities that could lead to success.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 
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Step 3: Challenge Limiting Beliefs 

●​ Question Its Truth:​
Pick one negative label or thought and ask yourself if it’s completely true.​
Example: “Is it really true that I am always a failure? Have there been moments 
where I succeeded?”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ List Counter-Examples:​
Record at least one instance when you succeeded or felt capable, despite that 
label.​
Example: “I once gave a presentation that went well, which shows that I am 
capable of speaking confidently.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

Step 4: Reframe the Narrative 

●​ Change the Words:​
Replace a harsh statement with one that opens up possibilities.​
Example: Instead of “I am broken,” write “I am learning and growing.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Write a New Story:​
Compose a short paragraph that summarizes your revised, empowering 
narrative.​
Example: “Today, I choose to see my struggles as steps on my journey to 
becoming stronger and more resilient.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 
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Step 5: Seek Evidence of Growth 

●​ Keep a Success Journal:​
Start a daily or weekly journal where you note small victories or moments of 
resilience.​
Example: “Today, I managed to speak up in a meeting even though I felt nervous.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Review Your Progress:​
Periodically, read back through your journal to reinforce your new narrative.​
Example: “Reflecting on my notes, I see that I have grown in confidence over the 
past month.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

Step 6: Talk It Out 

●​ Share Your New Perspective:​
Identify a friend, mentor, or therapist with whom you can discuss your revised 
story.​
Example: “I plan to talk with [insert name] about how I’m working to change my 
self-perception.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Ask for Feedback:​
Request honest feedback on your strengths and progress.​
Example: “I will ask, ‘What do you see in me that contradicts the old narrative?’”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 
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Step 7: Practice Consistently 

●​ Establish a Routine:​
Set aside a specific time each day or week for self-reflection and journaling.​
Example: “I will reflect for 10 minutes each morning at 7 AM.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

●​ Be Patient:​
Remember that rewriting your narrative is a gradual process.​
Example: “I know change takes time, so I will review my progress every two 
weeks to track improvements.”​
Your Entry: ____________________________________________ 

 

Use this template as a structured approach to rewriting the story you tell yourself about 
your struggles. Each step helps you move towards a more empowering self-narrative, 
encouraging resilience and personal growth. 
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