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and how it can be best achieved. While the rhetoric of solo 
travel is that time alone is necessary to get to know yourself, 
Audrey suggests the opposite: ‘Reflection is often the purview  
of an individual in solitude, but we discover ourselves within 
relationships.’ This isn’t to underestimate or undermine time 
spent alone, just to note that learning experiences also happen 
as a result of interactions with others, both those who play 
significant roles in our lives and those with cameo appearances. 

Similarly, work done to get to know ourselves involves 
practical experiences – only so much can be achieved by 
thinking or assessing. ‘We can’t know ourselves theoretically,’ 
she explains. ‘We can come up with many theories about 
ourselves and how we work, but life shows the reality.’ By  
way of example, Audrey adds: ‘If you talk about how important 
self-love is to you, but you lose your keys and find yourself 
beating yourself up for the rest of the day, [then] self-love is  
a theory rather than a practice.’

It isn’t an easy process and there’ll be peaks and troughs. 
‘Finding yourself can be problematic because, often, we don’t 
know where to look,’ says Audrey. ‘No matter how long you dig, 
how much work you put in and how many shovels you buy, if 
you’re digging in the wrong place, it’s hard to find the treasure.’ 

The search for the self often emerges at times of difficulty  
or unwanted change. ‘The concept usually grows out of a 
feeling of discomfort or disquiet, something internally doesn’t 
feel quite right,’ suggests Audrey. ‘Many habitual ways of 
thinking come from unconscious beliefs and decisions made 
earlier in life, [sometimes] through trauma or defence, and to 
protect our fragility. The process of uncovering them is  
akin to coaxing a small, scared animal out of hiding.’ This 
highlights the importance of practising self-kindness and 

compassion throughout the process of finding yourself. 
‘Approach the mirror without judgment,’ advises Audrey,  
‘and [it’s more likely that] constructive, instructive and 
deductive reasoning thought and knowledge will arise.’

Pandora looks at the process another way, one that offers 
a little-and-often approach in the search for the self: ‘Each 
morning, ask yourself: “What do I need today?” Finding joy 
and satisfaction are the most important things, so choose to be 
mindful and conscious in every experience. And relish your life.’ 

Whether I am embarking on another big trip or simply going 
about my everyday life, I will keep these words in mind. After 
all, the search to find oneself is never-ending.

AUDREY’S TIPS FOR FINDING YOURSELF
•  Notice what makes you laugh, feel connected to others and 

brings you joy. Encourage more of it into your life. 
•  Buy a body oil, lotion or exfoliant and use it regularly. There is 

nothing more challenging than realising how little you spend 
time in appreciative contact with your own body. 

•  Observe every aspect of your surroundings – from the bed 
you sleep in to the transport you use. Things around you can 
shine a light on how you interact with your environment and 
indicate what you believe about yourself. 

•  Breathe. You will be astonished by how often you hold your 
breath. Just notice. Drop your shoulders, stretch your neck, 
allow your abdomen to soften. Breathe. And notice what 
comes up as you come back to yourself. 

•  It’s never too late. There are countless opportunities to find 
yourself. You just need the courage to start where you are.

Words: Elizabeth Bennett

Lost and found
Why the quest to unlock one’s true self is an ongoing process

When I was 18, I packed a rucksack and embarked on a five-
month adventure across Australia and south-east Asia, with 
two of my closest friends. It bridged the gap from one chapter 
– school, living at home, obeying other people’s rules – to the 
next, which brought independence and adult responsibilities. 
‘We’re going to find ourselves,’ we would joke when people asked 
about the trip. The experience was undoubtedly formative and 
brought greater self-awareness, along with a wider world view, 
but to claim that I found myself would be an exaggeration. 

Fast-forward 10 years and I was packing my bags again, this 
time for a solo trip. My mood was less jovial. I felt lost after 
a break-up and craved escape and reconnection with myself. 
Once more, it proved to be a valuable life experience, but did it 
provide the definitive answer to who I was? No. 

A solo adventure is one of many ideas touted for those 
wishing to find themselves, as though hopping on a plane 
and exploring fresh climes can’t fail to deliver enlightenment. 
Reflecting on that post-break-up trip now, I can see that while 
it served an important purpose, it also illustrated that self-
discovery isn’t something that belongs on a to-do list. 

This is because identity and a sense of self aren’t fixed, 
Pandora Paloma, a Kent-based intuitive-living coach, says the 
relationship with the self is in constant flux: ‘Just like anything, 
there is always more to learn, parts of you to explore and 

experiences to experience,’ she says. ‘Over time, your beliefs  
may change and your surroundings might alter to match them. 
It’s a beautiful process and one to be thankful for.’ 

London-based psychotherapist Audrey Stephenson agrees: 
‘Self-discovery is a lifelong process because the self is a dynamic, 
changing, evolving thing. We grow, regress, get stuck, fragment, 
hide and find ourselves over and over again.’

When you think about your younger self, this is obvious. The 
teenage me thought she had everything sussed on her return 
from that first adventure, but in reality she still had loads to 
learn. And I’m a different person now. My opinions, behaviours 
and preferences have changed as the years have gone by. Audrey 
feels the same: ‘The me I was at 23 was the person I thought 
I would always be. I was sure of who I was, my talents, my 
strengths, my weaknesses. And yet, almost two decades on from 
that point, I can barely recognise the self I would have sworn 
was complete, fully formed and confident in the way life would 
unfold for her.’ For some, it might help to reframe the search. 
‘The notion of finding yourself isn’t problematic,’ says Paloma, 
‘but “communicating better with yourself” or “understanding 
yourself” can sometimes be more appropriate, though you can 
call it what you want if you’re doing it.’ 

Considering that self-discovery is constant and ongoing,  
it’s important to think about the role it plays in your life  


