
Put On Your Own Oxygen Mask First 

A practical guide to living healthier, happier and  

more successful in 52 weekly steps 



 

  



 

ABOUT THIS BOOK 

Much of what you will read stems from martial arts lessons and strate-

gies I learned in business. A significant contribution also comes from 

my wife Uli and her thoughts on minimalism, simplification, the arts, 

and focusing on experiences rather than material possessions. 

None of what you will read is rocket science or my own discovery. 

However, it is a summary of principles and approaches that worked for 

me over the past 25 years, leaving out all the things that I learned the 

hard way not to work. Those principles helped me stay sane and 

healthy in environments of extreme challenge and pressure. 

Pictures and illustrations are either copyright of Alfons and Ulrike 

Staerk or shared under Creative Commons CC0 from Pixabay. Pictures 

in the foreword are copyright of Thomas Aschenbrenner. 

COPYRIGHT 

Copyright © 2019 by Alfons and Ulrike Staerk 

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be repro-

duced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written 

permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a 

book review or scholarly journal. 

First Printing: 2019 

ISBN 9781077278929 

Keru Uma Budo 

Carnation, WA 98014 

www.KeruUmaBudo.com 



 



 

 



Introduction .................................................................................................... 1 

Foreword ..................................................................................................... 2 

Preface .......................................................................................................... 8 

About the Authors ................................................................................... 13 

Part I Healthy Habits ................................................................................... 15 

Week 1:  Stay Hydrated ........................................................................... 16 

Week 2:  A Strong Core for a Confident Life ...................................... 17 

Week 3:  Don't Waste Time in the Morning ........................................ 18 

Week 4:  Go to Bed Early ....................................................................... 20 

Week 5:  Skip Alcohol ............................................................................. 22 

Week 6:  Cut Down on Sugar and Salt .................................................. 23 

Week 7:  Make Your Diet Personal ....................................................... 25 

Week 8:  Skip Seconds ............................................................................. 28 

Week 9:  Watch Your Posture ................................................................ 30 

Week 10:  Stand More at Work .............................................................. 32 

Week 11:  Walk at Work, Take the Long Way ..................................... 34 

Week 12:  Go to the Gym ....................................................................... 36 

Week 13:  End Your Day With a Mindfulness Exercise .................... 38 

Week 14:  Build and Establish Good Habits ....................................... 40 

Part II Be More Effective ............................................................................ 49 

Week 15:  Don’t Waste your Commute ................................................ 50 

Week 16:  Take Control of YOUR Priorities ....................................... 52 



Week 17:  What's on Your Worry List? ................................................ 54 

Week 18:  Declare War on Procrastination and Wasted Time .......... 56 

Week 19:  Take Time Management to the Next Level ....................... 59 

Week 20:  Start Time Boxing ................................................................. 63 

Week 21:  Say ‘No’ the Right Way ......................................................... 65 

Week 22:  Pace Yourself ......................................................................... 68 

Week 23:  Don't Get Stuck in End–Goal Obsession ......................... 70 

Week 24:  Remove Distractions ............................................................. 74 

Week 25:  Inbox ZERO, Regain Control of Your Inbox .................. 77 

Week 26:  Bring a Little Zen into Your Life ........................................ 84 

Week 27:  Avoid FireFights .................................................................... 86 

Week 28:  Take Control, Don’t Burn Out ........................................... 88 

Week 29:  Make Quick Decisions and Execute them ........................ 91 

Week 30:  Insist on Forward Momentum ............................................ 95 

Week 31:  Learn to Compartmentalize ................................................. 99 

Week 32:  Be There Fully, or Don’t Be There At All ....................... 101 

Week 33:  The Power of Routine and Rhythm ................................. 103 

Week 34:  Make a Plan to Calm the Monkey Mind .......................... 107 

Part III Spiritual Balance ........................................................................... 111 

Week 35:  Put On Your Own Oxygen Mask First ............................ 112 

Week 36:  Accept your Worries and Then Take Action .................. 114 

Week 37:  Be Part of the Solution, Not the Problem ....................... 117 

Week 38:  Open Doors ......................................................................... 119 

Week 39:  Be Home When You’re Home .......................................... 121 

Week 40:  Have Dinner with Friends and Family ............................. 123 



Week 41:  Focus on Experiences, Not Stuff ...................................... 125 

Week 42:  Buy Fewer Things But Things That You Really Like .... 128 

Week 43:  Simplify and Declutter ........................................................ 130 

Week 44:  Come Back to Yourself ....................................................... 134 

Week 45:  Get Inspiration ..................................................................... 136 

Week 46:  Go Outside Into Nature ..................................................... 139 

Week 47:  Make Time for Creativity .................................................... 141 

Week 48:  Practice Mindfulness ........................................................... 143 

Week 49:  Engineer Your Happiness, Count Your Blessings .......... 146 

Week 50:  Explore Your Purpose ........................................................ 149 

Week 51:  Have Impact Beyond Yourself .......................................... 153 

Week 52:  Hike Your Own Hike! ......................................................... 156 

Master Class: Reflections on Achieving Your Goals ............................ 161 

A Special Note on Burn Out ................................................................ 162 

Making Daisy Chains Takes My Mind Off ......................................... 168 

Small Changes Can Have Huge Impact .............................................. 169 

If You Make a Mistake Keep Going ................................................... 171 

Don’t Sabotage Your Wins ................................................................... 173 

The Importance of Presentation and Attention to Details .............. 178 

Develop an Accountability Mindset and Culture .............................. 181 

Not Everything is as Urgent as it Appears ......................................... 184 

How to Develop and Sell a Strategy .................................................... 187 

Make Your Voice Heard ....................................................................... 192 

Become A Better Leader ....................................................................... 198 

Single Threaded Leadership at Amazon ............................................. 204 



Confidence Establishes Authority ....................................................... 208 

Situational Leadership ........................................................................... 212 

Keep Heading Towards Your Big and Daunting Goals .................. 219 

Living is Learning ................................................................................... 222 

Be Deliberate About Your Growth .................................................... 225 

Where My Martial Arts and My Business Self Meets ....................... 229 

Once You Stop Growing You Start Declining .................................. 235 

The Four Burners................................................................................... 237 

Closing Thoughts ....................................................................................... 241 

Good Reads ............................................................................................ 242 

More Books From The Authors .......................................................... 245 

 

  



KERUUMABUDO.COM PAGE 1 



PAGE 2 KERUUMABUDO.COM 

homas was my manager 15 years ago when he took the massive 

leap of faith to entrust his team to a passionate but completely 

untested individual as their new manager. That inexperienced 

and untested individual was me. 

Thomas’ faith and willingness to take a risk has set me up on my profes-

sional path as a manager, and as such, enabled many of the learnings I 

share in this book. Given that Thomas has set in motion my manage-

ment path, and with that a whole new world of exciting and often unex-

pected learnings, I am incredibly proud that he volunteered to write this 

foreword. 

The learnings in this book come from many different situations and 

mentors. However, Thomas was the one who has pointed me in the right 

direction and then sent me out to explore. 

We are still in contact after all those years and follow each other lives, 

albeit now on different continents. We still share many of the same 

thoughts and values, and it is a great honor for me to present his fore-

word. 

 

T 
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Alfons and I have known each other for close to 25 years. We both 

worked in Product Marketing at Microsoft Germany. Alfons was the 

Technical Evangelist and Lead for Windows, while I led Product Mar-

keting across the company. 

It was an exciting and thrilling time. PCs were spreading into all areas of 

life; the software industry was growing extremely fast, being the driver 

of that change. 

Everyone believed 

in the computer 

revolution and 

lived that passion 

every day. 

Alfons and I – we 

were similar, yet 

very different. He was a calm, thoughtful person. At times, I felt he con-

sciously held himself back, while always projecting a definite presence 

and inner strength. Even back then, I perceived this unique presence 

very positive and appropriate, never regarding it as passive – and this in 

a business environment, where one always thinks that things need to be 

‘pushed,’ ‘driven,’ or ‘disrupted.’  

On the other hand, I was more of a front man, an initiator, an activator; 

at times maybe a little too much… I was energized, charged, and most 

times, that was very evident for my team and environment. I am aware 

that as a very extrovert person with all the passion and excitement one 

can, at times, shoot over the target. That surely happened to me back in 

the day and still happens today. I hope in the end this energy was still 

predominantly ok and positive. I had lots of ideas, lots of energy, lots of 

adrenalin, and always an abundance of motivation. I still have lots of 
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ideas, energy, and motivation today. However, luckily, I liberated myself 

from adrenalin as a daily drug more and more. 

For many years now, Alfons and I live separated by a distance of more 

than 5,000 miles, having only limited personal contact. However, in 

many ways, I think we are even closer today than we were back then. I 

find that very curious but also enjoyable.  At first glance, we are ‘con-

nected’ through social media, like everyone else. However, this is not 

comparing ‘my latest car, house, family, vacation’ like it so often hap-

pens. There is a much stronger similarity and connection in how we live 

our careers and lives, how we find strength, energy, and motivation and 

from where we get our oxygen. 

What’s connecting us is not the tool or the platform, like Facebook, 

LinkedIn, or Instagram. It is how we look at life itself, its opportunities 

but also its challenges. It’s about shared experiences and values. For both 

of us, a successful and meaningful career is still an essential part of our 

lives. However, it’s only one side, and maybe just the result of a deeper 

connection to more fundamental interests and resources that we both 

share and find in ourselves: nature, sports, exercise, reflection, calmness 

and most of all family. We both live a conscious life in harmony with 

family and nature.  

These views connect us despite any intercontinental distances, and I am 

sure many of you enjoy similar experiences and connections. They will 

be different for every one of us, but those connections are more im-

portant than job, career or money. Alfons and Uli draw many of their 

values from the clear and wise structures and principles of Asian martial 

arts and culture. For me, it is mainly music, the mountains, and lots of 

exercise in nature. Ten years ago, I made a conscious decision to leave 

our beautiful house in the city, and move into the country with my fam-

ily. We put a lot of personal time and energy in renovating a 100-year-

old farm in the beautiful Allgaeu area in southern Germany. There we 
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are living in the heart of nature, with horses, the breathtaking mountains 

close by, lakes abound and gorgeous scenery everywhere. 

I’m part hobby-farmer and part still manager and entrepreneur. Just now, 

in summer 2019, we brought in hay – a lot of work in 100 degrees heat 

on the field. While that lifestyle might seem schizophrenic at first glance, 

it taught me a lot while also giving me a lot back, mainly calmness, bal-

ance, and grounding. Others might find those stimulations through read-

ing, yoga, gardening, cooking, sailing, fishing – it doesn’t matter what.  

The important thing is that you identify such stimulations for your inner 

values and passions and that you activate and live them. I think Alfons 

and Uli found the keys to those doors and used them as a source of 

energy even earlier than I could. However, the when and how is not the 

key. Instead, it is critical that you discover for yourself what those energy 

sources and passions are. Then all you need to do is to find and walk the 

path, to live and leverage them. Once you connect with and leverage 

those sources, you will find that things suddenly get better, seem more 

intuitive, more natural, and opportunities manifest themselves. 

On the flip side, countless drains in our lives are continuously trying to 

pull that newfound energy and positive attitude away from us. We need 

also to pay attention to those drains and aim to control, limit, and avoid 

them. Examples for such drains are too much work (too many hours), 

unhealthy and processed food, lack of sleep, permanent stress and mul-

titasking, not enough exercise, continuous distraction through media, 

TV, etc…  

You will read about many of these sources and drains in this book, while 

also finding excellent tips and suggestions on how to manage them. De-

cide and pick the ones that are working best and are most meaningful 

for you. It’s critical to be clear, that the goal is not to structure, plan, and 

optimize every minute of your life. You can do that if that’s your style 

and preference, but you don’t have to.  With this book, Alfons and Uli 



PAGE 6 KERUUMABUDO.COM 

offer a plan in simple weekly steps and short, clear chapters that can be 

readily applied. Look at those suggestions as a menu, a selection, an of-

fering of ideas, impulses, and opportunities that are both simple and 

proven over time. 

I tend to pick things at the moment, as I see them fit my current life 

situation or specific challenge, stitch them together on the spot, and then 

try to implement them in a very hands-on way. Others will prefer to 

develop their own clear plan and approach. Everything is right. Every-

thing is ok. Everything works – make it work for you! 

The key is to do it and to find the right balance. The same is true for 

deliberately doing nothing. 

I hope you will enjoy this straightforward, beautiful and inspiring book. 

I feel honored that Alfons and Uli asked me to share my thoughts in this 

foreword.  

Thomas Aschenbrenner 

Germany, 2019 
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Thomas lives with his family, wife, 

daughter, and horses in a 100-year-old 

farm, which they lovingly renovated, in 

Allgaeu, Germany. In his business life, 

Thomas serves as an experienced and 

successful Manager and Leader in the IT 

and telecommunications industry for 

over 20 years. He is passionate about na-

ture, environment, and creativity. 

Thomas’ wife is a licensed Social Coun-

selor and Horseback Riding Therapist. 

In that capacity, she helps children, juve-

niles, and adults through therapeutic rid-

ing and horsemanship to overcome 

problems and personal crisis as well as 

learning and concentration disorders. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/taschenbrenner/ 

http://www.fliederbachhof.de/ 
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t many points in my professional life, I felt challenged to ‘go all 

in’ and sacrifice family, health, or my personal passions for suc-

cess at work. Not that I was asked to do it, but I thought I had 

to. Luckily, I caught these imbalances early enough to avoid going down 

on a doom spiral. I started to pay close attention to principles and meth-

ods that helped me be more efficient and allowed me to have both a 

great professional career as well as a healthy and fulfilling personal life. 

Our lives must be balanced to have sustainable success and fulfillment. 

In this book, I want to share the principles that helped me achieve that 

balance. Those principles and methods are based on scientific research 

as well as what I learned from mentors and role models at work and in 

my personal life. 

I will spare reciting scientific studies; there are plenty of books out there 

and many pages already filled with going in the details. Instead, I aim to 

provide a no-nonsense practical guide of things that have worked for 

me.  

Any change in behavior requires a change in habits, and those are hard. 

To help develop new habits, I have organized the first part of this book 

into a series of 52 specific changes. Pick one every week and add to it. 

You might go faster if you already have a particular habit or slow down 

if a particular practice refuses to stick. Take your time and make it work 

for you. 

A 
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Much of what you will read stems from martial arts lessons and strategies 

I learned in business. A significant contribution also comes from my wife 

Uli and her thoughts on minimalism, simplification, the arts, and focus-

ing on experiences rather than material possessions. 

None of what you will read is rocket science or my own discovery. How-

ever, it is a summary of principles and approaches that worked for me 

over the past 25 years, leaving out all the things that I learned the hard 

way not to work. Those principles helped me stay sane and healthy in 

environments of extreme challenge and pressure. 

When you travel on any commercial airplane, you will need to go through 

the safety briefing before taking off. One of the things that stuck with 

me was the advice to "put on your own oxygen mask first." 

It seems to go against our instincts initially. We want to help our kids or 

the elderly before we turn our attention to our own needs. However, that 

is shortsighted. Even as we desire to help others, we first need to take 

care of ourselves. 

Let me repeat this – before we can help others, we need to take care of 

ourselves first! 

This is how this book will start. We will go from the ground up, starting 

with habits that improve your health and physical wellbeing. Being 

healthy is the basis for everything. From there on we will take it to higher 

levels. 
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However, always remember: you need to get yourself into the right place 

first before you can have a positive impact on your work, the people you 

care about and society. 

Remember Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and start from the bottom up. 

 

Whether you plan to read through the whole book once and then come 

back to tackle the things that resonate with you or you plan to go week 

by week and chapter by chapter, here is what awaits you. 

This book is structured in four parts. The first three present a plan for 

weekly habits to add to your portfolio, the fourth is a reflection on gen-

eral learnings and methods to achieve your goals at work and in life.  
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Health comes first. Always. This section of the book will talk about fun-

damental changes to your lifestyle that will make sure you stay in the 

optimal physical shape to achieve your life goals. Moreover, that you live 

to experience them. 

The second part is about becoming more productive. We want to 

achieve our goals, but we want to do that within reasonable time limits. 

We don’t want to waste time at work; we want to achieve things right 

away. Ultimately this will free up time to follow our personal passions 

and spirituality.  

Life is about more than work and a healthy body. It is about the things 

we care about, our families, friends, and passions. We have learned to 

make room in our lives in the previous sections; in this section, we will 

explore how we can fill that room in the most meaningful way. 

The last section in the book will close by examining broader principles 

that will help us identify and achieve our goals. The topics in this section 

are more extensive and not as conducive to be picked up as a habit in a 

given week. Take them as food for reflections and apply them when the 

opportunity presents itself. 
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After you have read this book, you will need to decide where YOU want 

to go. What suggestions do you want to pick up? Which ones don’t work 

for you? Feel empowered to discard them. 

Chart your OWN course! 

Alfons 

Carnation, WA, 2019 
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Alfons worked at Hewlett Packard, Microsoft and Amazon in Executive 

and Senior leadership roles for 

the last 25 years. He has also 

studied various martial arts 

over the same period. As time 

progressed those worlds and 

the learnings from both 

merged for him and enriched 

each other. When he became a 

parent, a whole new world of 

insights opened up. 

Alfons just recently found 

himself in a downward spiral 

where he neglected both his 

health, as well as his passions 

for his demanding work. Once 

noticed, he embarked on a deliberate journey to get his life back into a 

balanced and sustainable state. The first sections of is book loosely re-

flect that journey. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/AlfonsStaerk/ 
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Uli is a well–known Tai Chi and Ikebana teacher in her local community. 

She serves as a staff teacher 

for ‘Mindfulness for Kids’ at 

the local Elementary school, 

where she also leads the 

PTSA art docent program. 

Before moving to the US, Uli 

practiced as Medical Doctor 

at the University of Aachen 

in Germany. 

Uli always keeps her family 

on track to spend time on 

their passions, art, and expe-

riences. She strives to sim-

plify life and follow a mini-

malist style, although it 

doesn’t always work. She is a thoughtful food and health enthusiast and 

the healthy consciousness for her family. Her views on experiences and 

passions and ultimately on what really matters in life were invaluable for 

this book. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/UliStaerk/ 


