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Try these simple activities
to help you manage stress
in your life. You could also
do this with a friend or a
group you are part of.

Who is this booklet for?
Almost everyone will, at some
time in their lives, be low or
anxious as a result of stress in
their lives. The good news is that
relatively simple ideas and new
habits can make a big difference.
We can do a lot to help ourselves
and each other. If you are feeling
very low and it goes on and on or
if you have thoughts of harming
yourself, these strategies are not
enough. You need some help and
your GP is the first port of call.
More resources on further help
are listed on p x.



1. Introduction - Do you know your own stress triggers? 
Do you notice when you are starting to feel stressed? 

2. Turning unhelpful thoughts around - We can make  
difficulties much worse by the thoughts that go round and 
round in our own head. What can we do about this? 

3. Finding creative solutions to problems - Think about your 
options, make a decision and then let go of worrying. 
A step by step guide the problem solving. 

4. Good Senses - Noticing and enjoying our sense of touch, 
sound, smell, taste and sight help us to calm down and bring 
us back to the here and now. What do you like to do? 

5. Boost your well being every day - You can build the simplest, 
cost free exercises into your everyday life.  Here are some tips 
on what you can do and how you can remember to do them! 

6. Take a break - Do we stop when we need a break? 
This section introduces some simple ideas to help 
you break up your day into manageable sized bits. 

7. Stress is other people - What you can do to help that difficult  
conversation go  a bit more smoothly! 

8. Further resources - Where to learn more about managing 
stress and enjoying your life to the full.
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1. Stress: an introduction
Have you noticed that the same event can be experienced in
different ways by different people. What might be an exciting
challenge for one person can be unpleasant for another leaving
them agitated and uneasy. It could even distress them so much
it becomes damaging to their health. 

How do we 
respond to stress?
Very broadly, there is an agitation
which can result in losing your
temper easily or feeling tearful.
Some people respond by
becoming withdrawn and even
depressed. 

Symptoms of stress can affect your
feelings, your physical body and
your behaviour. 

We all respond to life’s challenges
very differently. And we also vary
in how we response to the same
thing on different occasions. The
exact same thing may stress us out
one day and on another day, we
seem to just glide around it. These
differences are affected by many
things including our attitude, the
support we have to deal with
them, the control we have over the
situation as well as sleep and diet

What causes stress?
Anything that puts demands on
you- being ill, being overloaded at
work, a conflict with someone, an
accident or lack of finances.
Sometimes it’s to do with
adjusting to a change of some
kind - like children leaving home,
break up of a relationship or
moving house. These are the big
things but there are lots of little
losses and obstacles that mount
up. They don’t actually have to be
unpleasant things. Getting
married or organising something
ambitious can be stressful.  

Physical symptoms

Tired all the time
Headaches
Nausea
Pounding heart
Sweating
Dizziness
Erratic breathing
Tense muscles
Back ache
Neck ache
Restlessness



A self-help guide 3

Romanian soldiers have a 
chess game between patrol 
missions in Afghanistan   
Photo: Constantin Mireanu

Emotional symptoms

Losing your temper
Being irritable
Fear
Feeling low
Feeling flat
Depression
Loss of confidence
Tearful
Indecisive
Difficulty concentrating
Confused
Forgetful

Behavioural symptoms

Smoking more
Drinking more
Eating more/less
Sleeping more/less
Nail biting
Being obsessive
Being “talkative”
Being quiet

Try this:
What affect does stress have on
you – do you get agitated,
withdrawn or both?
Look at the three lists above
and tick the kinds of symptoms
you have experienced. 
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2. Turning unhelpful 
thoughts around

This is a very common habit
which makes a simple
problem into an ordeal. When
we have a problem and then
we think unhelpful things
about it, it makes the problem
much worse. 

Here is a classic example:  imaging
that a simple harmless ache in the
body is some terrible incurable
disease that we then spend several
hours worrying about! 

Self criticism and blame is another
common habit. Something goes
wrong – which is unpleasant
enough in itself  - and then we
make it much worse by telling
ourselves how stupid and useless
we have been to get into this
situation etc. This self abuse
doesn’t teach us anything useful in
the way that real reflection would. 

These arguments that rage in our
head are sometimes quite extreme,
especially when you become more
aware of them. We would think
twice about talking to someone
else in the way that we talk to
ourselves. If the voices in your
head were two people arguing in a
restaurant, would somebody call
the police?

Here are some typical
negative thoughts:

I am not going to be 
able to cope.

I can’t do this.
Its all my fault.

They don’t like me.
People think I’m stupid.

To deal with negative thoughts,
you first need to become aware of
them and then you can question
them. Sometimes, you don’t have
the time or energy to do that, so
when that happens you can try
distracting yourself. Physical
exercise or mental games like
counting the number of red things
you can see or reciting your
favourite poem can be useful. 
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Try this:
If you can, look more closely at
your thoughts in this way.
Write down the unhelpful
thoughts you are having.

Now see what happens when you
ask yourself the questions on the
next page:

Is this really true?
Am I jumping to conclusions?
Am I assuming this will end in

some disaster or catastrophe?
Am I using words in my

thinking like - everyone,
always, never – and is that
really true?

Am I assuming I can do nothing
to change my situation?

This will hopefully allow you to
weaken the grip your unhelpful
thoughts are having on you. 
You can then use the following
questions to begin to replace
them:

What would I tell a friend in the
same situation?

If someone who cared about me
knew I was having this
unhelpful thought, what
would they say to me?

Is there an alternative
explanation?

Does it really matter this much?
Will it matter in a month or a

year’s time?

Photo: Skyseeker
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3. Finding creative 
solutions to problems

One of the major causes of
stress is to feel out of control
of the situation. But you can
take control again. Even if you
can’t change the
circumstances, you can
change the way you are
responding to them.

The four As
Very simply, you can either
change the situation or change
your reaction. 

Alter
Changing the situation – some
situations can be changed. You
can therefore think of a way to
alter the situation. Below you
can try a technique to do this. 

Avoid
But what if the situation can’t
be altered? Well, in this case,
can you avoid it. If you always
argue with your brother about
politics, then you can avoid
talking about politics! 

Adapt
Changing your reaction – you
can do this anyway, whether
you can change the situation or
not. The great thing is YOU
have power over this and
nobody can take that away
from you. You can reframe the
situation – instead of fuming
about someone who is late you
could reframe this as an
opportunity to do something
relaxing and enjoyable for 10
minutes. This is called
adapting. You can also look at
the bigger picture: will this
problem matter in a month or a
year?

Accept
Other ways to reduce stress is
to accept things as they are -
sometimes good enough is
good enough – perfectionists
can find life very stressful.
Other things (traffic jams are a
good example) aren’t going to
change because you are fuming
about them.
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So those are the 4 As –
alter, avoid, adapt,
accept. 

Try this:
This is a five step
technique for finding a
creative solution to
problems.

Step 1. Take a piece of
paper. At the top of the
page, write down the
problem. For this
exercise chose a
problem that is real but
not a big issue for you
(you can try the bigger
problems later!)

Step 2. Then fill the
whole page with ideas
(it doesn’t matter how
silly they seem) about
how to solve the
problem. 

Step 3. Go back and
choose several that
you think actually
might be worth
thinking through more.
Underline them. 

Step 4. Now write down the risks
for each one of these. 

Step 5. Knock out any that involve
risks you are not willing to take
or consequences you are not
willing to accept. 

What are you left with? This
could be a pointer to your way/s
forward.
This is great to do with a friend
who can ask you questions and
point out ideas, risks and
consequences you hadn’t
thought of.

Photo: Becky Wetherington
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4. Good senses

A young child's world is all about sensing - all those sights,
sounds and things to touch. The body helps us to stay with 
our real experience right now and helps to ground us. 

The way we lead our lives now as
adults means that we can be quite
out of touch with the body, stuck
at computer screens and in
artificially lit and heated spaces.
Most of us move much less that
our ancestors used to. Even the
TV can be controlled from the
sofa. You can almost forget the
body is there, its just the thing
that carries our head around! 

Try this
Look at the lists opposite and
think about what you already do
to connect with your senses and
your body.  Its different for
everyone and we all have our
different preferences. What
could you do more of?

This means that we live up in our
heads a lot. Whirring thoughts
about yesterday (which we can't
change) and tomorrow (which
only exists in our imagination at
the moment) can lead to the kind
of round and round, pointless
thinking that wears us out. 
Coming back to our bodies
through our senses makes us more
stable and roots us. In the present
moment, we have options.
Connecting again with the senses
and the body is something you
can do in a few quick minutes and
is excellent as a "first aid" response
to feeling overwhelmed, agitated
or withdrawn.

Photo: John Carleton
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Sight 

Decorate your home or office
with photos and pictures

Surround yourself with colours
Buy a plant or some flowers 
Go to the garden or the park

Touch and movement

Swing your arms 
Dance
Do a few stretches
Go for a walk
Wrap yourself in a warm blanket
Stroke a dog or cat
Soak in a hot bath
Give yourself a hand or neck

massage (or get someone else
to give you one!) 

Wear clothing that feels soft 
against your skin

Sound 

Sing or hum 
Listen to music
Notice the birdsong

Smells 

Light a scented candle 
Lie down in sheets scented with

essential oils 

Breathe in the smell of freshly
brewed coffee 

Enjoy fresh air 
Put something that smells nice in

the bath

Taste 

Slowly enjoying a favourite treat
can be very relaxing, but
mindless stress induced eating
will only add to your stress and
your waistline. Indulge your
sense of taste slowly with small
amounts. Focus on the feel of
the food in your mouth and the
taste on your tongue

Drink a steaming hot drink or
cold refreshing drink

Indulge in a small piece of dark
chocolate

Enjoy a perfectly ripe piece of
fruit

Photo: Dreamy Mo
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Sometimes its difficult to tell
if we are feeling stressed until
it rushes in on us like a flood.
We are more likely to avoid
being overwhelmed like this if
we take up a regular habit of
boosting our well being. 

The idea is to have short regular
spaces or “islands” scattered
through your day to day life. A
simple example would be to turn
off your mobile phone for an hour
– most people can find something
they can do whatever their
lifestyle and responsibilities. 

5. Boost your well-being 
every day

Photo: Spencer Finnley

Meditatin brings peace and tranquility
to many people across the world

everyday   Photo: Skyseeker



Try this

Walking
A very good
way of
making space
is to walk.
Choose a walk
you do every
day between 5
and 20
minutes long.
It could be
from
anywhere to
anywhere, part
of getting to work or dropping
the children at school. At the end
of the day, spend a few minutes
to review the walk. Did you
remember to do it? What did you
notice?

When you are walking, bring
your awareness to the movement
of the body and how the soles of
the feet contact the ground. Slow
down and relax. Take pleasure in
the sounds, sights and smells
around you. Imagine letting
tension drain down into the
ground. 

Sometimes you will forget to do
the walk. Noticing you have
forgotten is still an achievement
and better than nothing!! Just
have a go and keep having a go.

Breathing
Breathing spaces are really
important. You can do this in
seconds anywhere. Take a big
breath and on a slow out breath,
relax your body from the waist
down. Take another in breath and
this time relax your shoulders
and arms on the out breath.
Finally when you breathe out for
the third time, relax your face
particularly your jaw. See if you
can soften your eyes closing them
momentarily. Do this exercise
regularly and especially when you
notice you have tensed up.

A self-help guide 11
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6. Take a break

Our stress responses come from a natural and useful part of the
body’s method of protecting itself. When there is a threat, the
body releases hormones which help you get ready to deal with
it – the “fight or flight” response. This response primes us for
action, makes us alert, focused and enables us to give our best
in a challenging situation. 

The problem is that we now face a
lot of things we view as stressful
“threats” – a mountain of bills, an
ongoing argument which never
seems to get resolved. Our
emergency response is switched
on most of the time. Our body
was never designed for this. It is
very wearing and disrupts nearly
every system in the body – it can
raise blood pressure, increase the
risk of heart attack and stroke and
leave you more vulnerable to
anxiety and depression. 

Photo: Geir Halvorsen

It can get in the way of
communication (not hearing the
other person or not being able to
explain ourselves clearly) and
prevents us making the best
decisions. 

This is why we need to learn to
stop – and to build stopping into
our regular routines. Plenty of
negative thoughts block our ability
to stop. “I don’t deserve a rest yet”
“I would be letting others down”
“They aren’t stopping, I’m not
going to show them I am less
tough than them” You can
probably think of several of your
own. 

The benefit of stopping, even just
for a minute or two is that it gives
you the opportunity to listen to
your own needs and work out
what would be a good way to
manage the next few hours or the
next day (or longer) You are
taking back the power of CHOICE
and exercising choice is a key way
to get on top of stress.
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Pacing
This is really about breaking the
day up into manageable bits.
Often we don’t stop because we
are allowing ourselves to be driven
by what needs to be done. And
thinking we will feel better if we
just get on with it, we set up a
work work work collapse pattern.
But a work rest work rest pattern
often achieves more and work of
better quality. The rest between
the periods of work can be useful
for something enjoyable and fun –
collapsing isn’t generally much fun
at all because you feel so awful.

Try this
Tomorrow, spend five minutes thinking about how to best use your
day. When are you going to stop and how might you use your
stopping time.

There are three main principles:

Planning – before you start the
tasks you have to do, stop for a
while to work out when you can
take breaks and what blocks of
time you are going to use.

Habits – get into the routine of
doing a regular thing each day
or each week which is stopping
time for you. 

Knowing what is too much – be
aware of what tires you. Work
out how long it takes to get tired
doing that tasks and then do a
bit less than that at any one time.
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7. Stress is other people

Some of our stress comes
from difficult relationships
with other people. 

We start to tell ourselves stories of
how they have wronged us and
hold on to these resentments
because we are “not going to let
them get away with it”, Often the
person who suffers most as a
result of this is ourselves. When
we do come into contact with the
person, physical tightness shows
in our bodies and this starts to
shape the situation in an
unhelpful way.

Try this
Before you see or talk to a person
you are having difficulties with

Notice how it feels in your body
when you think about the
conversation you are going to
have.

Notice the story you are telling
yourself about the situation

Try to open to another way of
looking at the situation. 

During the conversation

Relax
Listen as best you can
Show you understand what the

other person says (it doesn’t mean
you agree with it)

Slow down and don’t be rushed into
things – you might need to ask for
some time to think about
something

Afterwards

Challenge unhelpful thoughts 
(see section x)

Think about whether it does any
good to go over and over it

Try to congratulate yourself for at
least one thing your remember to
do during the conversation, even
if only for a few seconds

Photo: Gianluca Neri
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8. Further
resources

Recommended reading

BLAST 
Be Less Anxious Stressed and
Tense Changing Minds
Education Centre, Northampton
PCT which you can find at
www.changingmindscentre.
co.uk/resources/PDF/
Blast_Booklet.pdf

How to look after your mental
health from the Mental Health
Foundation – which you can
download from their website.
www.mentalhealth.org.uk

www.overcoming.co.uk accesses a
series of booklets on different
aspects of mental well being.
Register to download free units
or order other units for £2 each.
You can also order the books
from bookshops, for example: 
Paul Gilbert, Overcoming
Depression, Robinson 2000
Helen Kennerley, Overcoming
Anxiety, Robinson 2009

You can find materials in other
languages at:
www.nhs.uk/livewell/
mentalhealth/Pages/
Mentalhealthhome.aspx
including materials in these
languages: Arabic, Bengali.
Cantonese. Gujarati, Polish,
Punjabi, Somali. Turkish, Urdu.

More help is available
Your GP should be the first place
to go if you are worried about your
mental health. You can also talk to
NHS Direct for health advice on
0845 4647 or go to thier website:
www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk

Other sources of help

Living Life to the Full is a free
course based on cognitive
behaviour therapy which has
been shown to be effective in
dealing with stress.   Visit:
www.livinglifetothefull.com
Audio clips talk you though the
different sections and you can do
quizzes which you get feedback
on.

The BBC website also has some
interesting pages at
www.bbc.co.uk/headroom with
video clips, fact sheets, book lists
and interactive games.

Photo: 
University of Illinois 
Spring field
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the Transformation Fund.
Designed by Shtig.

Oxfordshire Mind  
Local mental health charity with
lots of information on mental
health. They run Oxfordshire
Mental Health Information
which is a good starting point for
a lot of general and local
information and contacts.
www.omhi.org.uk
Part of this is the mental health
information line which can be
reached 9.30 – 4.30 Monday to
Friday on 01865 247788

Samaritans Oxford
Confidential support for those in
emotional distress
01865 722122
national number 08457 90 90 90
(local rate)
www.samaritans.org
or email jo@samaritans.org

Training and courses on
mental well being in
Oxfordshire

Reconnects run tailor made
courses in Oxfordshire based on
this material – workshops
adapted for the needs and
interests of the group. See
www.reconnects.org.uk for
further information. 

Restore, the Oxfordshire mental
health charity run courses in
Mental Health First Aid. To find
out more email Bruce Gorrie at
bruce.gorrie@restore.org.uk
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This short booklet will
show you the simple and
effective ways to tackle
stress and in your everyday
life.  Simple new ways of
thinking and behaving are
suggested, with inspiring
pictures and a good list of
local resources.
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