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 STRESS REDUCTION
Cognitive-Behavioral Techniques for Dealing with Stress

This section involves identifying sources of stress, restructuring priorities, changing one’s response to stress, and finding methods for managing and reducing stress.  

A.) Identifying Sources of Stress.  Start with a diary that keeps an inventory of daily events and activities.  Note activities that put a strain on energy and time, trigger anger or anxiety, or create a negative physical response, such as an upset stomach or a headache.  Also note positive experiences, such as those that are mentally or physically refreshing or produce a sense of accomplishment.  After a week or two, try to identify two or three events or activities that have been significantly upsetting or overwhelming.  

B.) Questioning the Sources of Stress.  After you have identified your source(s) of stress, ask yourself these questions:

1.) Do these stressful activities meet your own goals or someone else’s?

2.) Have you taken on tasks that you can realistically accomplish?

3.) Which tasks are in your control and which ones aren’t?

C.) Restructuring Priorities, Adding Stress Reducing Activities.   The next step is to attempt to shift the balance from stress-producing to stress-reducing activities.  Totally eliminating stress is unrealistic, but there are many ways to reduce its impact.  For example, research has found that adding daily pleasant events has a more positive effect on the immune system than reducing stressful or negative ones.  In addition, small daily decisions for improvement accumulate and transform a stressful existence into a pleasant and productive one.

D.) Talk about your feelings.  The concept of “letting your feelings out” has been so excessively promoted and parodied that it has nearly lost its value as sound psychological advice.  Nevertheless, feelings of anger or frustration that are not expressed in an acceptable manner may lead to hostility, a sense of helplessness, and depression.  That said, keep in mind that expressing feelings does not mean venting frustration on waiters, salespersons, or subordinates at work; boring friends with emotional minutia; or wallowing in self-pity.

E.) Keep a realistic perspective.  Identify the worst possible outcome and rate the likelihood of this bad outcome happening.  Are you seeing everything as a catastrophe in the making?  Do you perceive a temporary situation as permanent?  Are you seeing things in black and white? Using a scale of one to 10, with one being the equivalent of a minor hassle and 10 being a true catastrophe, assign a number to whatever it is that’s making you feel anxious.  You’ll find that most problems you encounter rate somewhere in the two to five range—in other words, they’re really not such a big deal.
General Stress Reduction Tips
1.) Pay attention to your inner dialogue. Positive self-talk, such as "I can succeed" or "I can make this happen", can soothe you, while negative self statements such as “I'll never get it done" or "It’s going to fall short" can only contribute to stress. (For more information, see “Identifying and Changing Dysfunctional Thoughts”.)
2.) Get organized. Keep a schedule of your daily activities to minimize conflicts and avoid last-minute stress.  De-clutter your work and home environment so you don’t waste time trying to find things. 
3.) Be strategic with time management. Analyze your schedule, responsibilities, and daily tasks. If you’ve got too much on your plate, distinguish between the “shoulds” and the “musts.” Place “shoulds” the bottom of the list or eliminate them entirely. Think abut your existing workload before agreeing to take on additional work. Review your to-do list and consider what you can delegate to someone else. Take the time you need to do a quality job: doing work right the first time may take more time initially, but think about all the time you save from correcting the errors made in haste while trying to get the job done as quickly as possible. 

4.) Adapt to a stressful situation. If you can’t avoid a particular circumstance, try to adjust it. Figure out what you can do to change things so the problem doesn’t present itself in the future. Often, this involves changing the way you communicate and operate in your daily life.

· Express your feelings instead of keeping them inside of you. If something or someone is bothering you, communicate your concerns in an open and respectful way. If you don’t voice your feelings, resentment will build and the situation will likely remain the same.

· Compromise. When you ask someone to change their behavior, be willing to do the same. If you both are willing to compromise, you’ll have a good chance of finding middle ground.

· Be more assertive. Deal with problems in the moment, doing what you can to anticipate and prevent them. For example, if you’ve got time-sensitive project to complete, and a co-worker wants to tell you about their weekend, let them know about your time constraints.
· Adapt to the stressor. Reframe the problem. Try to view the stressful situation from a more positive perspective. Rather than getting furious about being trapped in a traffic jam, view it as an opportunity to do some deep breathing, listen to your favorite radio station, or enjoy some alone time.

· Take in a larger perspective of the stressful situation. Ask yourself how important it will be in the long run. Will it matter in a month? A year? Is it really worth getting upset over? If the answer is no, focus your time and energy elsewhere.

· Be happy with being “good enough”. Perfectionism is a major source of avoidable stress. Stop setting yourself up for failure by demanding perfection. 

5.) Maintain a healthy lifestyle. An unhealthy, poorly functioning body only adds stress, as everything becomes more of an effort.
· Exercise regularly. Physical activity plays a key role in reducing and preventing the effects of stress; there’s nothing like vigorous exercise for releasing built-up tension.
· Incorporate a stress-reducing relaxation exercise on a daily basis (see “Relaxation Techniques”).

· Eat a healthy diet. Keep yourself fueled throughout the day with healthy food.

· Eliminate or reduce caffeine and sugar. The temporary "highs" caffeine and sugar often end up with your energy nowhere to be found. By reducing the amount of coffee, soft drinks, chocolate, and sugar snacks in your diet, you’ll feel more relaxed and you’ll sleep better.

· Avoid alcohol, cigarettes, and drugs. Self-medicating with alcohol or drugs may provide an easy diversion from stress, but the relief is only temporary. Deal with problems head on, clear-headed.

· Get sufficient sleep. Adequate sleep fuels your mind, as well as your body. Feeling tired will increase your stress because it may make it more difficult for you to think clearly. 
· Make time to relax and have fun. Doing things you enjoy is a natural way to fight off stress. Try to do at least one thing every day that you enjoy, even if you only do it for 15 minutes.

7.) Keep in contact with supportive others.  Research shows that one of the most critical elements in reducing the negative effects of stress is to have a strong social network. In addition to being a potential resource for recreational activities, your social network can provide you with needed emotional support during times of stress.
