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Sources of struggle can be external to you: work, money, family, time,
cultural norms and expectations, experiences of discrimination, and so
on. And there are less tangible, internal sources of struggle: self-criticism,
body image, identity, memories, and the uncertainty of the future. In
different ways and to different degrees, all of these things may be
interpreted by your body as potential threats.

When you encounter one of these threats and are unable to frame it as an
opportunity for learning and growth or connection, your fight-flight-freeze
stress response is likely to be triggered (Crum, 2019). This sets off a
neurological and physiological shift that changes your entire body and
your mind in response to the perceived threat: epinephrine acts instantly
to push blood into your muscles, glucocorticoids keep you going, and
endorphins help you ignore how uncomfortable all of this is. Your
attention is alert and vigilant, focusing on short-term, here-and-now
thinking; your senses are heightened; your memory shifts to channel its
functioning to the narrow band of experience and knowledge most
immediately relevant to this struggle. And any process not relevant to the
task of survival is postponed (McGonigal, 2019; Nagoski & Nagoski,
2020).

It is common to assume that the moment you deal with the source of your
struggle that your body and mind will return to a more normal state of
functioning. But researchers suggest (Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020) that in
modern life often our fight-flight-freeze stress response cycle becomes
stuck due to lack of a clear signal that the struggle has passed and you
are safe. As a result, your neurochemicals and hormones degrade but
never shift into relaxation.

Emily and Amelia Nagoski in their book “Burnout: The Secret To
Unlocking The Stress Cycle” note that simply telling yourself “you’re safe
now, calm down” doesn’t help. You have to do something that signals to
your body that you are safe. For example:

• Physical activity - literally any movement of your body is what tells your
brain you have successfully survived the threat and now your body is a
safe place to live. Physical activity is the single most efficient strategy
for completing the stress response cycle.

• Breathing – a simple, practical exercise is to breathe in to a slow count
of five, hold that breath for five, then exhale for a slow count of ten,
and pause for another count of five. Do that three times—just one
minute and fifteen seconds of breathing—and see how you feel.

• Positive social interaction - casual but friendly social interaction is the
first external sign that the world is a safe place. Reassure your brain
that the world is a safe, sane place, and not all people suck.

• Laughter - laughing together—and even just reminiscing about the
times we’ve laughed together—increases relationship satisfaction.

• Affection – it doesn’t have to be physical affection, though physical
affection is great; a warm hug, in a safe and trusting context, can do as
much to help your body feel like it has escaped a threat. Animals have
also been found to be an effective source of affection.

• A big cry – let your body release pent up emotions with a good cry.

• Creative expression - visual and performing arts of all kinds give us the
chance to celebrate and move through big emotions.
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“If you’ve dealt with the stressors but haven’t dealt with the 
stress itself, your brain won’t let you rest.”

Emily & Amelia Nagoski



You are built to oscillate between work and rest. When you allow for this
oscillation, the quality of your health, relationships, and work improves.
For example, a growing body of research has established that you do
your best at any given task for only a limited amount of time, energy, or
attention, then your performance drops off, your attention wanders, and
your motivation evaporates. But resting after a depleting activity has been
found to eliminate the effects of fatigue (Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020).

For example, you’ve experienced for yourself that a muscle that isn’t used
will atrophy. And you’ve probably also experienced that a muscle that is
worked constantly, without rest, will grow fatigued and eventually fail in
exhaustion. And chances are you’ve discovered that a muscle that gets
worked and rested and worked and rested will grow stronger.

But how much rest do you need? Studies suggest, your body and brain
need on average 42% of your time spent resting. It doesn’t have to be
every day; it can average out over a week or a month or more, but
approximately ten hours out of every twenty-four should be spent resting.

What qualifies as rest? Emily and Amelia Nagoski in their book “Burnout:
The Secret To Unlocking The Stress Cycle” suggest the following:

• Sleep (7 – 9 hours) – your whole body, including your brain, is working
hard as you sleep, to accomplish life-preserving tasks that can be best
achieved when you’re not around to interfere. While you sleep your
body heals, your memories consolidate into new knowledge and ideas,
emotions soften, relationships are improved, and your health is
heightened.

• Stress reducing conversation (20 – 30 minutes) – finding opportunities
to love and feel loved with your partner or other trusted person, is one
of the most important ways your brain replenishes and remembers why
you are safe.

• Physical activity (30 minutes) – helping to transition your body out of a
stressed state and into a resting state and improving your quality of
sleep, physical activity allows your mind and body to switch gears.
This can be done alone or done with others, just try to make the
movement joyful rather than punishing.

• Paying attention to food (30 minutes) – think of this is as nourishment
and active mediation. It includes all meals, shopping, cooking, and
eating, and it doesn’t have to be all at once. It can be with people or
alone, but it can’t be while working or driving or watching TV or even
listening to a podcast.

• Wild card (30 minutes) – this could be a trigger for meditative travelling
time, social play time, creative expression, extra physical activity,
mindful cleaning, a bedtime routine or anything that allows your default
neural network to come online and your brain to wander. Mental rest is
not idleness; it is the time necessary for your brain to process the
world.

These are just averages, and as you can see, you’ll sometimes do more
than one thing at a time.

If you’re thinking, “I can get by with less,” Emily and Amelia point out that
you’re right. You can “get by,” dragging your increasingly rest-deprived
brain and body through your life, and there will be periods when adequate
rest will not be an option. But no one who cares about your well-being will
expect you to sustain that way of life for an extended period of time.
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“Rest is, quite simply, when you stop using a part of you that’s used up, worn out, 
damaged, or inflamed, so that it has a chance to renew itself.”

Emily & Amelia Nagoski



How Much Rest Do You Get?
Time Current Day Ideal Day
5.00am
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7.00am

8.00am

9.00am

10.00am

11.00am

12.00pm

1.00pm

2.00pm

3.00pm

4.00pm

5.00pm

6.00pm

7.00pm

8.00pm

9.00pm

10.00pm

11.00pm

12.00pm

1.00am

2.00am

3.00am

4.00am



Health (Recovery & Energy) Nudges
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Sleeping Well

Forgo Sleep-In’s
Try to maintain a consistent 

schedule of sleeping and 
waking each day.

Create Bedtime Routine
Give yourself 30–45 minutes to 

wind down before bed each 
night, with a regular routine.

Toss The Turnings
Don’t worry if you wake in the 
middle of the night.  Just rest 
quietly and breathe deeply.

Turn Down The Heat
Your bedroom should be 2–3 

degrees cooler than the rest of 
your house for sleep.

Eating Wisely

Plan Your Diet
Make eating decisions before 

you get hungry by having good 
food choices on hand.

Eat Small & Often
Your body needs to process 
energy on a regular basis, so 

eat small, and often.

Track & Adjust
Is what you’re eating a net gain 
or a net loss, when it comes to 

your health?

Stop For Lunch
At lunchtime, get up, move 

away from your desk, and take 
10 minutes to eat.

Moving Regularly

Count Your Steps
Grab an app or pedometer and 
try to complete 10,000 steps 

each day.

Get Up Regularly
Every 60–90 minutes, try to get 

up and move for at least two 
minutes.

Start Early
20 minutes of moderate 
activity in the morning 

improves mood for 12 hours.

Move At Home
Finding a way to exercise at 

home is likely to help you 
sustain an exercise program.

Mindfully Restore

Just Be
Each time you go to the 

bathroom, take a moment to 
just breathe and be.

Mindfully Meditate
Start each day with  two 

minutes of mindfully watching 
your breath.

Create A Third Space
As you go home, reflect on 

what you learned, breathe, and 
set your intention for home.

Mindful Breaks
When your energy wanes, 

take a few minutes to stretch, 
breathe, and restore yourself.

Source: Your Wellbeing Blueprint by Michelle McQuaid and Peggy Kern



Your Tiny Energy Boost Habit Recipe

After I … I will … To celebrate I …

Anchor Moment Tiny Behavior Celebration

(BJ Fogg, 2019)

An existing routine you 
can anchor your new 
tiny habit on to and 

use as a cue.

The new habit routine
you want, scaled back 
to be super small and 

easy.

Something you do to 
create a positive 
feeling of reward
within yourself.
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Tiny Habit (Move More) Recipe Examples 

• After I get out bed, I will go for a five-minute walk, and say “Whoooooooo!” as I walk in the door.

• After I open my emails, I will stand up to read them, and give myself a high five.

• After I get my coffee, I will do three squats (and maybe more) and clap my hands to celebrate.

• After I eat my lunch, I will put on my walking shoes, and do a little jig.

• After I pack up for the day, I will put on a favorite song and dance, then laugh out loud.

• After I finish each meeting, I will do five push-ups on the corner of my desk, then say, “Yes! I did it!”

• After I call a colleague, I will get up and walk (and talk) for at least two minutes, then pump my fist.

• After I turn on the TV, I will do ten star-jumps, then spin around and say, “Oh yeah!”

• After I sit down, I will throw my phone out of reach, then pat myself on the back.



Please remember that feelings of struggle are just your body’s way of telling you that 
something important to you needs your attention and support.

If you need immediate additional support to care for your wellbeing please reach out to:

• AMCA Assist (0407 086 000) or your personal psychologist

• Employee relations hotline 03 8831 2800

• Your local GP or doctor

• Mates in Construction 1300 642 111

Thank you.

Need To Talk To Someone?
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With  heartfelt thanks
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