Playbook
How to
Stress Less

“There is no coming to consciousness without pain.”
C.J. Jung
It is important to remember that people who consistently thrive also
experience negative emotions. In a world where rejection, failure, selfdoubt, hypocrisy, loss, boredom, and annoying and obnoxious people
are inevitable, you can’t really be connected and grounded to life without
encountering difficulties, challenges, and pain from time to time. While it
can be tempting to ignore, suppress, or distract yourself from feelings of
apprehension, anger, or sadness, these emotions can also offer
important emotional, mental, and social learning opportunities.
For example, studies have found the following:

Getting comfortable with being uncomfortable
Rather than trying to avoid this discomfort, aim to feel robust enough to
withstand the emotional distress by choosing how much attention you
give these emotions. Instead of dismissing them or judging them, simply
observe your difficult emotions and remind yourself they are transient
and will come and go. When you act as an observer, as separate from
the pain, studies suggest you become better at tolerating it.

Leaning into negative emotions

• Anger can increase your optimism and creativity and give you the
energy to take action and do what counts.

Instead of labeling emotions exclusively as negative or positive, look for
what is helpful or unhelpful in a given situation. Emotions such as
anxiety, guilt, and anger can be helpful signs that something important
to you isn’t going right and needs your attention. For example, just the
right amount of anxiety can help you discover and share solutions for
risky situations. Guilt can alert you that you have hurt someone and
motivate you to be more socially sensitive and caring. And anger can
increase your optimism, creativity, and give you the energy to take
action on what matters.

• Sadness is a natural response to pain – in ourselves or others.

Control the controllable

Rather than trying to avoid the discomfort these emotions can bring,
researchers suggest your goal should be to feel robust enough to
withstand emotional distress by being able to realize that these emotions
are simply signs that something is not going right, to take the required
actions, and to let the emotion pass. After all, emotions themselves are
neither good nor bad; it’s what you do with them that really matters.

Reflect on a challenging situation that’s consistently causing you to
experience some negative emotions. Make a list of what you can control
and then identify the actions on which you want to focus your attention,
energy, and efforts.

• The right amount of anxiety can help you discover and shape
solutions for risky situations or goals.
• A moderate degree of apprehension improves performance. An
absence of anxiety results in apathy; too much can be paralyzing.
• Guilt can alert you to the hurt you have caused someone and
motivate you to be more socially sensitive and caring.
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“Ask yourself which part of the stress response you need most.
Do you need to fight, escape, engage, connect, find meaning, or grow?”
Kelly McGonigal
Studies have found that your body is wired with multiple stress
responses (McGonigal, 2015) that include the following:
• The flight-or-fight response gets triggered when we believe the stress
is signaling something harmful is about to happen to you, and creates
a surge of cortisol, fearful energy, and motivation that primes you for
self-defense, and makes you vigilant for signs that things are going
poorly. And while this can be great in short bursts, it can also create
a vicious cycle where your heightened attention to what’s going
wrong, fills you with self-doubt and leaves you with more cortisol,
which can be associated with impaired immune function and
depression.
• The challenge stress response gets triggered when you believe stress
is an opportunity for learning and growth. By embracing your anxiety,
you’re able to harness the powerful mix of endorphins, adrenaline,
testosterone, and dopamine that can come with any stress response.
It also leaves you with higher levels of dehydroepiandrosterone
(DHEA) – a neurosteroid that helps you recover and learn from
stress, and which has been linked to a reduced risk of anxiety,
depression, and other diseases thought to be stress-related.
• The tend-and-befriend stress response gets triggered when you care
for others in moments of stress, increasing your levels of oxytocin to
inhibit the fear centers of your brain and improving your feelings of
empathy, trust, and connection. It releases dopamine which helps
you to feel more motivated and optimistic about your ability to do
something meaningful, and activates the neurotransmitter serotonin
which enhances your perception, intuition, and self-control to ensure
your actions have the biggest positive impact.

Challenge your stress response
Acknowledge when you are feeling stressed and welcome it as your
body’s way of telling you something that matters to you is at risk. Can
you connect to the positive motivation behind the stress? What is at
stake here, and why does it matter to you? Which part of the stress
response do you need most right now? Do you need to fight, escape,
engage, connect, find meaning, or grow?
Even if it feels like your stress response is pushing you in one direction,
focusing on how you want to respond can shift your biology to support
you. If there is a stress response you would like to develop, consider
what it would look like in any stressful situation you are dealing with now.
Try to make use of the energy stress gives you, instead of wasting that
energy trying to manage your stress. What can you do right now that
reflects your values and your goals? What strengths can you draw on to
respond in the way you want?

Build stress confidence
Call to mind a stressful situation where you persevered or learned
something. Take a few moments to consider what this taught you about
your strengths or how you cope with adversity. For 15 minutes, write
about the experience. What did you do that helped you get through it?
What personal resources and strengths did you draw on? Did you seek
advice or support? What did this teach you about dealing with adversity?
How did this experience make you stronger? How can you apply this
learning to future challenges?
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“I didn’t fail. I just found 10,000 ways the light bulb didn’t work.”
Thomas Edison
If the fear of failing stresses you out, you’re not alone. But the truth is that
we all fail some of the time. The only question is whether we are learning
from these experiences, or missing out on some of life’s best lessons
because it feels too stressful to stretch outside our comfort zone, to admit
we were wrong or that we weren’t good enough … yet.
Professor Carol Dweck (2008) has found this response to our feeling of
stress is often the result of a “fixed mindset” that is underpinned by the
belief that you are born with a certain amount of talent and intelligence,
and that’s your lot in life. People adopting a fixed mindset perceive
outcomes as the ultimate measure of what people are capable of
achieving – you’re clever or dumb, good at sports or clumsy, musical or
tone-deaf. They also experience a heightened fear of criticism and
perceive failure as a signal that they have reached the limits of their
potential.
In contrast, people with a “growth mindset” believe that, while you’re born
with a certain amount of talent and intelligence, with learning and effort
you can always improve – and neuroscience now validates this belief. As
a result, instead of just the outcomes, people adopting a growth mindset
also value the learning and effort, and are prepared to meet the
challenges. This lowers their levels of stress and anxiety and gives them
the confidence to reframe failure and criticism as teachable moments that
are as important to success as perfect outcomes.
It’s important to note that we each have the capacity to sit in either of
these mindsets; no one practices a growth mindset all the time. For
example, you might have a growth mindset around growing and learning
in sport, but are convinced that you have no musical ability at all. Your

mindset impacts how motivated you are to pursue different goals, and
whether or not you are willing to be open and flexible in your approach.
Studies have found that a growth mindset makes it easier to set yourself
stretch goals, to ask for help as you go, and to feel motivated to achieve
the things that matter to you most. It sparks hope by helping you feel like
you have nothing to lose and everything to gain if you step outside your
comfort zone. It appears to help you move beyond your present
limitations and to achieve your true potential.
You can practice a growth mindset by doing the following:
•

Setting learning goals - Each week, set at least one learning goal to
build your competence in something. It might be a skill you want to
gain, a task you want to master, or simply the desire to understand
something better. Notice what happens as you practice, make
mistakes, make adjustments, and eventually start to do better in the
competence you’re building. As you tackle this goal, practice letting
go of the outcome, embracing your mistakes, and identifying the
processes and efforts you can build upon to keep improving.

•

Getting comfortable with failure- Write down the three biggest
mistakes or errors you’ve made at work in the last year. Next to each
one, list the lessons or insights you gained from making these
mistakes. Put the list somewhere handy, so you can reread it when
you need a reminder that mistakes can sometimes offer the best
opportunities for learning and growth. When you fail, remind yourself
that you’re “not there yet,” and set a new learning goal to build the
skills you need to get closer to the outcomes you want.
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“When you know you are deficient you have nothing to lose by trying.”
Professor Carol Dweck
Nature wired us each to be perfectly imperfect, so that as the world
around us changes we can adapt and evolve as needed. While bumping
up against your limitations can feel frustrating, and falling short of your
ideals can be disappointing, it’s important to understand that these
uncomfortable and often stressful feelings are simply nature’s invitation to
learning and growth.

falling short of our ideals, or wrestling with obstacles and setbacks as
signs that we are “failures” instead perfectly imperfect human beings who
are still learning and growing. And while, travelling the Learning Loop
doesn’t always guarantee your desired outcomes, it does provide you
with the opportunities and support to realize your true potential by helping
you to:

The good news is that nature also wired you with curiosity, creativity and
the ability to connect with others to navigate these challenges. For
example, everything you’ve ever learned to master in your life – from
walking, to speaking a language, to building good relationships with
others– you did so by taking three simple steps:

• Act – Rather than expecting yourself to go from zero to mastery
instantly, try to playfully experiment with different ways to accomplish
the behaviors that have mattered most to you. You can level up by
investing in learning, grab a buddy or coach to inspire you, or trigger
your desired actions with tiny habits, environmental nudges or mindful
signposts.

• Acting – You’ve drawn on your curiosity and creativity and maybe
even the wisdom of others to playfully experiment with different ways
to accomplish the behaviors that have mattered most to you.
• Assessing – You’ve used your curiosity to reflect on what’s working,
what’s not working and how you can use what you’re learning to
continue improving at the behaviors you’ve chosen to master.
• Adjusting – You’ve used your learning to continue adjusting your
behavior until you can consistently achieve the outcomes you’ve
wanted.
Over and over again you’ve travelled this simple Learning Loop – often
without even been conscious of the steps you were taking – until you’ve
reached mastery in a behavior. This is how nature has wired you to
perform at your best.
Unfortunately, often we misread bumping up against our limitations,

• Assess – Instead of letting your negativity bias run riot and point out
only your failings be sure to ask: What went well? Where am I
struggling? What am Iearning? Even in your worst moments,
something will be working and you want to identify and build on these
strengths. Likewise, even in your best moments there will still be room
for improvement. Just remember, that more important than the
outcomes you’re working towards (can you even remember what you
were trying to achieve six months ago?) is the learning that you can
carry forward towards achieving your potential.
• Adjust – Try to avoid beating yourself up with self-criticism in an effort
to motivate yourself to try again. Instead reach for self-compassion
and like your wisest and kindest friend, coach or mentor hold yourself
accountable for the mistakes you’ve made while reaching for the
strengths you can build on to get back out there and try again. Far
from being soft, studies suggest that self-compassion improves our
resilience, confidence and performance.
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Amplifying Accomplishment
Tune Into Your Body

Hit Reset

Ask For A Pause

Write It Out

Before you start a new task,
take a deep breath and tune
into any feelings of stress.

When you feel overwhelmed,
get up and go for a walk
outside to hit reset.

If conversations are stressing
you out, ask for a pause so
you can take some time to
consider what’s been said.

If stressful thoughts are filling
your head, grab some paper
and write them out, then ask,
“What do I want to do now?”
.

Reach For Calm

Be Wise & Kind

You’ve Got This

Sit With Struggle

Place one hand over your
opposite wrist and breathe
calmly and deeply for 30
seconds.

Instead of beating yourself up,
talk to yourself like a wise and
kind coach or friend would in
this moment.

Create a stress mantra and
repeat it regularly to remind
you that whatever happens,
you’ve got this.

Remind yourself that struggle
is not a sign that you are
breaking, just that you are
learning and growing.

Ask For Help

Help Someone Else

Take One Small Step

Let It Pass

Let someone know you are
feeling a little overwhelmed
and ask for their advice or
help.

Reach out and help someone
else, anyone else, with
anything, small, medium, or
large.

Find one small step you can
take to build your confidence.

Breathe slowly for 90 seconds,
and remember this feeling will
pass and is only temporary.

Find The Gift

Build Confidence

Know Your Signs

Don’t Recycle

Identify one thing you can
learn from this situation.

Remind yourself of the
challenging circumstances
you’ve faced before, and how
they helped you grow/learn.

Identify your own personal
stress response signs. Tune
in so you can spot them and
respond early.

Avoid recycling negativity
unnecessarily by reaching for
a jolt of joy.
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Tiny Habit Recipe Examples – Stress Better
•

After I sit down at my desk, I will take a deep breath, check-in with how my body is feeling, adjust my stress
mindset as needed, then snap my fingers.

•

After I feel overwhelmed, I will hit reset by taking a walk for a few minutes, then give myself a thumbs up.

•

After I eat lunch, I will reach for self-compassion, use my opposite hand to hold my wrist, and breathe
deeply for 30 seconds, then think, “nicely done.”

•

After I turn on my computer, I will take one small step forward toward actioning the thing stressing me the
most, then rub my hands together.

•

After I have a drink, I will repeat my stress mantra to remind myself that I’ve got this, then I will smile and feel
satisfied.

•

After I prepare my to-do list, I will reach out to one person and ask them for advice or help with the thing I
am struggling most with, and then I will tick it off my list.

•

After I pack up at the end of the day, I will find the gift, and identify one thing I learned from my biggest
struggle for the day, and then I will take a bow.

10

Create a Tiny Habit Recipe
After I…

I will…

Then, I celebrate!

Anchor Moment

Tiny Behavior

Celebration

An existing routine you
can anchor your new
tiny habit onto, 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.

(BJ Fogg, 2019)
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Need To Talk To Someone?
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.
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With heartfelt thanks

