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YOUR PERSONAL WARNING SIGNS
What are your personal warning signs that stress
is escalating or has become prolonged?
When you next notice yourself feeling ongoing
or high levels of stress ask yourself these four
broad questions:
1. In what ways have my thinking or
self-talk changed?
2. How am I behaving differently?
3. Which emotions are popping up for me?
4. How is my body responding to the stress?
Changes in your thinking or self-talk
Stress impacts the way we think. Our thinking tends
to become biased, unbalanced, exaggerated and
negative.
Try to pick up on reoccurring themes in your
thinking. For example, do you tend to assume the
worst? Underestimate your ability to cope? Become
judgy of yourself and/or others? Take things
personally? Read other people’s minds? Jump to
conclusions?
For more detailed information about common
unhelpful thinking styles take a look at page 25 of
this guide.

 isconnecting or withdrawing from work,
D
relationships and/or life more generally
Not making time for taking care of yourself

Anger

Extending your hours at work

Resentment

Becoming snappy or irritable

Panic

 ushing down or numbing feelings by eating,
P
drinking, shopping, over-exercising, gambling,
being online or sleeping

Hopelessness
Helplessness
Guilt

 elf-sacrificing (consistently putting other
S
people’s needs ahead of your own)

Shame

 ecoming controlling, especially when other
B
people don’t do things your way

Emptiness

 aving difficulty delegating or receiving help
H
from others
Finding it hard to set and/or stick to boundaries
 ot making time for the fun, playful and
N
spontaneous parts of your life
Procrastinating

Loneliness

Sadness
Feeling unmotivated
Feeling like you don’t care anymore
Feeling like you don’t enjoy things that you
normally would
Feeling numb

Feeling overwhelmed by tasks that would
normally feel quite minor
Giving up
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Rapid or shallow breathing, as well as breathlessness
Feeling on edge or racy
Feeling shaky or dizzy
Muscle tension and headaches
Racing or pounding heart
Nausea
Chest pain, tightness or discomfort
Sweating, chills or feeling hot all over
Changes in your appetite
Sleeping more (or less) than you normally would
Weight loss or gain
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BACK TO BASICS
Start by asking yourself – what basic
things do I need to do to take care of
myself right now? Do I need to eat,
drink water, rest, go to bed early, make
time for a walk? Your basic needs are
discussed in more detail on page 15 of
this guide.
If you notice your stress levels
escalating don’t skip over the basics.
Our basic needs are often the first
things to fall by the wayside when we
are on the path to burning out, but
they are the foundation of effective
stress management.

Here is a summary of the tips and strategies we
will be discussing throughout this guide:
• Mindfulness (page 19)
• Noticing unhelpful thinking styles (page 25)
• Thought-challenging (page 26)
• Defusing from thoughts (page 26)
• Strategies for improving sleep (page 16)
• Relaxation (page 28)
• Breathing exercises (page 28)
• Reflecting on your values (page 31)
• Asking for support from family, friends or seeing
a psychologist (page 36)
• Being kind to yourself (page 34)
• Practising gratitude (page 28)
• Starting your day well (page 31)
• Taking breaks (page 31)
• Setting SMART goals (page 33)
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Food
Food is fuel for your body and your brain. Aim for a
balanced diet, with regular meals and snacks.
Water
Amongst other important benefits, water improves
your energy levels and brain function.
It’s recommended you drink approximate two litres
of water per day (give or take a bit, depending on
your size).
Exercise
Scientific studies have shown that physical activity
releases endorphins into your bloodstream, creating
a natural “high” and reducing stress levels. Exercise
also reduces muscle tension and increases alpha
wave activity in the brain. Alpha waves cause your
body and mind to feel relaxed, but still alert.
Sleep
If you’ve ever experienced stress before chances are
you’ve felt the impact it has on sleep.
Stress-related sleep difficulties include:
• Trouble falling asleep
• Waking in the middle of the night or very early
in the morning
• Sleeping too much
• Not feeling rested after sleep
• Worrying about not getting enough sleep
• Nightmares and night sweats
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Set yourself an
“electronics curfew” at
least one hour before
you go to bed.
Phones and computers
produce blue light
which disrupts your
circadian rhythm
(your body’s biological
clock). Light of any
kind is the enemy of
sleep, but in a Harvard
University study blue
light in particular was
found to be twice as
disruptive to the sleepwake cycle. Plus, all
that texting and surfing
the web keeps your
brain fired up right at
the time you are trying
to wind down.
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WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?
Jon Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer in the field defines
mindfulness as “paying attention in a particular
way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgementally”.
Most of us spend very little time in the present
moment, particularly when we are stressed. Instead
we spend a large portion of our time up in our
heads, dwelling on the past or worrying about the
future. In fact research suggests that we spend
nearly 50% of our waking hours thinking about
something other than what we are doing.
It’s normal for our minds to wander off in thought
at times; after all, our mind is a thought machine.
Telling your mind not to think is about as effective
as telling your eyes to stop seeing or your ears to
stop listening. However, research suggests that
spending too much time up in our heads, rather
than in the present moment, reduces overall
happiness and leads to the development of mental
health issues like depression, anxiety, eating
disorders and addictions.
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Mindful Practice

Getting started with your own mindfulness practice

Formal mindfulness

Mindfulness can be practiced formally or informally.

To try some formal mindfulness, visit the resources
page of our website by clicking here.

Formal mindfulness involves doing guided exercises
such as mindfulness of emotions, or activities
such as written monitoring of thoughts, physical
sensations and emotions.
Informal mindfulness draws on the same concepts
but is more spontaneous and can be done
anywhere, anytime.
Both types of mindfulness have been found to be
effective, so it’s a matter of figuring out what works
best for you.
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Informal mindfulness
When practising informal mindfulness, the idea is to
weave the basic principles of mindfulness into your
daily life.
The basic principles of mindfulness are to
purposefully pay attention to your experience
without judgment. Your experience is a general term
that might include what’s happening inside you
(your thoughts, emotions, physical sensations and
urges to do things like eat, sleep, yell or withdraw)
or what’s happening around you (for example what
you can hear, see or touch). Mindfulness is about
consciously choosing where you direct
your attention.
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Stress and Your Thinking

Defusing from your thoughts
Notice when your mind gets hijacked by negative
thoughts. When this happens it can feel as though
there is no separation between you and your
thoughts. You become fused with your thoughts.
Try to create some distance between yourself and
your thoughts by stepping back and observing
them, rather than buying into them. Remind yourself
that you are not your thoughts. Your thoughts are
just mental events in your mind.
You can do this by simply noting your thoughts
as they arise. For example, saying to yourself, “I’m
having the thought that I’m never going to get this
done on time” or “I’m having the thought that I
can’t cope”.
It can be tricky to grasp the concept of defusing
from your thoughts without actually trying it. To
give you a taste of how this works we’ve created an
audio exercise called Defusing From Your Thoughts.
You can listen to it here.
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Stress and Your Body

If you’ve ever felt stressed before (who hasn’t by the
way?!), you will know that stress has a huge impact
on your body.
To manage stress effectively it’s essential to find
ways to calm your body. Not only because it feels
terrible to be inside a body that is tense, run-down
and exhausted, but also because calming your body
will calm your mind.

Calming your breathing
When we are stressed, particularly if the stress is
ongoing or intense, our breathing changes. Our
breathing becomes shallow, rapid, or we hold
our breath (or any combination of these changes
occurs). These changes disrupt the balance of
oxygen and carbon dioxide in our body. This
imbalance fuels the fight-flight-freeze response and
can leave you feeling dizzy, confused, breathless,
tense, flushed, nauseous and at risk of a panic
attack.
Your breath is your ally in combatting stress. There
are a number of different techniques you can use for
calming your breathing.
Included below are links to guided exercises that
we’ve created to walk you through these different
methods. Give each of them a shot to see which
ones work best for you:
•A
 bdominal breathing
• Slow breathing
• Mindfulness of breath
It’s always more effective to learn a new skill under
ideal rather than stressful circumstances, so when
you first start practising breathing exercises it’s
best to do it when you feel relatively calm. Once
the skill is familiar, you will have the confidence
to use it when you feel your stress levels rising.
To really grasp the skill of calming your breath it’s
recommended that you practice for five minutes, 1-2
times daily.

Formal relaxation
If you’re willing to give it a try, research studies
have shown that formal relaxation can also be an
effective way to manage stress levels.
We’ve created a free progressive muscle relaxation
exercise for you to try by clicking here.

Pause throughout your day and take three long,
deep breaths. Focusing on making your exhale
longer than your inhale. Note the effect of this
simple practice on your stress levels.
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Research studies have shown that by briefly
jotting down what you are grateful for each
day you can decrease your stress levels
and increase your overall wellbeing. It’s
important to note that these studies focused
on gratitude for everyday things like enjoying
the warmth of the sun, sipping on a nice cup
of coffee or having a restful night of sleep. By
deliberately drawing our attention to positive
experiences, no matter how small, we can
counter the habitual, negative thinking that
happens when we are stressed.

If you weren’t feeling overwhelmed by stress
how would your life be different? What would
you be doing more of? What would you be
doing less of? How would you be relating
to others differently? How would you be
spending your time outside of work or study?
What interests would you pursue? How would
your relationship with yourself be different?
Your answers to these questions point to your
values. Your values are what matters to you
most deep down in your heart. When we are
stressed we sometimes put our life on hold,
particularly if we are chronically stressed. We
press pause on the parts of our lives that bring
us joy, the people and experiences that matter
to us most.
If you are interested in exploring your values in
more detail take a look at our blog here.
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BARRIERS TO TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF WHEN
YOU ARE STRESSED
What happens if in theory you know how to take
care of yourself when you feel stressed, but when
it comes to the crunch you just can’t seem to do it?
Our team of psychologists are experts at helping
people to understand their barriers to effectively
managing stress. We understand that sometimes
no matter how many strategies, tools and exercises
you equip yourself with, actually using these
techniques can be hard.
If you’ve tried making changes before and wound
up feeling frustrated or disheartened we can help
you to nut out what’s getting in the way.
You might also find it useful to put aside some time
to reflect on what you think is getting in the way.
Some questions you might ask are:
•D
 o you feel undeserving of rest, support or
self care?
• Is being stressed and/or burnt-out distracting
you from parts of your life that feel painful or that
might need changing?
• Do you try to implement too many strategies
at once and then become disheartened or
lose interest?
• Are you looking for a quick fix?
• Do you feel empty or alone when your stress levels
drop and life slows down?
• Do you spend all of your energy taking care of
others and leave little time for yourself?
• Do you sabotage yourself by running yourself into
the ground?
• Is there a secondary gain that comes with burning
yourself out? For example, do you feel you can
finally justify resting? Or prove to yourself or
others how hard you work or how successful you
are? Or give yourself permission to quit?
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MEET OUR TEAM
Our team of experienced, professional and warm
psychologists are experts in helping people to
manage stress effectively. We will support you to
overcome the challenges and struggles in your
life using up-to-date, evidence-based treatment
approaches.
Drawing on your personal strengths, we will equip
you with effective tools and strategies to decrease
your stress levels, enhance your wellbeing and lead
to sustained improvements in your mental health.
To get to know more about each of our
psychologists visit our website here.
Or if you’d like to chat about which team member
might be the best match for you give us a call on
(03) 9376 1958.
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www.innermelbpsychology.com.au
Inner Melbourne Clinical Psychology
melbpsych
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