EVERYDAY STRESS

Stress management for everyday
life

Practical routines, gentle breathing practices, boundaries, connection, and guidance on
seeking support.

Stress is not a personal failure. It is a physical and emotional response to demands or
change. Short-term stress can be normal; persistent stress can affect sleep, concentration,
mood, physical symptoms, relationships, and health.

A practical starting approach

- Name the pressure before trying to solve everything.

- Stabilize basics: regular meals, hydration, sleep opportunity, movement, and prescribed care.
- Use brief practices that fit real situations rather than demanding perfect calm.

- Reduce avoidable demands and make boundaries specific.

- Ask for practical or professional support before reaching a crisis.

What this guide does

This guide supports general self-management. It does not diagnose anxiety, depression, trauma-related
conditions, or physical symptoms, and it is not a substitute for therapy or medical care.
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1. Separate the stressor from the stress
response

Some stressors can be changed, some can be influenced, and some must be endured with support.
The body response may still need care even when the problem cannot be solved today.

QUESTION EXAMPLE RESPONSE

What is happening? A deadline moved, caregiving increased, money is tight, or uncertainty is high.
What is in my control today? One call, one task, one request, one rest period, or one boundary.

What is not in my control? Another person, a past event, a diagnosis, or a wider crisis.

What does my body need? Food, water, movement, medication, rest, medical care, or less stimulation.
Who can share the load? A colleague, family member, friend, clinician, counselor, or community service.

Build small recovery points

- Take brief breaks from distressing news or social media.

- Step outside, stretch, or change rooms when possible.

- Write the next concrete action instead of holding every task in memory.
- Connect with someone trustworthy for emotional or practical help.

- Choose a low-demand activity that helps you transition out of work or caregiving.

Self-care is not the same as self-treatment. Persistent or severe symptoms deserve
assessment even when healthy routines are in place.
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2. Try a gentle breathing or grounding
practice

Relaxation practices can support the body’s relaxation response, but evidence varies by condition. They
should complement - not delay - needed care.

Comfortable slow breathing

- Sit, stand, or lie in a position that feels supported.

- Let the breath move gently into the abdomen without forcing a large inhale.
- Breathe in comfortably, then allow a slightly slower or longer exhale.

- Continue for several breaths while keeping the pace easy.

- Stop if you feel dizzy, faint, short of breath, panicked, or more distressed. Return to normal breathing.

Optional counting: If counting feels helpful, try breathing in for a comfortable count of 3 or 4
and out for a comfortable count of 4 to 6. Do not strain, hold your breath, or chase a specific
number.

Five-senses grounding

Silently notice five things you can see, four you can feel, three you can hear, two you can smell, and one you can
taste - or adapt the numbers and senses to your abilities. The aim is orientation to the present, not forcing
thoughts away.

When relaxation feels uncomfortable

Closing the eyes, focusing inward, or changing breathing can feel unsafe for some people, including some people
with trauma histories, panic symptoms, respiratory conditions, or dizziness. Keep your eyes open, orient to the
room, use ordinary breathing, move gently, or choose another strategy.

Medical caution: New chest pain, severe breathing difficulty, fainting, one-sided weakness,
confusion, or other urgent physical symptoms should not be assumed to be stress.
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3. Create a one-page stress plan

Use this worksheet before a difficult period or when early signs appear.

My early signs

Likely triggers or demands

One task | can reduce, delay, or delegate

One boundary | can state clearly

People or services | can contact

A brief practice that feels safe

When | will seek professional help

Make boundaries concrete

- State what you can do: “I can review this tomorrow morning.”

- State the limit: “I am not available after 6 p.m.”

- Offer an alternative only when you genuinely can: “I cannot attend, but | can send notes.”
- Avoid overexplaining when a short, respectful answer is enough.

- Recognize that safety, caregiving, employment, culture, and power differences can limit available choices.
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4. Know when to seek support

Contact a healthcare or mental health professional when stress is persistent, worsening, difficult to
manage, or interfering with sleep, appetite, concentration, work, relationships, self-care, or usual
activities.

Seek professional help for

- Severe or distressing symptoms lasting two weeks or more

- Panic, persistent hopelessness, loss of interest, or major changes in sleep or appetite
- Increasing use of alcohol, drugs, or medicines to cope

- Inability to complete usual responsibilities or care for yourself

- Physical symptoms that are new, severe, recurrent, or unexplained

- Any concern about safety, self-harm, suicide, violence, or abuse

United States crisis support: Call or text 988 or visit 988lifeline.org for confidential 24-hour
support. Call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department for immediate danger or a
life-threatening medical emergency. Outside the United States, use your local emergency
number or crisis service.

References and further reading

CDC. Managing stress. cdc.gov/mental-health/living-with/index.html

NIMH. Caring for your mental health. nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/caring-for-your-mental-health

NCCIH. Relaxation techniques: what you need to know. nccih.nih.gov/health/relaxation-techniques-what-you-need-to-know
SAMHSA. Crisis help. samhsa.gov/find-support/in-crisis

NIMH. My mental health: do | need help? nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/my-mental-health-do-i-need-help

This guide provides general education and is not medical or mental health advice. Support and crisis resources vary by location.
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