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INTRODUCTION


Welcome! The fact that you’re reading this probably means you have hope that you can feel better, even if you’re feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. And you’re right! You can feel better. This workbook will show you how.

This workbook grew out of Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle, our bestselling book about stress, which surveys the ways women exprience being overwhelmed, complete with all the receipts—stories, cultural context, and academic citations from many sciences that detail the problem—so the solutions make sense. The book explains both how to feel better and why these strategies work when so much mainstream advice for managing stress fails. It was the book Amelia needed when burnout put her in the hospital twice. Since the book came out, we’ve learned that lots of readers are looking for help right now—they just need results ASAP, and the receipts are optional.

Some of the exercises in this workbook will help you right away, some will become strategies you’ll use in moments of stress, and some may require practice and time before you start to see how helpful they are. If a certain exercise doesn’t seem to click for you, don’t worry. That’s normal. Not everything will work for everyone. But everyone will find something that helps.


You’re Striving to Find Peace.
Will This Workbook Give You That?

A lot of folks we’ve talked to have the goal of reaching a state of peace and staying there. But the body is not built to be only at peace. We’re built to oscillate from peace to stress, then return to peace, and back again.

The goal of this workbook is wellness. Wellness is not a state of mind or a state of being. Wellness is a state of action. It’s the freedom to move through all cycles of being human: from effort to rest and back, from autonomy to connection and back, from sleeping to waking, from eating to digesting, from inhaling to exhaling, etc. Burnout happens when we get stuck. These pages will help you notice when you get stuck and show you what you can do to get unstuck.

How to Use This Workbook …

Ruin it! Write all over it. Tear things out and stuff them in your planner. Use pens and highlighters, crayons and markers. Circle stuff. Dog-ear pages. Shove it in your bag, carry it everywhere, beat it to hell. The more you interact with it and make it your own, the more you’ll learn. Think of this workbook like a lime. You want to use every part – the juice, the zest, and the peel. When you’re done, what’s left should be a pile of nearly unrecognizable mess. If in the end it still looks like a lime, you haven’t squeezed out everything that it has to offer.

Go in order … ish. The book is designed to be read from beginning to end. Exercises and information are cumulative, so they will be most effective if you do them in order. That said, if there’s something you know you need help with right now (for example, sleep), go ahead and skip straight to that topic. The exercises will still work independently.

Practice nonjudgment. There’s an appendix with detailed instructions on mindful nonjudgment, but the short version is this: Nonjudgment just means noticing that your brain has flooded your attention with thoughts about how good or bad a thing is, which may not always be relevant, and can be distracting. Set aside thoughts of liking or disliking, and keep your attention on the task at hand.

Don’t do anything you don’t want to do. There are a wide variety of exercises that use as many senses and ways of thinking as we could manage. In general, if you find an exercise that works for you, great! It’s most effective to focus on the ones that use your strengths. And if there’s something that doesn’t work, also great! It’s useful to know what doesn’t help. If you’re avoiding something because it brings up difficult feelings, we strongly encourage you to find a friend or therapist to work with you.

Spend time on things, but not too much. Assess how much time you’re comfortable spending on each exercise. Some will be quick and easy for you, others you may want to spend more time reflecting on. We’ve provided durations as broad suggestions—if you find yourself spending way less time on an exercise than is suggested, you may not be getting as much out of it as you could. Or if you’re spending way more time on an exercise than is suggested, you might want to move on to something else, then come back to it later. They really are just suggestions; no one is watching or timing you. They’re meant to give you an idea of what we intended, so you can benefit as much as possible from the work you do.

How These Pages Are Organized …

This workbook focuses on managing stress, the cycle that happens in your body. We’ll talk a little about managing the things that cause us stress, but our goal is to make you an expert in using your internal resources, and recognizing the ways external social forces interfere with your well-being. Because that expertise will prepare you to deal with any problem. We’ve divided the workbook into three parts.

Part 1: What You Take with You

In the Star Wars movie Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back, Luke Skywalker sees an evil cave. Looking toward the entrance in dread, he asks his teacher, Yoda, “What’s in there?” Yoda answers, “Only what you take with you.”

Once you know what you’re taking with you, you’ll be ready to face the scary stuff. Part 1 walks you through three internal resources you can rely on to feel better right away:


	1. The stress response cycle

	2. The Monitor, or the brain mechanism that controls the emotion of frustration

	3. Meaning in life. “Meaning” is often misunderstood as the thing we’ll find at the end of the tunnel, but it’s not. It’s why we go through the tunnel, regardless of what we find on the other end.



More on these later.

Part 2: The Real Enemy

The title of this section is a reference to The Hunger Games, in which young Katniss Everdeen is forced into a “game” organized by a dystopian sci-fi government, wherein she must kill other children. Her mentor tells her, “Remember who the real enemy is.” It’s not the people the government wants her to kill, who are also trying to kill her. The real enemy is the system that set up the game in the first place.

This section is about recognizing the barriers that stand between you and your well-being. Spoiler: The problem is not you. Part 2 shows you how the game is rigged and how to play by your own rules.

Part 3: Wax On, Wax Off

In the original The Karate Kid movie, Mr. Miyagi teaches Danny LaRusso the art of karate by having him wax his car. “Wax on,” Mr. Miyagi instructs, rotating his palm clockwise. “Wax off,” he says, rotating his other palm counterclockwise. “Don’t forget to breathe,” he adds. Danny’s training also includes sanding the deck, staining the fence, and to breathe,” he adds. Danny’s training also includes sanding the deck, staining the fence, and painting the house.

Why the repetitive, mundane tasks? Because in the mundane lie the protective gestures that help us grow strong enough to defend ourselves and the people we love. Part 3 is about what you can do every day to grow mighty and conquer burnout: Connect with the people and things you love, rest, and cultivate self-compassion.

Appendix

There is also an appendix at the very end, where you’ll find support in case you are confused by some of the phrases we use as instructions. For example, we often say “listen to your body” because it’s a foundational part of this work, and it comes naturally to some people. Many of us, however, have no idea what that means. The good news is that listening to your body is a learnable skill. Anyone can do it and we’ll show you how. The same goes for “mindfulness” and “brainstorming.” We didn’t want to take for granted that everyone just magically knows what these things are or how to do them … because Amelia didn’t, and we figure she’s not the one.

Before We Dive In, a Word on Coping

When there’s so much going on that you don’t have time to work through a series of worksheets, there’s coping. Our definition of “coping” is: making this moment tolerable.

Coping strategies are an important part of preventing and recovering from burnout. If we think of burnout as a wound, it’s easy to understand why we need to stop the bleeding, protect the injury, and ease the pain to allow healing. Pain causes stress, and stress causes pain, so let’s just cut out that self-fulfilling situation and allow ourselves to ease the pain from time to time.

Yes, the goal of this workbook is to create long-term, overall healing, but sometimes you just need the moment to be more comfortable. You probably already know what your default coping strategies are. Let’s look at the balance between the good consequences and the not-so-good consequences of some coping strategies, so you can make informed decisions about what will work for you. (For an in-depth example, see “How to Eat Your Feelings” in chapter 5.)

Coping Strategies

Here’s a chart with some examples of coping strategies and their potential outcomes.

Identify one thing you notice yourself doing to cope with stress. Next, think of the good things it leads to, then of the not-so-good things it could also lead to. Reflect on what this means. (10 min)
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	Coping Strategy
	Good Outcomes
	Not-So-Good Outcomes
	Reflections



	Drinking alcohol
	Temporarily numbing.
Can be a connecting activity when shared in a community.
Can be done at home.
Very easy, basically zero effort.
	Can interfere with judgment, which can lead to relationship conflicts or dangerous behaviors like driving.
Can’t be done while parenting.
Interferes with sleep.
Damages liver.
Can dangerously interact with medications and supplements.
Expensive.
	An occasional drink or two, especially with a friend, can loosena tight knot of stress, but this strategy is to be used with extreme caution and explicit limitations.



	Binge-watching comfort TV
	Temporarily numbing.
Can enable cathartic laughter or crying.
Can be done with friends or family.
Can be done at home.
Very easy, zero effort.
Inexpensive or even free.
	Time-consuming.
Can isolate you from friends or family.
Can’t be done while kids need attention.
	This strategy is useful when there is time, or when it can be shared with others.



	Going for a run
	Cathartic, completes the stress response cycle.
Good for the heart, digestion, and mood.
Can be done with others or alone.
	Time-consuming.
Must be done outside the house and requires tolerable weather. Otherwise, requires expensive indoor equipment or gym membership.
Can’t be done while parenting, except in limited circumstances.
Hard on the body (exacerbates arthritis or aggravates old injuries).
High effort.
	This is a good strategy, but it requires a lot of resources.





Reflect on your go-to strategies that you wrote. Is this something you’ll continue doing or do you want to balance your relationship to it?
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Reflect Before You Read

It’s helpful to notice what preconceptions you have about a topic before learning more about it.

What do you believe about stress? What is it and how do we relieve it? Have you believed differently in the past? Where have you learned about stress? How and why have your ideas changed? (5 min)




What Is Stress? Stress is the neurological and physiological shift that happens in your body when you encounter a potential threat. It’s an evolutionary adaptation that activates a generic “stress response,” a cascade of neurological and hormonal activities that initiate physiological changes to help you survive. This can feel like your heart racing, shortness of breath, tense muscles, and more.

Stressors are what activate the stress response in your body. They can be anything you see, hear, smell, touch, taste, or imagine could do you harm. There are external stressors: work, money, family, time, cultural norms and expectations, experiences of discrimination, and so on. And there are less tangible, internal stressors: self-criticism, body image, identity, memories, and The Future. In different ways and to different degrees, all these things may be interpreted by your body as potential threats.

Unless you can fight or flight your way out of a problem, dealing with stress is a separate process from dealing with the things that cause it. To deal with stress, you have to complete the stress response cycle.



Your body is adapted to experience stress as a natural cycle just like all our other cycles—breathing, circulation, digestion, etc. Just like those other cycles, problems happen if the stress cycle is interrupted. That’s why stress is not the enemy. Getting stuck is the enemy.


What Is the Stress Response Cycle?
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The Stress Response Cycle starts with a Stressor

This is anything you can hear, see, touch, taste, or imagine that could harm you. That is, it’s anything that gets you stressed the fuck out!

Response

This Stressor activates your subconscious reactionary brain which fills your body up with adrenaline and hormones, so that your body can react quickly (Fight, Flight, or Freeze) to survive the possible threat.

Baseline

After physically exerting itself to survive the potential danger, your body can then relax again and your hormones and baseline, thus completing the Stress Response Cycle.



Comic by Erika Moen

So, you respond to that pressing email, but then what? Just because you’ve dealt with the stressor doesn’t mean you’ve dealt with the stress itself. The “threat” may be gone, but you haven’t done anything your body recognizes as a cue that you’re safe. It’s stuck in the middle of a stress response cycle. Your whole body is affected—not just the cardiovascular and respiratory symptoms you may be consciously aware of. Have you experienced digestive problems when you’re stressed? That’s because your digestive system is affected by the stress response. Have you ever gotten sick when you’re stressed? That’s because your immune system takes a back seat when you’re in fight-or-flight mode. Have you ever gotten a breakout when you’re stressed? That’s because the stress response includes hormones that alter your hair follicles and oil glands. This is how chronically activated stress response can lead to illness. So, let’s fix that. But first, let’s talk about why we aren’t already completing the stress response cycle.

Why We Get Stuck

We get stuck because our stressors are chronic, because we’re told it’s “socially inappropriate” to express our emotions, because it’s safer not to react, or because we’ve been told so many times that our feelings aren’t real or valid that we’ve started to believe it.

And then there’s “freeze.” Freeze is a last-ditch response by your nervous system, when it calculates that the fight-or-flight reaction won’t save you. Your nervous system stops in its tracks and shuts you down. And the freeze response is stigmatized, so survivors of trauma question themselves if they freeze. “Why didn’t I fight back?” they ask themselves. “Why didn’t I just run?” As if the choice to freeze was conscious. And then the stigma becomes a reason to stay stuck.

But freeze is chosen by the oldest, most survival-oriented part of your brain, way below the level of conscious awareness. It’s heroic. It saves lives. And just like all the other times your stress response gets interrupted, you need to complete the cycle in a separate process before dealing with the thing that initiated the cycle.

The Feels

What comes after



How stress is currently at play in your life. (15 min)
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How Do I Know If I’ve Completed the Cycle?




How to Complete the Cycle
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	Cycle-Completing Activity
	Defined As
	Example
	Most Effective When



	Moving your body
	Physical activity is the single most efficient strategy for completing the stress response cycle. Any movement at all can help remind your body that it can move you from danger to safety. If it’s effective for you, get your body moving enough to breathe deeply for 20 to 60 minutes a day, most days of the week.
	Sweat it out by running, swimming, biking, or dancing to Beyoncé in your kitchen.
	You have access to it, and you need to remind your brain that your body is a safe place to live.



	Sleeping
	Your brain practices and completes experiences from the past, helping you process stress (among all the other good things sleep does for us).
	Probably 7 to 9 hours—in one continuous lump or in multiple chunks, during the part of the day when your body asks for it, depending on whether you’re an early bird or a night owl.
	You are living in a human body. If you change only one thing in your life after using this workbook, let it be getting adequate sleep.



	Breathing
	Deep breathing so that your belly expands and contracts.
	Breathe in slowly to a count of 5, hold that breath for a count of5, slowly exhale for a count of 10, and pause for a count of 5. Repeat 5 times.
	Your stress isn’t that high, or when you just need to siphon off the very worst of the stress so you can get through a difficult situation, after which you’ll do something more hardcore.



	Engaging in positive social interaction
	Casual but friendly interactions with another person.
	Have a polite conversation with your seatmate or say “Nice day” to the barista when you buy your coffee.
	Your brain needs a reminder that the world is a safe place.
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	Showing affection
	Deeper connection with a loving presence who likes, respects, and trusts you, and whom you like, respect, and trust. Specifically, an action—a long kiss or hug—that tells your body that you are safe with your community.
	Kiss your partner for 6 seconds.
Hug someone you love and trust for 20 full seconds, while both of you are supporting your own weight.
Pet a cat or play with a dog.
	You are looking for an immediate shift from a state of anxiety to a state of safety.



	Laughing
	Loud, silly, abdomen-aching, helpless laughter.
	Belly laugh with another person—or even reminisce about times you’ve laughed together.
	You want to relieve stress in the easiest, most fun way possible.



	Having a big ol’ cry
	Crying may not change the situation that caused your stress, but it helps you complete the cycle.
	The crying may just happen on its own, or you can access it by watching your favorite tear-jerker movie.
	You are looking to move from feelings of overwhelm and stuckness into a state of release and relief.



	Expressing yourself creatively
	Making a thing just for the pleasure of making it can move difficult feelings from inside your body out to a safe place—into a song, poem, mural, sculpture, scarf, meal, etc.
	Sing, dance, write, recite, build, carve, cook, knit, paint, draw, etc.
	You have the opportunity to dedicate time and resources to making things.



	Engaging your imagination
	Whether you imagine a thing, or it’s actually happening in the world, your brain acts very similarly. This means that you can move your body through a stress cycle using your imagination alone.
	Read a book, watch a movie, or play a game with the kind of heroic ending that makes you want to cheer and tell people about it! (Just staring at comfort TV is numbing rather than cycle completing.)
	You get carried away by stories. Also convenient if you are limited in engaging in other cycle-completing activities (i.e., you’re on a train or you have really low energy).





What do you want to do to complete the stress response cycle?
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	Category
	Possible Activities
	Positive Experiences



	Moving your body
	
	



	Sleeping
	
	



	Breathing
	
	



	Engaging in positive social interaction
	
	



	Showing affection
	
	



	Laughing
	
	



	Having a big ol’ cry
	
	



	Expressing yourself creatively
	
	



	Engaging your imagination
	
	







	going out dancing

	marching in a protest

	playing a team sport

	participating in worship

	attending a fan convention

	singing or playing an instrument (especially in an ensemble)

	training for the military

	attending a game or movie or concert with a crowd of other cheering fans









Barriers
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