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Part 1: Grounding

Stress means feeling 
troubled or threatened 
by life. It can be due to 

major threats…

This book is to help you 
manage STRESS

Illness

No school

Displaced from home

Violence in your community

Or smaller 
problems:

Argument with your familyUncertainty about the future

Family violence

Economic 
hardship

Gender-based violenceGender based violence

Family violenceIllness

No school

Uncertainty about the future

you 
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cannot focus get angry easilyhave difficulty sleeping worry

cry feel very tired have changes 
in appetite

and many of us think a lot about 
bad things from the past or bad 
things we fear in the future.

Everyone experiences stress 
at times. A little bit is not 
a problem, But very high 
stress often afFects the 

body.

Many people get 
unpleasant feelings.

Other people find their 
body gets sick.

When they are stressed, many people …

• Headaches
• Neck and shoulder pain
• Back pain
• Upset stomach
• Not feeling hungry
• Lump in the throat
• Heavy chest
• Tight muscles

• Skin rashes
• Infections
• Illnesses
• Bowel problems

f

have changes f l i d

worry

unpleas

• H
• N
• B
• U
• N
• L
• H
• T

Other people fO
body gets sick.b

•
•
•
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Part 1: Grounding

Being hooked?

These powerful 
thoughts and feelings
are a natural part of 
stress. But problems 
can occur if we get 
“hooked” by them.

What does 

hooked
mean?

There are many types of hooks.

When something is on a 
hook, it cannot get away.

The hook 
traps it.

In the same way, we can 
get hooked by our difFicult 

thoughts and feelings:

One moment, you might be 
playing with children...

... and the next moment, you 
might be hooked by angry 
thoughts and feelings. You 
may feel as if you are being 

pulled away by anger, even if 
you are still there.

... and the next moment, you 
might be hooked by difFicult 

thoughts and feelings.

One moment, you 
might be enjoying 
sharing a meal ...

Th
tra

moment, you might be 
ying with children...

next moment, you 
be hooked by difFicult 

thoughts and feelings.
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Part 1: Grounding

What are values?

These difFicult 
thoughts and feelings 
”hook” us and pull us 
away from our VALUES.

Values
are your deepest desires 
for the sort of person 

you want to be. 

For example, if you are a parent 
or if you have responsibilities 

caring for others, what kind of 
“parent” do you want to be? 

LovingWise

Attentive

CommittedPersistent

Responsible

Calm

Caring

Protective

Courageous

So, values describe 
the sort of person 

you want to be.

How you want to 
care for yourself 

and others
and care for the world 

around you.

I want to be caring 
for my family and 
I care about my 

well-being.

What are value

LovingWise

Attentive

Committnt

Responsible

CaCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC ring

ective

oussssssssssssss

6

So, values describe
the sort of person

you want to be.

H
c
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Part 1: Grounding

There are many kinds of difficult thoughts and feelings that can hook us.

Thoughts about 
giving up…

I give up; 
It is all 
too hard.

He should not 
have done that;  
It is his fault.

Thoughts that blame 
others…

Harsh judgments 
about ourselves…

I am weak, 
And I am 
crazy.

Memories, especially about 
difficult events…

Thoughts about the future, 
especially about what we fear…

Thoughts where we worry about 
others.

When we get hooked, our behavior changes. We often start doing things that 
make our lives worse. We might…

We call these behaviors 
“AWAY MOVES” because 
when we act this way, 
we are moving AWAY 

from our values.

Get into fights, 
arguments or 
disagreements.

Withdraw and stay away 
from people we love.

Spend a lot of time lying 
in bed.

But there are 
things you 
can do!

The risks of being hooked

g
giving up…

I give up
It is all
too hard

h

others…
t 
t;  

Harsh judgments 
about ourselves…

I am weak, 
And I am

Memories, especially about 
difficult events… specially about what we fear…

ghts where we worry about
rs.

W
“AWAY MOVES  bec
when we act this
we are moving A

from our value

But there are
things you 
can do!

w

Is he ok? 
Where is he 

now?
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Part 1: Grounding

To engage in something means to give it your full 
attention with your body and senses.

When you are drinking 
something, do you give 
it your full attention? 
Do you savor the smell 

and the taste?

When you listen to 
music, do you give it 
your full attention? 

Do you listen to it and 
enjoy it?

But when we are stressed, we find it 
hard to engage in life. 

when hooked, you are disengaged or 
distracted.

When you give your full attention to any activity 
with your mind, we say you are focused on it. 

And when we do things 
that way, we often do 

them poorly, or are unable 
to enjoy the activity and 

feel dissatisfied.

If you learn to be more engaged, and 
focus better, then you will handle stress 
better.

For example, you will find your 
relationships with others  
more satisfying. And you will be able to do 

important things much 
better.

But when hooked, you 
are unfocused.

enjoy it?

it 

r

d 
ess 

And you will be able to d
important things much 
better
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Part 1: Grounding – Exercise 1

There are many 
exercises to practi e 
engaging in life or

focusing on what you
are doing.

You can practi e 
these skills with

any activity you do.

For example, if you are drinking  
tea or coffee, focus your  
full attention 
 on it.

You notice the drink with curiosity, 
as if you have never encountered 
such a drink before.

You notice its color. You savor the 
smell of it.

You sip it SLOWLY. Let it sit on your tongue, feel 
it on your teeth, and savor the 
taste.

You drink it as slowly as 
possible, noticing the 
temperature.

Notice the movements of 
your throat as you 
swallow… 

... the taste fading from 
your tongue, as you 
swallow.

And you drink each mouthful 
in the same way: slowly, 
noticing and savoring.

And whenever you get 
hooked ...

I refocus on 
the drink! 

you are drinking  
ee, focus your  
ion 

k with curiosity, 
er encountered 
e.

smell of it.

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-
matters-times-stress-illustrated-guide

y

the drink! hooked ...

e

fof

a

Go ahead and practi e 
this now. Get some water, 
tea or coffee, and follow 
the instructions above.
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Part 1: Grounding - Exercise 1

While talking to family or friends, notice 
what others are saying, their tones of 
voice and facial expressions. 
Give them your full attention.

While playing a game or doing some other 
activity with children, like teaching them to 
read, you simply give your full attention to 
the children and to the game.

While washing, cooking, or doing 
chores, you simply give your full 
attention to the activity.

And whenever 
you notice you 
get hooked…

Okay! I can do that when 
my thoughts and feelings 

are not too difFicult.

But sometimes my 
feelings and stories 
are just so painful.

Yes, sometimes they 
are so overpowering 

they turn into
emotional storms.

get hoo

never 
ce you 

ooked…ooked…

But sometimes my 
feelings and stories 
are just so painful.

Yes, sometim
are so overpo

they turn
emotional s

We unhook by 
refocusing and 

engaging in what we 
are doing.
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Part 1: Grounding - Exercise 1

An emotional storm means 
that you experience intensely 

difFicult thoughts and feelings.

they can easily 
overpower you.

When it appears, we 
must learn how to 

ground ourselves. Let 
me explain…

On the ground, 
you are much safer.

For example, you could 
comfort others while 

the storm rages.

And if there is somewhere 
safe for you to hide, you can 
only get there after you are 

on the ground.

And there, you can 
help others. 

difFicult thoughts andd feel

Imagine you are high in a 
tree when a storm begins. Would you want to stay 

up there? While you are 
in the tree, you are in 

great danger!

You need to get down to 
the ground as quickly as 

possible!
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Part 1: Grounding - Exercise 1

Learning how to ground yourself

We need to “ground ourselves” when our emotional storms appear through engaging with the world around us, and 
focusing on what we are doing.

The first step is to 
NOTICE how you are 
feeling and what you 

are thinking.

Next, slow down and connect with your body. 
Slow your breathing. 
Empty your lungs completely. 
Then let them refill as slowly as possible.

Slowly press 
your feet into the 
floor…

…slowly stretch your arms… …or slowly press your hands together.

The next step in grounding is to 
REFOCUS on the world around you.

Notice where you are. What are five 
things you can see?

Breathe the air. What can you smell? What are three or four things you 
can hear?

the 
…slowly stretch your arms…

g y
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Part 1: Grounding – Exercise 1

Notice where you are and 
what you are doing.

Touch your knees, or the surface 
beneath you, or any object you 
can reach. 

So if you notice there are difficult 
thoughts and feelings appearing…

…there is also a world around you that you 
can see and hear and touch and taste and 
smell.

Grounding does not 
make your emotional 
storms disappear. It 
just keeps you safe, 

until the storm passes. 
Some storms last a 

long time. 

others pass 
quickly.  

unhooking and grounding exercises are 
not made to get rid of your difFicult 
thoughts and feelings, rather to help 

you manage stress better

Notice what it feels like  
under your fingers.

what you are doing.
each. 

h i f l lik

ere is also a world around you that you 
ee and hear and touch and taste and 
.

storms disappea
just keeps you 

until the storm 

And you can also use your body and 
your words to act in line with your 
values.



14

Part 1: Grounding
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The purpose of these exercises is to 
help you engage in life. Give 
your full attention to others, 
family and friends. 

Move toward your values to 
help you behave more like the kind 
of person you want to be.

And to help you focus on what 
you are doing, so you can do 
it well.

But it seems 
so hard…

But I am in so much pain. 
Can I get rid of my anger, 

fear and sadness?

No… But we will 
come to that in 
the next section 

of the book.

Like any new 
skill, it requires 

practice.

And the more 
we practi e, 

the better we 
get! It is like building 

your muscles to 
run faster or to 

lift heavier loads. 
With practice, your 
muscles get bigger!

When you pay attention and 
engage fully in any activity you may 
also find it more satisfying. This is 
true even with activities that are 
boring or frustrating.

So you can 
manage stress 
much better.

y ,
family and friends. 

y g y
it well.

So you can 
manage stress
much better

fear and sadnessdn

so hard…
practice.

the better we er w
ggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggggeteteteetetetettetetettetettttetttteeettttteeteettt!eteteteteteeteteteteteteetetetteteteteteteteteteteteteetteeeeeeeeeeeeeeetteeeeeeeeeeeeee ! It is like bu

your musc
run faster

lift heavier
With practic
muscles get 
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Part 1: Grounding – Exercise 2

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-times-stress-illustrated-guide

Developing grounding skills

Here are exercises 
to practi e these 

engaging and
grounding skills. We 
will practi e them 
now! Do not simply 

read about it; 
actually do it!

Here is a 30-second 
exercise.

Let’s do it! I 
can practi e 

anytime!

First, notice how you are feeling
and what you are thinking.
Slow down and connect with your body.
Slowly breathe out.
Slowly stretch.
Slowly push your feet into the floor.

Now refocus on the world 
around you. Pay attention with 
curiosity to what you can… see, 
hear, taste, smell, and touch.

Now have a good stretch. Engage 
with the world. Notice where you 
are, who is with you, and what 
you are doing.

We 
m 
ly ll

a !
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Part 1: Grounding - Exercise 3

First, notice how you 
are feeling and 
what you are 
thinking.

Next, connect with 
your body. Slowly breathe 
out. Slowly stretch. 
Slowly push your 
feet into the 
ground.

Now slow your breathing 
even more. Slowly and 
gently, empty 
your lungs.

DEEPER GROUNDING 5–10 min

Notice your breathing with 
curiosity – as if it is the first 
time you have  
ever 
encountered 
breathing.

Now breathe out even more 
slowly. And when your lungs are 
empty, silently count to 3 before you 
breathe in again. Then let your  
lungs refill as  slowly as 
possible.

Notice the gentle 
movements of your 
shoulders, 

how your belly  
moves in and out,

the air as it flows 
in and out of your 
nostrils,

your chest moving 
in and out.

As you do this, from time to time 
thoughts and feelings will hook 
you and pull you out 
of the exercise. 

As soon as I realize this 
has happened,

And if our thoughts and 
feelings hook us 1,000 times… 

We unhook ourselves 1,000 times!
To finish the exercise, once again  
ground yourself:
- Slowly stretch. 
- Slowly push your feet into the floor.
- Refocus and engage with the world.
- Pay attention with curiosity to what you
can see, hear, taste, smell, touch.
- Notice where you are, who is with you,
and what you are doing.

Make sure you breathe slowly and 
gently. If you breathe too hard, too 
deeply, or too quickly, 
it could make you feel 
panicky, anxious, dizzy, 
or short of breath. 
If this happens, slow 
your breathing.

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-times-stress-illustrated-guide

e how you 
nd

h 
eathe 

Now slow your breathing
even more. Slowly and
gently, empty 
your lungs.

time you have 
ever
encountered
breathing.

,
y

nostrils,

your chest moving
in and out.

As
th
yo
o

ou and pull you out 
f the exercise. 

yo
of

As soon as I realize this 
has happened, fee

We unhook ourselves 1,000 times!We 

silently count to 3 before you 
e in again. Then let your  
efill as  slowly as s
ble. y, 

I REFOCUS on my 
breathing. Giving it 
my full attention.
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Part 1: Grounding

Take a moment to
acknowledge that 

each time you practi e 
these exercises…

I am living by 
my values of 

caring… 

…for the health of 
myself, others, and my 

community. 

That’s right! Because these 
skills help you to engage, 
focus, and unhook from 
difFicult thoughts and 

feelings, so you can move 
toward your values.

REMEMBER! 

Take a moment

difFicult thoughts and
feelings, so you can move 

toward your values.

nt
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Part 2: UnhookingPart 2: Unhooking
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Part 2: UnhookingPart 2: Unhooking

Part 2: Unhooking
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Part 2: Unhooking

Welcome back! Earlier, we 
talked about “toward” and 

“away” moves.

When hooked, we tend 
to make “away moves” – 

moving away from 
our values.

We might get into fights, 
arguments, or disagreements, 
withdraw and stay away from 
people we love, or spend a 
lot of time lying in bed.

My life is so hard 
now. Will my 

difFicult thoughts 
and feelings ever 

go away?

Good question. It makes 
sense that you would want 
them to go away. But is it 
realistic to think we can 
simply get rid of them?

Can we burn them 
like rubbish? 

Can we lock them up, 
hide them away? 

Can we run ofF and 
leave them behind?

Unhooking ourselves

“away” moves.
our valul es.

d 

s
r 

Good
sense t
them
realis
simpl

So, we are going to learn 
more about unhooking 

ourselves from difFicult 
thoughts and feelings.



Part 2: Unhooking

Take a moment to think
about all the ways you 
have tried to get rid 

of these thoughts and 
feelings.

Isolating yourself Blaming or criticizing 
yourself

What else have you 
tried?

Most people try at least some of these strategies to get rid of these thoughts and feelings:

Yelling! Trying not to 
think about it

Avoiding people, places or 
situations

Staying in bed

Giving up Alcohol or tobacco Illicit drugs Starting arguments

Many of these methods 
make thoughts and 
feelings go away. 

But not for 
long! They 
come back 

soon!

And most of these 
methods pull us 
away from our 

values!

So we need a new way 
of handling difFicult 

thoughts and feelings! 

20

make thoughts and 
feelings go away. 

long! They 
come back 

soon!

methods pull us 
away from our 

values!

So we need a ne
of handling difF

thoughts and fee

Illicit drugs
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Part 2: Unhooking - Exercise 4

Instead of 
trying to push 

them away, 

First let us identify – what 
thoughts and feelings are 
hooking you? Are you being 
hooked by thoughts about…

Bad things 
that happened 
in the past?

Bad things that 
might happen in 

the future?

You stop 
struggling 
with them. 

And whenever 
you get hooked 

by them, 

Not being good 
enough – being 
weak or crazy 

or bad?

Write down some of the 
thoughts that hook you.

Are you being hooked by 
feelings in your body? 

Mark where these feelings 
are located:

you unhook 
yourself again.

Identifying hooking thoughts and feelings

by them, 

the future?

or bad?that happened 
in the past?

Write down some of
thoughts that hook you.

are located:
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Part 2: Unhooking
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Part 2: Unhooking - Exercise 5

Please try this now before  
you read any more. Notice and 
name a thought or feeling that  
has been present for you today.

First, you 
BECOME AWARE that 

a thought or feeling 
has hooked you,

second, you 
NAME it, 

you silently 
say to yourself 
something like: 

I notice here is 
a TIGHTNESS in 

my chest.

I notice here 
is a painful 

memory.I notice here 
is anger.

I notice here 
is a difFicult 

thought about 
my family.

Here is a 
difFicult

thought about 
my family.

Here is
tightness in
my chest.

Here is a
painful
memory.

Here are
fears about
the future.

Here is
anger.

So, naming begins by 
silently saying, “Here 
is a thought” or “Here 

is a feeling.”

However, if we then 
add the phrase, “I 

notice,” we usually 
find it unhooks us a 

bit more.

Try this now 
and see what 

happens.

The first 
two steps in 

unhooking are: 

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-times-stress-illustrated-guide

my fam
memory.

I notice here 
are fears 
about the 
future.
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Thoughts and feelings hook us when we are unaware of them...

One moment you are talking to a friend, 
interested in what she is saying…

… and then the next moment, you 
are hooked.

Suddenly, you are no longer really listening 
to your friend. 

You might still be talking to your friend…but you 
are not really ”engaged” in the conversation. 

The first step in 
unhooking yourself is to 
become aware that you 

have been hooked. 

The second step is to 
name what hooked you. 

You silently say to 
yourself… 

The next step is to 
REFOCUS on what you are 
doing – whether you are 
cooking, or eating, or 

playing, or chatting with 
friends – and to ENGAGE 
fully in that activity; 

Here is a
difFicult
thought.

u might still be talking to your friend…bu
ll d h

h

to PAY FULL 
ATTENTION to 

whoever is with 
you and whatever 

you are doing. 
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Part 2: Unhooking

remember it is natural 
to have difFicult 

thoughts and feelings 
appear when we are 

stressed. This happens 
to everyone!

We can follow the 
same three steps every 
time we get hooked and 
stop engaging in life:

1. Notice your difficult
thoughts and feelings.
2. Name the thoughts and
feelings (silently).
3. Refocus on what you are
doing.

I am noticing 
feelings of 

anger. 

And even though I 
am having those,

I choose to act on 
my value of caring 
by refocusing and 
engaging with my 

family.

And after we have NOTICED 
and NAMED, we can REFOCUS
on the world around us. We 
ENGAGE in life by noticing 
what we can…see, smell, 

taste, touch, hear.

And after we have NOTICED

1. Notice your difficu
thoughts and feelin
2. Name the though
feelings (silently).
3. Refocus on what y
doing.
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Part 2: Unhooking

THIS IS ALL SO STUPID! 

IT IS NOT IMPORTANT!

IT WILL NOT HELP!

I AM TOO BUSY!

THERE IS NO POINT!

IT IS A WASTE OF TIME!

I CANNOT DO IT!

Ground yourself during 
emotional storms. 
notice how you are feeling. 
slow down and connect 
with your body. Refocus 
and engage with the world  
around  you.

Unhook yourself from 
thoughts and feelings by 
noticing and naming, then 
refocusing on what you are 
doing.

So, now you have 
your first two 
tools for your 

toolkit. 

The more you 
practi e this, 

the better you
will get

See if you can practi e this 
over and over again, all day
long as you’re going about

your daily activities.

Certain things can get in 
the way of practi ing 

with these tools. Maybe 
you feel...

Too 
tired

Too 
sad

or 
angry 

or 
scared

Or Maybe you 
just can’t be 

bothered.

You can also be 
hooked by unhelpful 

thoughts.

So, as soon 
as you realize 

you have 
been hooked 

by these 
feelings…

and 
refocus!

TOOL 2TOOL 1 

Notice name

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-
times-stress-illustrated-guide

S

set times aside for this, For 
example, in bed, or before or 

after a meal.
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Part 3: Acting on your values

Welcome back. We are going to 
look at values in more depth.

Your values describe what kind 
of person you want to be; how 

you want to treat yourself 
and others and the world 

around you.

Many of your goals might be 
impossible right now. But you 

can always find ways to 
act on your values. 

Suppose your goal 
is to get a job so 

you can support the 
people you care about. 

but suppose your values are to be kind, 
caring, loving, and supportive.

It might be impossible 
to achieve your goal. 

And even if you are facing 
a very difFicult situation 
and are separated from 
your family and friends, 

you can still live by your 
values, and find little 

ways to act on them with 
the people around you.

you can still live your 
values of being kind, 
caring, loving, and 

supportive toward your 
family, friends, and 
people around you.

Values are difFerent from Goals.

Goals describe what you are 
trying to get. Values describe the 
sort of person you want to be.

people you care about. 

Job OfFers
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Part 3: Acting on your values

the way you influence the 
world around you is through 

your ACTIONS. 

ACTIONS are what you do 
with your arms and hands 

and legs and feet, and what 
you say with your mouth.

If your country is at 
war, you can’t stop 
all the fighting…

… but you can stop 
arguing with people 
in your community…

… and instead, act 
on your values. 

And notice: you may 
influence the people around 
you through your actions.

So, we need to keep asking ourselves 
this question: Are my actions moving me 

toward or away from my values? Fighting Collaboration

you through

Fighhhhhtit ng

top 
ople
ty…

… a
o

all the fighting…

our actions.

Collaboration

The more you focus on your own 
actions, the more you can influence 
the immediate world around you: the 
people and situations you encounter 

every day. 
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Part 3: Acting on your values – Exercise 6

Choosing your values

To help you clarify your 
values, here is a list. These 
are not the “right” values 

or the “best” ones – they are 
simply some common ones:

Select three or four of those values that 
seem most important to you. write them 

down on a paper to remember.

Now we will do another 
exercise. Think of a role 
model in your community; 
someone you look up to.

What does this person 
say or do that you 
admire? Does this 

person treat others 
in admirable ways?

To be kind 
To be caring
To be generous 
To be supportive 
To be helpful
To be patient
To be responsible 
To be protective 

What values does the person 
demonstrate through his or 

her actions? 

Which of those values 
would you like to model 
for others around you?

Now think of the people around you. What values do you 
want to live by, in the way you treat those people?

Values go both ways: toward yourself and 
toward others.

So, if your values are caring and kindness, then you aim 
to live those values toward both yourself and others.

To be disciplined 
To be hardworking 
To be committed
To be brave
To be persistent 
To be forgiving 
To be grateful
To be loyal

To be respectable
To be honorable 
To be respectful
To be trustworthy 
To be fair/just
To be… 
To be…

her actions? 

simply some common ones:

someo

Now think ow t

one you look up to. person tre
innnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn admirab

one yo
ble ways?irab
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time to put 
your values 
into action! 

Pick an important relationship; 
choose someone you care about 
a lot, who you see on a regular 
basis. What values do you want 
to live by in this relationship?

For example, suppose you 
choose your child. And the 

values you want to act on are: 
To be kind, to be responsible. 

Then a small step might be to 
play with or to read to your 
child for 10 minutes every day. 

Or suppose you choose a 
relative. And the values you 
want to act on are: to be 

grateful and to be friendly. 

Thank you 
Uncle, for all 
the help you 

have given me. 

Then a small step might be 
to greet that person warmly 
and express your gratitude. 
Remember, even the tiniest 

actions matter.

This is 
important!

put 
lues 
tion! 

is
ant!

h

If we do
not take
care of

ourselves,

then
 it

will be

hard fo
r

us

to care 
for 

others!
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A giant tree grows from a tiny 
seed. And even in the hardest or 
most stressful of times, you can 

take small ACTIONS to live by your 
values. When you act on your values, 

you will begin to create a more 
satisfying and fulfilling life.

So, create your action plan 
now. What will you do in the 

next week to act on your 
values?

Think in terms of ACTIONS. 
What will you say with your 

mouth? What will you do 
with your hands and arms 

and legs and feet? 

Pick something that seems 
realistic to you. Do you believe 

you can do this?

If your plan seems 
too difFicult – if you 

do not believe you can 
do it – pick something 
smaller and easier. 

Please make this action 
plan now, before reading 
further. It is important!

Will these actions 
take you toward 

or away from your 
values?
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Any tiny action matters!Often, as soon as we start thinking 
about taking action, difficult thoughts 
and feelings may appear. They can 
easily hook us and stop us from 
following our action plan. If this 
happens, you know what to do!
Notice and name them
and engage with the world around 
you.
You can go back to previous chapters 
for a refresher if needed!

Yes, we do!

This is one of the 
benefits of living 
by your values.

Aim to start each day 
thinking of two or three 

values you want to live by. 

Do this while you are 
still in bed, or while 
you are getting up. 

Acting on your values 
is the third tool of 

your toolkit!

And every time you act 
on your values... 

Acknowledge it to 
yourself.

Do you feel a sense of meaning 
or purpose, of being more like the 
sort of person you want to be?on you want to be?

t
va

Do
or p
sor

Any tiny action matters!

I’m behaving 
like the sort of 
person I want 

to be.

And throughout the 
day, look for ways to 
act on those values.

A journey of 1,000 miles 
begins with one step! 
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1.
2.

3.

So, now you know three powerful 
tools: unhooking, grounding, and 

acting on your values. 

But we also have 
many problems!

What are they?

But sometimes 
you cannot 

leave… 

But I do not like to give 
up and move away from 

my values. They are 
important to me...

So then, 
option 2 is 

what is left.

Change what can be changed
Use your arms and legs and hands and 
feet and mouth to take action: to do 
whatever you can, no matter how small it 
might be, to improve the situation.

Accept the pain that cannot 
be changed…
Many difficult thoughts and feelings 
appear when you face difficult 
situations – especially if you cannot 
improve them!
So, we unhook and ground ourselves.

And live by your values.
So, if there is nothing you can do to 
improve the situation…
We find other ways to live by our 
values.

And now, it is 
time for some 

good news 

There IS something 
you can do that will 
improve any difFicult 
situation, at least a 

little bit

This is what we will 
explore in the next 

section! 

Leave.
Change what can be changed, 
accept the pain that cannot be changed, and 
live by your values.
Give up and move away from your 
values.

1
2

So
t

e 
!

hey?

mething

33

e will 
next 

You do! And there are 
three approaches to any 

difFicult situation.
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No matter how bad 
your situation…

Whether you are in danger 
or in a family argument Or 

without income…

you are always better 
ofF if you have a friend 

by your side. 

Someone who is kind and 
caring and helpful.

How do you feel when you are 
struggling, sufFering, in pain, 
and someone reaches out to 

you with kindness, caring, and 
understanding?

Even in the most difficult situations, there 
are ways we can act on our values of 
kindness and caring.

Even tiny little actions of kindness can 
make a difference.

This includes kind words.

When you see someone in pain, sufFering 
and struggling, what are small acts of 
kindness that you could do? Every small, 

kind action makes a difFerence.

I can see this 
is hard for you. 

Let me help.

Someone who says kind things 
when you are in pain.

No matter how bad 
your situation… or in a family argument Or or Or 

without income…

g and helpful.
e who says kind things 
u are in pain.

e

Even tiny little actions of kindness can This includes kind words

W
a
k

by your side.

ee

 I am here 
for you.
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And we should be 
kind to ourselves, 

too. 

So, unhook from 
thoughts like… 

Everyone needs a friend. 
Everyone needs kindness.

Remember: like all values, 
kindness goes both ways.

So speak to 
yourself kindly. 

Yes! That is correct! There is one more 
really useful skill to learn to help 

with stress.

I do not deserve 
kindness. 

My needs do 
not matter.

This is hard. This 
hurts. But I can 
still be caring to 
myself and others.

Being kind to ourselves

Others self

An
kin

Others self

Everyo
Everyone

and others.nd
with stress.

And if you
are kind to
yourself,

you w
ill

hav
e m

ore

energ
y to

hel
p othe

rs

and more
motivation 

to be kind to
others,

so, everyone 
benefits.
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Part 5: Making room

On page 4 we looked at 
the common problems that 
happen when we struggle 
with our thoughts and 
feelings: trying to push 

them away, avoiding them, or 
getting rid of them. 

UNHOOKING is one way 
to stop struggling 
with our thoughts 

and feelings.

There is another way 
to do this, called 

MAKING ROOM.

To learn this skill, it is useful 
to think about the sky.

No matter how severe the 
weather, the sky has room for it!

And the sky can never be hurt or harmed by the 
weather; whether it is intense heat or freezing cold.

Our thoughts and 
feelings are like 

the weather. 

And we can learn to be like the 
sky, and make room for the “bad 
weather” of our difficult thoughts 
and feelings without being hurt by it.

Yes! Always 
changing. 

As large as the sky…

at 
that

ggle
nd 
sh 
m, or 
.

t
w

T

to think about the sky. weather, the sky has room for it! weather; whether it is intense heat or freezing cold.

the weather. 

And sooner or later, the weather 
always changes.
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Making room

Imagine this any way you like.

First, silently, 
focus your 

attention on a 
difFicult thought 

or feeling.

NOTICE and NAME 
it, then observe it 
with curiosity.

And imagine these thoughts and feelings 
are like the weather…

And you are like the sky, making room for 
the weather.

And as you do this, breathe out slowly. 
Then once your lungs are empty, pause for 
a count of three.

Then breathe in slowly, and imagine 
your breath flows into and around 
your pain.

Breathing out, emptying your 
lungs…
Breathing in slowly…

Breathing into and 
around your pain…

Opening up and making 
room for it…

Allowing it to be there… 

ly, 
r 
n a 
ught 
g.

are like the weather…

nd you are like the sky making room for

it, then observe it
with curiosity.

An
th

ar

An

1 2 3
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https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-

times-stress-illustrated-guide

It often helps to 
imagine a painful 

feeling as an object.

Like a heavy, cold, 
brown brick on 

my chest.

And imagine breathing into 
and around this object – 

making room for it.

And it often helps to 
imagine a difFicult 

thought as words or 
pictures on the pages 

of a book.

PLEASE TRY THIS NOW:

… and engage with the world 
around you.

Notice your difficult thought… … and imagine it as words and pictures 
on the pages of a book.

…and imagine it gently resting  
on your lap,

You can also imagine tucking the book 
under your arm, and taking it with you.

So, the thought is still with you, 
but you can engage with the 
world around you.

p l
feeling as an object.g

brown brick 
my chest.

https://www.paho.org/en/dop p g

g g y g
n your lap,

world around you.

 I am weak

Imagine it has a size and 
a shape and a color and 

a temperature,
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So, now you have 
another tool for 

your toolkit. 

Especially if you are in bed and can’t 
sleep; you can combine making 
room with your breathing exercises: You breathe into the difficult thoughts 

and feelings…

...and let the breath flow into 
and around them.

Notice its shape, size, and temperature, and 
notice with curiosity what happens.
Your pain might get bigger or smaller; it might 
stay or it might go.
Your aim is simply to make room for it; to allow it 
to be there; to stop fighting it and give it space.

If you feel pain in your body, notice it 
with curiosity:

And whenever you get HOOKED 
and pulled out of the exercise…
Notice and name… and refocus 
on breathing and making room.

And remember: 
practi e, practi e, 

practi e.

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/doing-what-matters-
times-stress-illustrated-guide

and around them.

u have 
ool for 
lkit. p
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and
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ps://www.pap p
times-stress-illu
httpp
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Place a hand over the painful feeling. 
See if you can be kind to yourself by 
imagining you are breathing through 
your hand to this painful feeling.

Now, place this hand gently somewhere on your body: over your heart, your 
belly, your forehead, or anywhere you feel pain.

Feel the warmth flowing from your hand into your 
body, and see if you can be kind to yourself through 
this hand.

You can use two hands, if 
you prefer.

Hold yourself kindly…

If you are in bed and cannot sleep, it can be 
helpful to add this to your breathing and 
making room exercises.

And, of course, 
every time you 

do anything from 
this book… 

it is an act of kindness 
to ourselves and to 

others! 

Being kind to yourself and making room for your pain

y y y y p

hrough 

If you are in b d

you prefer.

ot sleep, it can be 
breathing and
es.

ourse, 
me you 
ng from 
ook… 

it is an a
to ours

o

Take one of your hands and imagine 
filling it with kindness…



Try to practi e and consider 

reading this book again to

help you understand the ideas

and skills even more.

Thank you for your 

time, and please share 

this book if you found 

it useful.it useful.
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Tool 1: GROUNDING

GROUND YOURSELF during emotional storms by NOTICING your 

thoughts and feelings, SLOWING DOWN and CONNECTING with 

your body by slowly pushing your feet into the floor, stretching and 

breathing, and then REFOCUSING and ENGAGING with the world 

around you.

What can you see, hear, touch, taste and smell? Pay attention with 

curiosity to what is in front of you. Notice where you are, who is with 

you and what you are doing.

Practice tip: 
Grounding is especially useful during stressful situations or emotional 

storms. You can also practise grounding when you simply have one or 

two minutes available, like when you’re waiting for something, or before 

or after an activity you do every day, like washing, eating, cooking or 

sleeping. If you practise during these times, you may find that boring 

activities become more enjoyable, and it will be easier to use grounding 

later in more difficult situations.

You can download or listen 

to Grounding exercises of 

different lengths at this LINK.

Summary
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Tool 2: UNHOOKING

UNHOOK YOURSELF with these three steps: 

1)  NOTICE that a difficult thought or feeling has hooked you. Realize 

that you are distracted by a difficult thought or feeling, and notice it 

with curiosity.  

2)  Then silently NAME the difficult thought or feeling; for example: 

 “Here is a difficult feeling”

 “Here is tightness in my chest”

 “Here is a feeling of anger”

 “Here is a difficult thought about the past”

 “I notice here is a difficult thought”

 “I notice here are fears about the future”

3) Then, REFOCUS on what you are doing. Pay full attention to whoever 

is with you and whatever you are doing.

You can download or listen 

to the Notice and Name 

exercise at this LINK.

Summary
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Tool 3: ACTING ON YOUR VALUES

Choose the values that are most important to you. For example: 

• being kind and caring

• being helpful 

• being brave

• being hardworking.

You get to decide which values are most important to you! 

Then pick one small way that you can act according to these values in 

the next week. What will you do? What will you say? Even tiny actions 

matter!

Remember that there are three approaches to any difficult situation: 

1. LEAVE

2. CHANGE WHAT CAN BE CHANGED, ACCEPT THE PAIN THAT CANNOT 

BE CHANGED, AND LIVE BY YOUR VALUES

3. GIVE UP AND MOVE AWAY FROM YOUR VALUES.

TO
W
A
R
D
S 

VA
LU

ES

A
W
A
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O
M
 VA
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Summary
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Tool 4: BEING KIND

BE KIND. Notice pain in yourself and others and respond with kindness. 

Unhook from unkind thoughts by NOTICING and NAMING them. Then, 

try speaking to yourself kindly. If you are kind to yourself you will have 

more energy to help others and more motivation to be kind to others, so 

everyone benefits.

You can also take one of your hands and imagine filling it with kindness. 

Place this hand gently somewhere on your body where you feel pain. 

Feel the warmth flowing from your hand into your body. See if you can 

be kind to yourself through this hand.  

You can download or listen 

to the Unhooking from 

Unkind Thoughts and the Being 

Kind to Yourself exercises at this 

LINK.

Summary
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Tool 5: MAKING ROOM

Trying to push away difficult thoughts and feelings often does not work 

very well. So instead, MAKE ROOM for them:

1)  NOTICE the difficult thought or feeling with curiosity. Focus your 

attention on it. Imagine the painful feeling as an object, and notice its 

size, shape, colour and temperature.

2)  NAME the difficult thought or feeling. For example:

 “Here is a difficult feeling”

 “Here is a difficult thought about the past”

 “I notice here is sadness”

 “I notice here is a thought that I am weak”

3)  Allow the painful feeling or thought to come and go like the weather. 

As you breathe, imagine your breath flowing into and around your 

pain to make room for it. Instead of fighting with the thought or 

feeling, allow it to move through you, just like the weather moves 

through the sky. If you are not fighting with the weather, then you 

will have more time and energy to engage with the world around you 

and do things that are important to you.

You can download or 

listen to the Making Room 

exercises at this LINK.

Summary
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PREFACE

The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) has developed this 
stress management guide to help you cope with adversity. The guide is 
an adaptation of the World Health Organization 
(WHO) publication Doing What Matters in Times of Stress: An Illustrated 
Guide, which supports implementation of WHO’s recommendations for 
stress management.

Anyone living anywhere can experience high levels of stress. There 
are many causes of stress, including personal difficulties (e.g., conflict 
with loved ones, being alone, lack of income, worries about the 
future), problems at work (e.g., conflict with colleagues, an extremely 
demanding or insecure job), or major threats in your community (e.g., 
violence, disease, lack of economic opportunity).

This guide is for anyone who experiences stress, ranging from parents 
and other caregivers to health professionals working in difficult 
situations. Informed by available evidence and extensive field testing, 
the guide provides information and practical skills to help people cope 
with adversity. While the causes of adversity must be addressed, there 
is also a need to protect and support people’s mental health.

We hope that readers will find this guide useful, and that it will help 
them in their efforts to cope with stress.
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