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INTRODUCTION

Mental health is about how we think, feel and act as 
we deal with life’s ups and downs. It also helps to 
determine how we handle stress, relate to others, make 
decisions and go about our daily lives. Like physical 
health, mental health is important at every stage of life. 

Being mentally healthy is not 
necessarily about being free from 

problems. Everyone feels worried, 
anxious, sad or stressed at various times 
in their lives; this is perfectly normal. 
However, sometimes these thoughts and 
feelings do not go away, and are severe 
enough to interfere with daily life. 

Our mental health, at any particular 
point in time, is shaped by individual life 
circumstances, environmental factors and 
resilience levels. The cumulative impact 
of events in our lives, our relationships, 
physical health, jobs and family wellbeing, 
can be challenging and sometimes erode 
mental health, even in circumstances 
where we previously thrived. Some stress 

in our lives is good and can help us 
perform at our best; resilience is about 
being able to bounce back from life’s 
setbacks, and even to grow as a result of 
dealing with challenges. 

NZ Health research suggests that 
around one in six adults will experience 
some form of psychological distress or 
mental illness in any given year over their 
lifetime. As subsets of the broader NZ 
population, it can be expected that most 
organizations will reflect similar trends 
and in some organizations the nature 
of some roles may come with demands 
that aren’t typical of those in the broader 
community.
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introduction

Mental health, like physical health, 
exists on a continuum. It is a dynamic 
changing state that can deteriorate or 
improve given life circumstances. When 
identified and managed early, mental 
health concerns can be temporary and 
reversible. Sometimes there will be a 
requirement to seek additional help; this 
is not a sign of weakness, but rather 
a positive step towards regaining and 
maintaining a sense of control in life. 
Seeking help early will aid a quicker 
recovery and, in most cases, prevent the 
development of long term physical and 
mental health issues. 

Research also indicates that less than 
half of the people who would benefit from 
treatment will seek help. Some of the 
barriers to seeking help include a lack 
of understanding about mental health, 
the negative stigma associated with 
mental illness, and concerns about the 
impact that help seeking may have on 
employment and career advancement. 

Our goal is to maximise the mental health 
of our people by focusing on building 
awareness, strengthening resilience and 
providing specialist support for those in 
need. There are many strategies that can 
be utilised to maintain resilience under 
pressure, as well as to take action when 
our mental health is challenged
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Leaders at all levels have an important 
role to play in maintaining positive 
mental health in the workplace, including 
building awareness and responding 
appropriately to potential mental health 
issues. It is also important to remember 
to manage your own wellbeing alongside 
that of your people; increasing levels 
of responsibility usually bring greater 
complexity, increased work demands and 
psychological pressures, and as a leader 
you are not immune to shifts in your own 
mental health. 

This guide provides information that will 
help you to manage the mental health 
of yourself, and your people. Section 

1 provides information that you may 
already know about; what happens when 
people are placed under stress, sources 
of stress, common reactions, some tips 
and tools for recognising and managing 
mental health issues, and where to go 
for help. Section 2 provides a range of 
specific strategies and tools that have 
been shown to be effective in managing 
stress, building resilience and maintaining 
positive mental health and performance. 
The final section of this guide (Section 3) 
focuses on a leader’s role in creating a 
positive mental health culture, managing 
workplace demands and supporting those 
with mental health issues. 
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Section 1

The Mental Health 
Continuum

Details

Mental health, like physical health, 
exists on a continuum. It is a dynamic 

changing state that can deteriorate or 
improve depending on life circumstances. 
Therefore, mental health concerns, if 
identified and treated early, have the 
potential to be temporary and reversible.

Figure 1 outlines the Mental Health 
Continuum, which underpins the NZDF 
Resilience Framework. As can be seen 
from the continuum, and as discussed in 
more detail below, levels of mental health 
are reflected in what we do (behaviours), 
how we feel (emotions) and how we think 
(cognitions). Common markers of mental 
health status are grouped into six themes 
– Mood, Performance, Sleep Patterns, 
Physical Health, Social Interaction and 
Activities. These impacts are reflected 
along the continuum, so you can see 
how problems increase and functioning 
decreases as we move towards the right 
of the continuum.

The model goes from healthy adaptive 
coping (green), to mild and reversible 
distress or functional impairment 
(yellow), to more severe, persistent 
injury or impairment (orange), to clinical 
illnesses and disorders requiring more 
concentrated medical care (red). The 
arrows under the four colour blocks 
denote movement in both directions, just 
as mental health can deteriorate over 
time with changing life circumstances 
it is possible to return to full health and 

functioning particularly when issues 
are recognised early. It is important, 
as leaders, to be able to recognise 
the behavioural signs indicative of the 
phases on the continuum. These signs 
will increase in severity as an individual 
moves to the right on the mental health 
continuum.

As the continuum shows, a person can 
have a mental health problem or concern 
without having a diagnosable mental 
illness. In instances where a mental 
illness is diagnosed a person’s thoughts, 
emotions, and/or behaviours are more 
adversely affected, and if untreated their 
functioning will be impaired, resulting in 
a general loss of quality of life. However, 
with the right treatment, those suffering 
from a mental illness can be helped to 
function more effectively and/or make a 
full recovery.

Information about where to go for help and 
where to find additional resources is provided in 
Appendices 1 & 2. More information about types of 
common mental illness can be found in Appendix 3. 

More information
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HealthY

MOOD

ATTITUDE

SLEEP

PHYSICAL 
HEALTH

ACTIVITY

HABITS

Reacting Injured ILL

HealthY Reacting Injured Ill

Figure 1 : NZDF Mental Health Continuum

Normal mood 
fluctuations;
Calm & takes 
things in stride

Irritable/ 
Impatient;
Nervous; 
Sadness/ 
Overwhelmed

Anger; Anxiety;
Pervasively 
sad/Hopeless

Angry outbursts/ 
aggression;
Excessive 
anxiety/panic 
attacks;
Depressed/ 
Suicidal thoughts

Good sense of 
humour;
Performing well;
In control 
mentally

Displaced 
sarcasm;
Procrastination; 
Forgetfulness

Negative attitude;
Poor performance 
or Workaholic;
Poor 
concentration/ 
decisions

Overt 
insubordination;
Can’t perform 
duties, control 
behaviour
or concentrate

Normal sleep 
patterns;
Few sleep 
difficulties

Trouble sleeping;
Intrusive 
thoughts;
Nightmares

Restless 
disturbed sleep;
Recurrent 
images/ 
nightmares

Can’t fall asleep 
or stay asleep;
Sleeping too 
much or too 
little

Physically well;
Good energy 
level

Muscle tension/ 
Headaches;
Low energy

Increased aches 
and pains;
Increased fatigue

Physical 
illnesses;
Constant fatigue

Physically and 
socially active

Decreased 
activity/ 
socializing

Avoidance; 
Withdrawal

Not going out 
or answering 
phone

No/limited drug 
& alcohol use/ 
gambling

Regular but 
controlled drug 
& alcohol use/
gambling

Increased 
drug & alcohol 
use/ gambling 
– hard to 
control

Frequent drug 
& alcohol 
or gambling 
use – inability 
to control 
with severe 
consequences
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Where we sit on the continuum at any 
point in time can shift depending on life 
experiences, cumulative level of stress, 
levels of resilience (natural and learned) 
and levels of support. By leveraging tools 
and strategies we can learn to minimise 
the impact that life experiences can have 
on mental health.  

We can then strive to maintain positive 
mental health and performance over time. 
It is important to be aware of what the 
signs are that may indicate the need to 
use additional coping strategies, or to 
seek assistance to maintain performance 
and mental health.

Normal 
functioning

Common and 
reversible 

distress

Persistent 
functional 

impairment

Clinical disorder; Severe 
functional impairment

• Maintain positive 
attitude

• Focus on task in 
hand

• Break problems 
into manageable 
tasks

• Nurture support 
systems

• Recognise limits, 
take breaks

• Get adequate 
rest, food, 
exercise

• Identify and 
resolve 
problems early

• Make self care 
a priority

• Maintain 
social 
contacts; 
don’t 
withdraw

• Talk to 
someone

• Follow care 
recommendations

• Know resources and how to 
access them

Continue to strengthen 
resilience and build peak 
performance. The same 

tools we can use to buffer 
in times of challenge will 

also help us to thrive & 
perform to our potential 

everyday

Use self management 
and support strategies 
to build mental health. 

Section 2 provides a 
range of tools that help 
build resilience and act 

as a buffer in times of 
stress. 

Talk to someone you 
trust and seek help 

from a mental health 
professional.

Section 1
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The role of stress on 
mental health and 
performance

Details

Stress is one of the key influencers 
on our mental health and can affect 

where we sit on the mental health 
continuum at any time. Stress can trigger 
or exacerbate the development of more 
serious episodes of mental illness, or 
reduce our coping and resilience levels. 

The most commonly accepted definition 
of stress is “a condition or feeling 
experienced when a person perceives 
that demands exceed the personal and 
social resources the individual is able to 
mobilize”. (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) 
This can describe a wide variety of 
situations – from your cell phone ringing 
while you’re talking on another phone, 
to the feelings associated with intense 
work overload, being involved in a bad 
accident, or the death of a loved-one. 
While it is fairly obvious that life events, 
such as divorce, bankruptcy or the death 
of a loved one, may negatively impact on 

physical and mental health, daily stressors 
can exert an even greater influence in the 
long term (Holm and Holroyd 1992).

Everyone has stress in their lives and 
some stress can be helpful, and in some 
cases necessary for survival. The model 
below shows how performance increases 
with physiological or mental arousal, but 
only up to a certain point (Diamond, et al, 
2007).

When arousal levels are too low or too 
high, performance decreases. Some high-
tension worry can provide the impetus 
and adrenaline needed to focus more 
clearly and perform at a higher level, 
helping you to be more creative, and solve 
problems rationally and logically, and feel 
satisfied. The tipping point starts when 
our perceived ability to cope is eroded. 
The cumulative impact of stress can shift 
your tipping point. Therefore, you should 
understand how to identify the unique 
tipping points of yourself and others. 

Performance

Arousal

No Growth

Low Medium High

Optimal Performance Above Comfort 
Zone but Manageable

Weakening / Physical Breakdown
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Details

When we encounter a situation, we 
make two (often subconscious) 

judgments. First, we decide whether the 
situation is threatening – this could be a 
threat to things like our social standing, 
values, time, or reputation, as well as to 
our survival. Next, we judge whether we 
have the resources to meet the perceived 
threat. How stressed we feel depends 
on how far out of control we feel, and 
how well we can meet the threat with 
the resources we have available. This is 
why starting a new job, moving house, or 
parachuting is invigorating for some and 
anxiety producing for others. 

What happens when  
we are under stress? 

Stress and anxiety symptoms can 
become a self-perpetuating as increased 
pressure hinders our ability to make 
decisions and take positive actions to 
resolve problems. As well as affecting 
individual health, there can also be a 
number of organisational impacts which 
may include increased absenteeism and 
turnover, and reduced productivity. In an 
operational environment performance and 
safety may also be compromised.

What are some of the  
signs of the negative 
impacts of prolonged 
stress?
Details

Stress has a direct impact on the body. 
In the short term, it provides the energy 

surge and alertness needed to confront a 
threatening situation. Longer term, stress 
can lead to a range of health impacts; you 
are almost guaranteed to catch that bug 
going around at work, your blood pressure 
may also be raised and you may have 
worrying thoughts that lead to headaches 
and migraines.

More serious health issues (such as 
heart disease, stroke, depression, high 
blood pressure, cancer, diabetes and 
a weakened immune system) can also 
develop when stress is chronic and 
prolonged. Poor health can in turn create 
more pressure and further increase stress 
levels.

Section 1
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Details

The brain consists of an elaborate 
system of neural circuitry. When we 

experience a shock or perceive a threat, 
the Limbic System goes into action and 
our body quickly releases hormones that 
help it to survive (commonly known as the 
fight or flight response). These hormones 
help to keep the body charged up, to 
focus our attention on the threat, to the 
exclusion of everything else. All of this 
significantly improves our ability to survive 
life-threatening events.

Over time, however, the constant 
triggering of the stress response can 
lead to a range of harmful biochemical 
and long-term effects. One of the many 
problems associated with chronic stress 
is that parts of the brain bear the brunt. 
The amygdala becomes more sensitised, 
making you more jumpy and anxious. 
The hippocampus receptors that have 
your memory capacity also start to shut 
down, impairing your ability to provide 
context and to put stressful events into 
perspective.

Thoughts and emotions become more 
rigid and even simple decisions become 
less well rounded. Sometimes the shift 
from the higher thinking parts of the brain 
to the automatic and reflexive parts of 
the brain can lead to doing things too 
quickly, without thinking. This is what 
happens when people are overwhelmed 
with stress. 

How does Stress 
affect Mental and 
Physical Health?

The Limbic System is primarily responsible for 
processing emotional response to stress. It is 
very sensitive to any kind of threat – including 
threats we just imagine. When some type of stress 
is detected that triggers the Limbic System our 
Sympathetic Nervous System(SNS) initiates a 
cascade of changes to the body – blood flow in the 
gut is directed to large muscle groups, to prepare 
them for immediate action, as well as areas in the 
mid brain. Stress hormones, such as epinephrine 
(Adrenaline) and cortisol, are released into the 
bloodstream.

These neurochemicals have an immediate impact 
on blood pressure, heart rate and skin temperature. 
The release of cortisol, in particular, also creates 
cognitive confusion.  
The executive functioning part of our brain 
(prefrontal cortex) is disengaged, which is why 
people under stress often complain of being 
confused and having difficulty accurately 
processing information and making decisions.

Unfortunately, even small daily stresses can 
stimulate the limbic system and produce powerful 
stress responses. Chronic SNS arousal is thought 
to be the underlying cause of most stress-related 
health illnesses.

More information

LIMBIC 
SYSTEM

PRE FRONTAL  
CORTEX
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Recognising stress  
in self and others	 

Details

Everyone reacts to stress differently. Stress can affect you and your body in four 
areas: physical, emotional, behavioural, and mental. Some of the signs can include 

the following:

Physical

•	 Pounding heart
•	 Elevated blood pressure
•	 Sweating
•	 Headache
•	 Sleep disturbances
•	 Skin rashes
•	 Trembling or tics

Emotional

•	 Irritability and impatience
•	 Depression
•	 Fearfulness
•	 Low mood/ feeling down
•	 Envy
•	 Loss of interest in your job 

Behavioural 

•	 Changes in eating habits  
(eating too much or too little)

•	 Drinking more alcohol
•	 Pacing, restlessness
•	 Increased smoking
•	 Teeth grinding and/or nail biting
•	 Aggressive driving
•	 Social withdrawal

Mental

•	 A tendency to forget
•	 Mind racing or going blank
•	 Indecisiveness
•	 Resisting change
•	 Diminished sense of humour
•	 Declining productivity 

Some signs of stress overload are subtle and difficult to detect, while others are 
clearly recognisable. The most common indicators are changes in behaviour, such as 
decreased productivity, creativity, motivation, or confidence; increased irritability, fatigue, 
or pessimism; increased use of alcohol or other drugs; and increased physical ailments 
with no apparent cause. In the Mental Health Continuum (Figure 1 on Page 12) reactions 
and changes in how we are thinking, feeling, and acting are reflected in the Yellow and 
Orange zones.

As levels of resilience are expended and the impacts worsen, left unchecked these signs 
can develop into more severe problems. Where an individual sits on the continuum can 
shift to the left or right, depending on life events, resilience levels and levels of support. 
As a leader you need to monitor your own wellbeing for signs of stress overload, and 
keep an eye out for how your team are going. Stay alert to changes in behaviour and 
mood which may indicate underlying health, personal or workplace stress. 

Section 1



18  LEADERS GUIDE

Managing the impact of 
stress on our body

Details

The activation of our Limbic System 
and Sympathetic Nervous System 

(SNS) evolved to help us act quickly and 
effectively in response to a threat, and 
then shut down once the danger has 
passed. The good news is that, although 
the effects of activation are immediate 
and can seem overwhelmingly intense, 
the basic nature of this system is to shut 
down if it receives any type of signal to 
do so.

By applying various techniques when 
you are under stress, you can learn 
to immediately activate the PNS and 
help the SNS to shut down. Section 
2 summarises some of the many 
techniques that can be used to prevent, 
or help counter, immediate stress 
reactions. These techniques can also 
produce states of relaxation and thought 
clarity, uniquely associated with the 
activation of the PNS.

This is achieved through the activation of the Para 
Sympathetic Nervous System (PNS), this puts the 
brakes on all the physical changes produced by 
the SNS. It is closely associated with the prefrontal 
cortex part of the brain responsible for higher-
order functions: attention, emotion regulation, 
planning, abstract reasoning, and complex problem 
solving. By activating the PNS, breathing is slowed, 
blood pressure decreases, and blood supply is 
redirected to your brain.

More information

LIMBIC 
SYSTEM

PRE FRONTAL  
CORTEX
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Details

This section provides a range of tips 
and tools that can be used to build 

and maintain positive mental health and 
perform better in all aspects of our lives, 
no matter where we sit on the Mental 
Health Continuum. Information is also 
provided to help you understand why and 
how they work. The tools summarised 
in this section are a few of the many 
resources available through a range of 
useful websites, online tools and phone 
apps (a list of some of these is provided at 
Appendix 2). 

When performance, resilience and mental 
health are no longer at their optimal levels, 
it is important to leverage strategies 
to take control and, if necessary, seek 
further help. Fortunately there are ways to 
shut down the stress response (switching 
off the physiological changes and keeping 
the higher order thinking part of your brain 
engaged) before it becomes destructive.

Even when you can’t eliminate a stress-
causing situation, you can choose to 
reduce the effect stress has on your 
body. Resilience tools can help develop 
resilience and sustain positive mental 
health during times of stress. It promotes 
the use of a range of tips and tools for 
building and maintaining resilience. These 
can be used to buffer and protect against 
the stress experienced in everyone’s life. 

Resilience – The capacity 
of an individual to recover 

quickly, resist, and possibly 
even thrive in the face of 
direct/indirect traumatic 

events and adverse situations 
in garrison, training and 

operational environments.” 
(TTCP HUM TP13 2013)

The Big 4” resilience strategies found to 
be most effective – are the importance 
of practicing healthy habits (exercise, 
diet and sleep), diaphragmatic breathing, 
practical problem solving strategies to 
manage life challenges, and having an 
optimistic attitude. Use the Mental Health 
Continuum model1 and self assessment 
tools at Appendix 4 to help build awareness 
about your own mental health, levels of 
resilience and any areas where you may be 
at risk. The range of tools and strategies 
provided can help build resilience and 
performance, and target aspects of your 
thinking, emotions and behaviour that may 
be having a negative impact on your mental 
health. 

Strategies for 
building and 
maintaining positive 
mental health

Section 2

The Mental Health Continuum is based on the work of Keyes (2002) and Canadian Forces, adapted with permission.



22  LEADERS GUIDE

Details

The Te Whare Tapa Wh–a (Prof Mason 
Durie) model of health reinforces 

the importance of nurturing all four 
cornerstones of health (Hinengaro, 
Tinana, Wairau and Wh–anau) to maintain 
overall wellbeing. Section 1 reinforced the 
linkages between physical and mental 
health. In addition, social support, family 

Maintain Balance in 
Your Life Te Whare 
Tapa Wha 

wellbeing and the extent to which we 
are able to live life in a way that feels 
meaningful and aligned with our values 
are also linked to overall resilience 
and wellbeing. Each cornerstone can 
enable or drain overall wellbeing and it 
is important that we maintain health in 
all areas.

2Mason Durie 1982.

Te taha hinengaro 
Psychological health

Te taha tinana 
Physical health

Te taha wairua 
Spiritual health

Te taha whanau 
Family health

1
2

3 4

Build a solid foundation...  
Nurture all aspects of  

your Whare.”
Te Whare Tapa Wha Model of Health.2



LeADERS GUIDE  23

Managing your 
workload

Details

With heavy workloads, career 
pressure, and demands for 

increased productivity in almost all areas 
of the workplace, stress is a constant 
factor in our professional lives. Some 
stress is good – it gets people going – but 
too much can have the opposite effect. 
The brain and body switch into a different 
operating mode; the result is black-and-
white thinking; perspective and shades of 
grey disappear and people have difficulty 

staying organised, setting priorities, and 
managing time. 

We can choose to ignore this, and work 
unreasonably long hours to stay on top of 
our workload. However, working harder 
and longer is often counterproductive. 
The alternative is to work more 
intelligently, by focusing on the things 
that are important for job success and 
reducing the time we spend on low 
priority tasks.

Over time, daily hassles and work pressures can wear you down. You might start  
going through each day rather mindlessly, living on autopilot and doing things by  
force of habit. Do you...

Section 2

If any of these resonate for you it is likely that daily stresses are building up and impacting 
how you’re functioning. Often this is very subtle, and it’s only when you take a minute to 
review how you are doing that you notice. It’s important that you stop this process from 
escalating to the point where stress damages your physical or mental health. 

•	 Feel mentally drained by the end of a 
typical day?

•	 Feel rushed, even when you are 
running on time?

•	 Have trouble doing things at a slower 
pace, even when you have the time?

•	 Tend to think about what is coming 
up in your day rather than being in the 
here and now?

•	 Often want to be left alone when you  
get home?

•	 Find yourself sighing a lot during the 
day?

•	 Forget to take breaks because of 
pressure you feel under?

•	 Find it difficult to relax even when you 
have free time?

•	 When you have free time, prefer 
activities that help you to zone out?

•	 Have trouble motivating yourself to do 
things that are healthy for you?

•	 Feel exhausted by the end of the day 
much of the time?

•	 Feel like you are multi-tasking even  
at home?

•	 Tend to bring your stress home with 
you?

•	 Often wake up at night and think about 
things that are stressing you out?

•	 Notice that you get impatient and 
irritable about little things?

•	 Often do tasks (like household tasks) 
without even thinking about them?

•	 Feel like taking time to relax means 
you’ll fall behind on some duty or 
responsibility?
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Accept that some 
events are beyond 
your control 
Invest time into things you can control, 
and accept the areas that you can’t. 
Whether managing yourself or leading 
others, the same concepts apply. Help 
your team accept the unchangeable 
elements of the environment and take 
charge of what can be changed or better 
managed. 

Understand what is 
causing your stress 
– keep a stress diary 
When there is a lot going on in your life 
stress diaries are useful for understanding 
the causes or stressors. They also give 
you important insight into how you react 
to stress, and they help you to identify the 
levels of pressure at which you operate 
most effectively (noting a little pressure 
can be a good thing). This is important 
because often these stresses flit in and 
out of our minds without getting the 
attention and focus that they deserve. 
Keeping a stress diary involves keeping a 
record of when you begin to feel stressed, 
how you felt and what was going on at the 
time. Example templates can be found on 
the internet.

Prioritise 
Understand the priorities of your job, what 
constitutes success within it, and focus 
on these activities to avoid task overload 
as much as possible. Some stresses will 
be unavoidable, especially if you’re in a 
job with lots of responsibility. However, 
by taking the time to understand and 
map your boundaries you will be able to 
say no to requests that conflict with your 
needs, better understand how to deal with 
conflict, and increase your personal sense 
of empowerment. When you have a clear 
set of boundaries that are reasonable and 
appropriate, you empower yourself to get 
what you need to be satisfied, happier and 
more productive.

1.	 Create a “Stop Doing” List – We all 
have “To Do Lists”, but what can you 
eliminate to make room for what 
energises you and brings you closer 
to achieving your goals?

2.	Focus on your strengths – Focusing 
on your core business – that which 
you do best.

3.	Avoid fighting battles you don’t need 
to win. In the heat of the moment, 
stop for a second and think: is this 
truly worth fighting for? Can you be 
content to know that you are right 
without having to prove someone 
else wrong? 

4.	Focus on your priorities – Minimising 
stress also means looking at life 
through a holistic lens – physical, 
psychological/emotional, spiritual, 
and whanau/social. What are 
some daily practices that you can 
introduce to create reserves in each 
of these important areas of your life? 
(eg. spending more time with family 
and friends, focusing on a healthy 
diet).
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Problem Solving 
For people who are stressed, it is 
common to feel threatened and 
overwhelmed by problems, and the 
thought of having to deal with them. Using 
a stress diary can be useful to identify 
these and then applying problem-solving 
to gain more control of problems. This can 
reduce the feeling of being threatened or 
overwhelmed by them.

Steps in Structured Problem Solving:

1.	 Write down the problem causing you 
worry or distress.

2.	Think about your options for dealing 
with this problem (try to think broadly 
− including good and not so good 
options); write them down.

3.	Write down the advantages and 
disadvantages of each option.

4.	 Identify the best option(s) to deal 
with the problem.

5.	List the steps needed to carry 
out each option (bear in mind the 
resources needed and pitfalls to 
overcome).

6.	Review your progress in carrying out 
your option(s): What have I achieved? 
What still needs to be done?

Goal Setting 
Goal setting has also been proven to 
reduce arousal levels, help control stress, 
improve performance and help to manage 
setbacks and obstacles. When something 
seems overwhelming it is useful to break 
things down into achievable objectives 
and develop a plan for achieving these; 
this will help build resilience and a feeling 
of control. 

Goals need to clearly define what you 
want to accomplish. Using SMART 
(Specific, Measureable, Attainable, 
Relevant, Time-bound) criteria ensures 
that the goals you set will be achievable 
and improve your performance. Once you 
have set your goals work out your plan 
for achieving these by prioritising and 
problem solving.

Section 2
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Look for opportunities to increase autonomy  
and sense of achievement 
The Demand-Control Model of Job Stress3 in Figure 1 argues that, when people are in 
demanding jobs, they experience less stress if they have control over their own work. 
Job demands are stressors in the work environment, such as tight deadlines, high 
targets, regular interruptions, and conflicting pressures. Decision latitude (autonomy) 
refers to the extent to which people can control their work. 

Figure 1  
People whose jobs rate high in demand but low in decision latitude/autonomy have been 
found to feel more tired at the end of the day, have trouble waking in the morning, and 
experience more depression and anxiety. When workers in high-demand roles have 
more decision latitude, they experience less stress and higher job satisfaction. The 
model can be used to think about job demands and levels of autonomy in your own role 
and that of your team. 

Karasek Demand Control Model

3Karasek Demand and Control Model 1979.
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Practice Healthy 
Habits
Your stress levels will rise if you’re 
interrupted while you’re working to meet 
a deadline. So, do your best to manage 
interruptions. When you need to focus on 
a particular task, small actions can make 
a big difference: shut your office door, 
turn off your cell phone and email alerts, 
and consider using an automatic email 
response to let people know that you are 
currently not available.

•	 Get enough sleep.
•	 Adopt a good diet.
•	 Get regular exercise.
•	 Breakdown large tasks into smaller 

ones, and keep a section of your 
workspace clear.

•	 Try keeping a portion of your day 
free of appointments and e-mail.

When you have a healthy lifestyle 
you can cope with challenges 
better

•	 Identify the healthy behaviour 
you want to implement

•	 Identify the barriers to 
implementing and continuing 
this behaviour

•	 Make a plan to overcome 
those barriers

HEALTHY HABITS

Take a break 
Our bodies and minds need breaks from 
work and stressful activities. When you 
feel tension rising and energy falling, take 
a break (go for a walk, make a cuppa, chat 
with colleagues, climb some stairs). Also, 
be sure to schedule longer breaks with 
an extended weekend or short getaways 
as well. Make time every few hours for 
a “human moment”– a face-to-face 
exchange with a person you like.

Read more tips for keeping you and your team resilient in the following pages and at Appendix 8.

More information

Section 2
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Details

The Bucket Model of Resilience can 
be a useful way of thinking about 

resilience. In this model your bucket 
(resilience) is kept full by things that help 
you cope. These are things that you enjoy 
and find relaxing. There are also holes 
in your bucket that drain your resilience; 
these are stressors.

When doing this exercise think about 
your life at present. On the diagram 
below, identify the stressors that drain 
your bucket. Then, identify the things that 
increase your resilience, leveraging what 
you already know can help and drawing 
on the tools provided in this section.

Bucket Model  
of Resilience

My Bucket
Write out your plan / list for the things you will differently to keep your bucket 
topped up (resilience) and help close the holes in your bucket.  

My Actions

•	
•	
•	
•	
•	

What’s draining 
your bucket?

•	
•	
•	
•	
•	

“I will start 
eating a more 
healthy diet”

“I will identify the 
things that are causing 
me concern… and work 
out what I can change 
and accept the things I 
have no control over”

“I will make 
time to exercise 
regularly”

“I will say ‘no’ 
to taking on 
extra work”

“I will talk to my 
manager about any 
issues I am having 
difficulty with”

“I will meet 
regularly with my 
team to keep them 
informed about what 
is going on”

“I will make the 
time to do the 
things I enjoy”
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Exercise

When the body is tired, exercise the mind ... when the 
mind is tired, exercise the body.”

Details

One important way to manage your 
stress, whatever its source, is to 

exercise your body. Changing your 
physical state can help change your 
mental state. Exercise relaxes the 
resting tension of muscle spindles, and 
this breaks the stress-feedback loop to 
the brain. By breaking this loop you cue 
your brain that your body isn’t stressed 
anymore; that it must be ok to relax. 
Exercise benefits your brain by:

•	 Reducing tension.
•	 Easing aggression and frustration.
•	 Providing an increased sense of  

well-being.
•	 Improving sleep.
•	 Aiding concentration.

Exercise is also good for almost every 
other part of your body – heart, circulation, 
bones, respiratory system, skin, etc. It helps 
to condition your heart and lungs, helps 
activate the genes which produce proteins 
that protect the cells from damage and 
disease, and burns up the adrenaline and 
other chemicals produced during the 
stress response.4 

Basically, any exercise is good, even brief 
physical efforts – like standing up and 
stretching or walking up the stairs – can 
help clear your mind. It is best to choose 
exercise that you enjoy, getting into the 
habit of exercising on a regular basis – 
three to four times a week, if possible. 

Perhaps surprisingly, even just thinking 
about exercise activates the same 
neuronal systems in your brain as actually 
exercising. Research comparing the 
effects of mentally exercising (imagery) 
to the effects of actually exercising found 
that mental exercise creates changes 
to the brain and improves physical 
performance. Visualising and mentally 
rehearsing performance can improve 
actual performance.

4For more information see Arden, J.B. 2010  
Rewire Your Brain Chapter 6.

Exercise promotes lower blood 
pressure by increasing the 
efficiency of the cardio-vascular 
system. As the heart rate increases 
a hormone called ANP is produced; 
this tempers your body’s stress 
response (fight or flight). It also 
stems the flow of epinephrine 
(adrenaline) and lowers heart rate.

Exercise

More information

Section 2
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A loss of interest in physical activity 
is common when mental health is 
compromised, but evidence suggests 
that exercise can in fact improve mental 
health and reduce anxiety and depression. 
No one knows which kinds of exercise 
regimes are most effective so the best 
type of exercise is the type that you will 
do. If you like walking walk, if you think you 
might like a team sport, try a team sport, 
if you like surfing, surf. Whatever it is, do it 
regularly and do it mindfully.

Thirty minutes moderate intensity 
exercise, such as brisk walking, 3 times 
per week, is sufficient for mental health 
benefits. And you can break the 30 
minutes up in to three 10-minute blocks if 
that works better for you.

What if you haven’t  
got time?
First ask yourself “have you really not got 
time”, or is something else getting in the 
way? If work, a dislike of exercise, poor 
organisation, or family commitments are 
getting in the way, take a step back and 
look for solutions. Sometimes exercise 
itself can improve your efficiency at work 

•	 Be prepared.
•	 Diary exercise like you would any 

other important meeting.
•	 Make sure you’ve got comfortable 

shoes/clothes and shower gear if 
you need it.

•	 Build physical activity in to your daily 
life. 

•	 Plan to do more jobs around the 
garden and house.

•	 Walk/cycle to work or park further 
away and walk the last bit of your 
commute.

•	 Take the stairs.

or home. Exercise that clears your head 
may help you focus so that the time taken 
to exercise is actually earned back due to 
greater productivity.

If time is still an issue, exercise while you 
work or are doing other jobs. Do squats 
while you brush your teeth, calf raises 
while you wash up, or prone holds while 
you watch TV. Any exercise is better than 
none so do bite size chunks when you can 
and they’ll soon add up. 

Another efficient way to train is high-
intensity interval training or HIIT.  
Alternating intense bursts of activity 
with low intensity recovery periods can 
improve cardio-respiratory fitness and 
help control blood sugar levels and blood 
pressure. HIIT has also been shown to 
reduce injury risk and improve mental 
health. Seek advice from an exercise 
specialist about if HIIT is right for you and 
provide you with sessions to suit your 
fitness and your goals. 

Do not launch or do strenuous  
physical activity if you are unwell or  
out of condition.

The key is to find something you like  
and that you can stick with.

•	 Walk to see a colleague rather than 
calling or emailing.

•	 Have walking meetings. 
•	 ‘Play’ more – with the kids, with the 

dog, or on your own.
•	 Get supported.
•	 Create a buddy system with friends, 

family or colleagues to encourage 
you and maybe actually exercise 
with you.

•	 Set a goal – it might be to walk 
3 times next week, or to run a 
marathon next year! 
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Moderately fit with very little time?

•	 3 minute warm up

•	 60 seconds fast cycling  
(maximum pace)

•	 75 seconds slow cycling  
(low resistance) 

•	 Repeat for 12 cycles 

Total 27 minutes

or

•	 Push ups  
(20 seconds high intensity)

•	 Rest 10 seconds

•	 Seven more, rest one minute

Repeat cycle (8 sets) with 

•	 Bodyweight squats (4 minutes)

•	 Burpees (4 minutes) 

•	 Mountain climbers (4 minutes)

Total 16 minutes

or

Extremely fit with very little time?

•	 3 minute warm up

•	 30 second sprint

•	 10 second walking

•	 Repeat cycle 8 times (9 mins)

5 http://www.tabatatraining.com

Section 2
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Diet

Details

Good stress management involves 
healthy eating habits. Often, when 

we are under stress, our eating patterns 
change. We may not feel like eating much 
or they may eat a lot. We may also crave 
certain foods, especially those containing 
sugar, or chocolate. If you are aware 
that you are in a stressful environment, 
monitor your eating patterns, and ensure 
you have at least three balanced meals 
per day. Take time to eat, not at your desk 
and preferably with others.

What you eat is incredibly important. A 
healthy diet lays the foundation for a 
healthy mind and body and has a major 
effect on the biochemistry of your brain 
functioning. Some foods enhance your 
brain’s ability to thrive, whereas others 
bog it down. A bad diet can impact on 
the brain’s ability to function properly, 
making you less able to think clearly, pay 
attention, and develop neural connections. 

To achieve optimum brain performance 
throughout the day, try to consume a 
smart balance of foods at each meal. For 
example, an optimum breakfast would be 
some eggs (protein) and avocado (healthy 
fats). Eggs are high in protein and the 
amino acid choline is critical for memory. 
The older that you get, the more protein 
you’ll need in your diet.

For lunch, eat a meal that is higher in 
protein than in carbohydrates. This will 
contribute to less of a tired feeling in the 
afternoon. If you eat a high carbohydrate 
lunch, you’ll dampen your ability to focus 
and pay attention.

Your dinner can be the reverse higher in 
carbohydrates, but always from the best 
sources possible e.g. kumara rather than 
pasta, rice over bread. 

To boost energy, avoid drinking coffee on 
an empty stomach, and eat a nutritious 
breakfast. Stay hydrated by drinking lots 
of water and cut out simple carbohydrates 
and processed foods. Consider taking 
vitamin supplements (multi-vitamins, 
omega-3, Vit B, C & E) to keep your 
immune and nervous systems in good 
health. 

Read more about diet in websites listed in 
Appendix 2 

More information
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The brain uses glucose as fuel, but 
when it gets too much (or too little) 
of it at one time, this can affect your 
ability to think clearly and maintain 
balanced emotions.

Several research studies showed 
that withdrawal, anxiety, depression 
and aggression were twice as 
frequent in those who consume 
30% more sucrose.

Sugar also raises insulin, which 
is the fat storage hormone, so if 
you are prone to weight gain or 
metabolic syndrome, reducing 
your intake of all forms of sugar is 
advisable.

The 3pm slump - Many people feel 
an energy slump around 2-3pm 
and a craving for sugar. The cause 
is often related to a combination 
of (stress) hormones, caffeine or 
blood sugar lows.  Rather than 
reaching for the chocolate bar, 
go for a walk, have a break from 
what you are concentrating on 
and switch to finishing off short 
uncompleted tasks (sending an 
email , paying a bill etc), increase 
your water intake, have a cup of tea 
(instead of caffeine).

Breakfast doesn’t have to be eaten 
immediately upon waking. Our 
bodies weren’t designed to eat 
food throughout the day, but for 
many people this has become the 
norm. This causes insulin (the fat 
storage hormone) to be continually 
elevated which leads to weight gain 
and inflammation. In fact, there is 
now strong evidence to show that 
having >13hrs between dinner and 
breakfast can have a positive effect 
on metabolic health and reduce 
disease risk.

What about sugar?

Is skipping breakfast bad?

Section 2

Eat a little of everything... everything in 
moderation.”
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Sleep

A well spent day brings happy sleep.”  
– Leonardo da Vinci

Details
People vary in the amount of sleep they 
need. Adolescents need more sleep 8.5-
9.5 hours compared to adults who may 
need between 7-9 hours. Your body will 
tell you what's right for you; pay attention 
to how you feel in the morning after more 
or less sleep and then make an effort to 
get the amount of sleep that's right for 
you. A rough guideline is that when you 
get into bed at the end of the day it should 
take you 10-20minutes to fall asleep. 
Any shorter and you may not be getting 
enough sleep. Any longer and you may 
need to look at changing your sleep habits 
to help you nod off quicker. 

The effects of fatigue and sleep 
deprivation on performance in the 
battlefield are well known. Lowered 
judgement and initiative, diminished 
situational awareness and loss of 
emotional control have been linked to 
operational failures and preventable 
injuries. Sleep deprivation also 
compromises attention, new learning 
and memory off the battlefield. When you 
are deprived of deep sleep your immune 
system also tends to be suppressed.

Traditionally we may think of sleep 
deprivation as the consequence of 
pulling an all-nighter but there is a much 
more common behaviour that results 
in a very similar impairment on our 
performance. Sleep restriction occurs 
when we our sleep is limited to less than 
the recommended 7-9 hours that we 
require. This may be the result of staying 
up late to finish some work or getting 
woken up early by the kids. When sleep 
restriction occurs on an occasional basis 
(i.e. getting up early to go on a trip) the 
impairments are not so significant. But 
if our lifestyle makes sleep restriction 
a common occurrence our ability to 
function will certainly begin to suffer. 
After just two nights of only 6-hours 
sleep our performance on cognitive tasks 
will decline. Interestingly, although this 
performance decline continues to grow 
with every extra night our perception of 
how impaired we are does not. After the 
first few days we feel as though we have 
adjusted to a state of sleep deprivation 
and believe that each passing night has 
little effect. Restricted sleep, and its all too 
apparent effects on our ability to function, 
is particularly alarming given the 24-hour 
society we now live in and the culture that 
disparages the need for sleep. 
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Read more about sleep, the effects of 
sleep deprivation and tips for falling and 
staying asleep in Appendix 6.

More information

Performance also suffers when we have 
fragmented sleep. This is the result of 
frequent waking or reduced quality of 
sleep that prevents us from getting all 
the benefits out of the time we spend in 
bed. Sleep fragmentation may be a result 
of an underlying medical condition, a 
sleep condition or simply a result of our 
environment, sleep habits or mental state. 

There are many different stages of sleep 
that each have slightly different functions. 
During the night we cycle through the 
stages every 90-minutes. The ratio of time 
spent in each stage changes between 
sleep cycles early in the night and those 

later in the night. This means that if we 
wake up after only 6 hours of sleep we 
will miss out on time spent in the stages 
known as NREM2 and REM. It is these 
stages that are attributed to many of the 
benefits of sleep on memory. 

Section 2
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Sleep Tips
These are tried and true ways of 
maximising your sleep efficiency. 
Start small. Make one or two changes, 
stick with them and see if you notice 
improvements in your sleep and daytime 
functioning. Remember it takes time to 
establish new habits but over time the 
changes you make will become second 
nature. If you’ve tried introducing healthy 
sleep habits into your life and you are still 
struggling to get enough sleep you may 
have a sleep condition such as: insomnia, 
obstructive pulmonary apnea or restless 
legs syndrome. If you suspect this might 
be the case it is definitely worth seeking 
professional advice to find out what’s 
going on and get treatment. 

1.	 Go to bed and wake up at the 
same time each day. Pick a time 
that you can maintain during the 
week and on weekends, then 
adjust your bedtime to target 7-8 
hours of sleep. This allows your 
circadian rhythm to align with your 
sleep patterns and help you fall 
asleep when you jump into bed. 
Even in the weekend try and keep 
your sleeping patterns constant 
to avoid disrupting your circadian 
rhythm. Social jet lag is the result 
of staying up late and sleeping in 
over the weekend or on your days 
off. It makes it difficult to readjust 
come Monday morning. Looking 
forward to a weekend sleep-in may 
be a sign that you are not getting 
enough sleep.

2.	 Make your sleeping environment 
quiet, cool and dark – like a cave. 
Some noise will be out of your 
control. If it bothers you, use 
earplugs or a source of white noise 
such as a fan. Adjust your room 
temperature, bedding and clothing 
so that you will be comfortable 
and less likely to wake up sweating 
or shivering. A temperature that 
you find slightly cool will help 
your body achieve its lower 

overnight temperature. Wearing 
socks or keeping a hot water 
bottle near your feet can also 
help induce and maintain sleep. 
Darkness stimulates our body 
to secrete melatonin, a hormone 
that promotes sleep so close 
the curtains or block out light by 
covering your eyes with a mask or 
clothing. 

3.	 Plan the next day's activities early 
in the evening, well before you get 
into bed. If you think of something 
you need to remember, get up 
and write it down.  This will help 
to postpone thinking or worrying 
about it until the next day.

4.	E stablish a pre-bed routine. 
This may be one thing, or a 
series of tasks that you do every 
night before jumping into bed. 
The routine should take about 
30-60-minutes and should be 
enjoyable – so that you want to 
do it. Think of things that relax 
you such as taking a shower, 
taking the dog outside, stretching, 
meditating, reading or listening to 
quiet music. Take time to figure 
out what works for you: you may 
need time to contemplate and 
process events from the day or 
you may want to forget the day and 
distract yourself with a methodical, 
attention-consuming task to help 
you unwind. 

5.	 Reduce your intake of caffeine. 
Coffee, tea, energy drinks and 
some soft drinks that contain 
caffeine tend to disrupt your sleep. 
Instead try herbal teas that contain 
natural ingredients to help you fall 
asleep and have a restful night. 

6.	 Avoid large quantities of fluid at 
night and avoid alcohol for 5 hours 
before bedtime. Alcohol may help 
you fall asleep, but it will disrupt 
and reduce the quality of your 
sleep. 

7.	 Avoid bright light at least a few 
hours before going to sleep. Don’t 
work on the computer late in the 
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evening. If you have to, use a blue 
light filter to reduce the impact of 
blue light emissions. 

8.	 Don’t go to bed hungry but avoid 
eating a heavy meal too late at 
night. A light, healthy snack may be 
the best option. 

9.	 Associate your bed with sleep. 
Using the bedroom only for sleep 
and intimacy will train your mind 
to sleep when you get into bed. 
Keep electronic distractions like 
the TV, laptop, and your phone out 
of your bedroom. Do not eat or 
drink in bed. Keep discussions or 
arguments out of the bedroom.

10.	 Use relaxation techniques to help 
you to fall asleep, and to go back 
to sleep if you wake during the 
night. Many mindfulness apps have 
guided sessions designed to help 
you sleep better but there are also 
simple techniques that you can try 
on your own. 

11.	 If you can't sleep, get out of bed 
and go to another room and do 
something soothing until you feel 
sleepy again. Don’t try too hard 
to go to sleep, try telling yourself 
statements like “If I don’t get a 
good night’s sleep tonight I will 
tomorrow night.”

12.	 Try not to check the time during the 
night. This may cause you to stress 
or start calculating the hours, 
minutes and seconds until you have 
to get up. If you have a clock that 
you can see from bed just cover it 
up or take it out of the room. 

13.	E xercise regularly. Exercise three 
to six hours before going to bed. 
Getting your heart pumping during 
the day increases your need for 
sleep and will allow you to sleep 
more restfully. Exercising less than 
three hours before bed may raise 
your body temperature and make 
more difficult to attain.

14.	 Consider magnesium and 
unsweetened tart cherry juice as 
dietary supplements that have 
benefits for your sleep.

Section 2
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Relaxation

You can’t be stressed 
and relaxed at the 

same time.”

Details

The relaxation response uses 
breathing and relaxation to counter 

the negative affects of stress, switching 
activation from the Sympathetic to the 
Parasympathetic Nervous System. This 
slows down your heart rate and activates 
neurochemical systems that calm you.

Breathing
Diaphragmatic breathing is one of the 
most effective skills to manage stress 
and keep you in the optimal zone for 
performance. The key is to breathe 
abdominally, taking deep slow breaths 
into the diaphragm. This delivers oxygen 
to the brain, relaxes the central nervous 
system, calms you down and improves 
your performance.

Snipers and professional athletes have 
been using this information to improve 
their performance for many years. This 
skill is very effective but it needs to be 
practiced. This is particularly important 
because when we are stressed our natural 
physiological reaction is to breathe rapidly 
and shallowly. This actually increases your 
stress levels and with practice we will be 
more successful in quickly calming this 
natural physiological reaction down.

1.	 Stand, sit comfortably or lay down
2.	Place one hand on your abdomen 

and the other on your upper chest. 
Remember you need to breathe 
deeply into your diaphragm

3.	Slowly inhale through your nose. The 
hand on your abdomen should move 
out with the inhalation and in with the 
exhalation. The hand on your chest 
should remain relatively still

4.	Slowly exhale through your mouth	

Rule of 4

•	 Inhale to count of 4
•	 Exhale for count of 4
•	 Practice for 4 minutes
•	 Breathe gently into your 

diaphragm.

Diaghramatic Breathing

If you practice this daily for 4 minutes, for 
1 – 2 weeks, you will be able to use this 
skill during stressful situations when your 
anxiety goes up – you won’t have to sit 
or lay down, or place your hand on your 
abdomen. You will simply need to take a 
few deep tactical breaths, and this will 
reduce your arousal level. Again, this skill 
will only be effective at these times if you 
practice it.
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Stretch and breath
You can take a moment, even while you 
are at work, to slow your heart rate by 
breathing deeply, stretching and focusing 
your attention on how your muscles feel 
as they are stretched. Try to visualise 
your muscles relaxing and your heart 
revitalising your blood. Imagine how that 
blood flows to your brain and brings 
nutrients that make your brain both 
relaxed and more alert. You can do all this 
in 2 – 5 minutes. When you return to what 
you have been trying to accomplish, you’ll 
find that you’ve rid yourself of built-up 
stress and that you’re able to engage in 
the task at hand with renewed vigour and 
a calm sense of alertness.

Stand with your feet shoulder 
width apart. Bend over and stretch 
your arms towards your toes. 
Feel your muscles stretch and the 
blood flow downward. 

Gradually stand up straight and 
raise your arms outward and 
upward, making a V and inhaling 
deeply to fill your lungs to capacity. 

As you are standing completely 
straight with your arms extended 
upward, hold your breath for 10 
seconds, and then let your arms 
slowly drop while continuing to 
keep them extended. 

Exhale deeply and let out more air 
than you think you have to exhale. 

Once your arms have dropped to 
an inverted V, repeat the entire 
process. 

Read more about relaxation exercises at 
Appendix 7.

More information

Section 2
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Using Imagery  
and Visualisation

Create a vision of who you 
want to be, and then live 
into that picture as if it 

were already true.”  
– Arnold Schwarzenegger

Details

Visualisation
Uses your imagination for a specific 
purpose, focused on a definite outcome. 
People use visualisation techniques to 
imagine completing goals, or working 
through a situation with an exact outcome 
in mind. Some people are sceptical about 
the effectiveness of using visualisation 
and imagery; however, research suggests 
that it can be incredibly effective in 
lowering your stress levels.

Guided Imagery
Uses your imagination to picture a person, 
place, or time that makes you feel relaxed, 
peaceful and happy. Imagery is slightly 
different from other stress management 
techniques, in that it relies on the use of 
all of your senses. For instance, in your 
imagination you hear the sound of birds 
chirping, you see the drops of dew on the 
grass, you feel the breeze on your skin, 
you smell the spring flowers, and you 
taste the cold drink. With imagery, using 
all of your senses is what creates such a 
powerfully relaxing experience, and this is 
why it is so useful in managing stress and 
coping with difficult situations.

There are several other ways that you 
can use imagery to help you relax. For 
example, you could create mental pictures 
of stress flowing out of your body, or of 
your problems, your distractions, and your 
everyday concerns being folded away and 
stashed in a padlocked chest. 

See Appendix 6 for more ideas.

More information
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Talking / Support

When people talk, listen completely.”  
– Ernest Hemingway

Details

Often, during times of stress, we 
withdraw socially (not in the mood, 

tired, too much to do). Activities we 
previously enjoyed are often the first to go 
during times of stress. 

One of the first rules for managing stress is 
never worry alone. Talk with someone you 
trust. Talking helps you feel more in control. 
Your talking partner can ease your mind 
by reassuring you that you’re okay or that 
the problem can be solved. They may also 
help you reflect on the situation and get the 
facts straight. When you’re stressed, you 
tend to exaggerate the situation, making it 
worse in your mind. A talking partner can 
offer a different point of view—a different 
way of seeing the situation. 

Parts of the brain also thrive on social 
contact. When activated these can help 
you deal with stress more effectively, and 
boost your immune system. Research 
shows that people who have close 
personal relationships experience fewer 
health problems, live longer, and are less 
depressed and anxious.

Doing things for other people has also been 
found to have a beneficial effect on your 
own mental health.

Positive relationships are good for 
your health; they have been shown to 
reduce cardiovascular activity, blood 
pressure, cortisol level, cholesterol, 
vulnerability to catching a cold, 
depression, anxiety, cognitive decline, 
and improve sleep and immunity. 

The power of a hug

Section 2
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Attitude

A man is but the product of his thoughts. What he 
thinks, he becomes.” – Mahatma Gandhi

Details

What we perceive as dangerous or 
threatening activates the ‘fight or 

flight’ response. How we interpret life 
events (the things that happen to us, 
challenge us, make demands of us, or 
that we perceive may have consequences 
for us) has a huge bearing on how much 
stress or anxiety we experience. Because 
our bodies can’t sort out the experiences 
we have from the events we imagine, if 
we imagine (perceive) a bad outcome our 
body reacts to the thought as though it 
were actually happening. 

It’s our interpretation of situations that 
drives the level of stress that we feel, 
rather than the situation itself. Perception 
is shaped by what we think, how we think, 
and what we say to ourselves in our head 
(our self-talk). We can get into unhelpful 
patterns of thinking and when we are 
experiencing stress these will add to the 
intensity of the body’s negative response 
to stress.

Often we can be overly harsh and unjust 
to ourselves in a way that we would never 
be with friends or team members. While 
we talk to ourselves constantly we rarely 
stop to consider what we are saying or 
test our own assumptions. When these 
messages are negative and we don’t 
counter them (“How could I do such a 
foolish thing!,” “I know I won’t be able to 
achieve that”, “I’m an idiot!)” we start to 
believe them , lose our self-confidence, 
and the negative talk can become self-
fulfilling.

When our perception changes – either 
because the danger or threat ceases, or 
because we alter the way we think about 
or interpret it (“This is not a threat or 
danger to me”, “I can deal with this”, “I'm 
learning from what happened”), the ‘fight 
or flight’ response is turned off.

Become more aware of your thoughts 
and the affect they have on your life. 
When you’re more aware of the way you 
think, you can take action to use positive 
situations to your advantage, and re-
shape the negative ones.	
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The goal is to think in a balanced way, 
regardless of the situation, and make a 
conscious effort to see opportunities 
instead of obstacles.

Rational Thinking helps you to challenge 
these negative thoughts and either learn 
from them, or refute them as incorrect.

To build your awareness it is helpful to 
keep a note of situations/events (e.g. 
using stress diaries). Censor and modify 
(or manage) thoughts and self-talk: is 
this thought/idea (or what you've begun 
saying to yourself) helpful? If it is not, 
how can you modify or replace it. This is 
a skill to be practiced for a new habit to 
be formed.

First, identify thoughts that 
contribute to stress. What are you 
telling yourself?

Then, challenge these thoughts:
•	 Is this thought helping me be 

resilient?
•	 What other ways can I look 

at this situation?
•	 What evidence do I have that 

this thought is true?
•	 What would I say to a friend 

in this situation?

FLEXIBLE THINKING (Big 4)

For more information refer to Appendix 7.

More information

Section 2
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You can then use Positive Thinking to 
create positive affirmations to counter 
negative thoughts. These affirmations 
neutralise negative thoughts and help 
build your self-confidence.

Affirmations are positive, specific 
statements that help you to overcome 
self-sabotaging, negative thoughts (“I can 
do this”, “I am calm and relaxed”). They 
help you visualise, and believe in, what 
you’re affirming to yourself, and to make 
positive changes to your life  
and career. 

You can use positive thinking to find the 
opportunities that are almost always 
present, to some degree, in a difficult 
situation. Optimism will emerge when you 
can look past your current situation to 
focus on possibilities and potentialities. 
This will help build a feeling of calmness 
or hope and with practice will become a 
natural response, even under pressure. 

The capacity to recover from negative 
emotional states is an important aspect 
of resiliency – individuals who practice 
positive moods and wellbeing become 
more resilient. It means maintaining hope 
in the face of adversity; thinking that 
things will eventually get better, while 
doing what it takes to make those things 
happen.

OPTIMISM (Big 4)

Good and bad things can occur at 
the same time – redirect attention to 
good things that are happening.

•	 Identify three good things that 
occurred recently.

•	 Why are they important to you?
•	 How can you make these 

happen more often?

Read more about healthy thinking habits at 
Appendix 7.

More information
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Mindfulness

When you realise there is 
nothing lacking, the whole 

world belongs to you.”  
– Lao Tzu

Details

Mindfulness draws on many of the tools 
already described, and the principle 

of paying attention. Practicing mindfulness 
strategies on a regular basis has been 
found to strengthen neural networks 
in the brain in areas responsible for 
attention, emotional control and problem 
solving (Tang et al 2007). It has been 
shown to have a positive influence on the 
immune system, and on the reduction 
of anxiety and depression. Strategies 
are designed to help counter immediate 
stress reactions, and also produce states 
of relaxation and clarity of thought. 
There are seven general principles in 
Mindfulness. These involve observing and 
accepting your thoughts, your physical 
sensations, and your emotions as they 
enter and exit your awareness:

1.	 Rhythmic breathing – deep, 
deliberate and focused breathing 
allows you to slow your heart rate 
and to calm you down.

2.	Focused attention – by widening 
your attention you can focus on 
the here and now and engage 
the prefrontal cortex to inhibit 
overreactivity.

3.	Quiet environment – an opportunity  
to focus attention without 
distraction and help prepare you to 
avoid distractions later.

4.	Accepting and non-judgemental 
attitude – shifting away from 
narrow and rigid expectations 
to an accepting attitude helps to 
appreciate reality as it is rather than 
what you fear it could be.

5.	 Relaxed posture – sitting or 
stretching.

6.	Observation – widen your focus 
and observe instead of worrying 
about each detail – you can detach 
from stress while not denying its 
existence. As you observe events 
and situations non-judgmentally, you 
can simply note what is occurring.

7.	 Labelling – label your experiences, 
activating your left frontal lobe and 
its positive emotions.

See Appendix 7 for a range of 
mindfulness exercises.

More information

Section 2
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Humour

The next best thing to solving  
a problem is finding some humor in it.”  

– Frank A. Clark

Details

Humour and laughter are natural and 
healthy ways to release tension, and 

put aside serious thoughts for a while. 
Several physiological changes occur with 
humour – in the cardiovascular system, 
the immune system, and musculature. 

Cognitive function is improved, cortisol 
levels are reduced and the immune 
system is boosted. The vitality of 
thoughts and emotions is boosted, 
enhancing self-esteem and the ability to 
deal with stress, anxiety and depression.
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Details 

Leadership is the foundation for building 
and maintaining mental health and 

wellbeing across organisations. Individual 
leadership (of self and others) creates an 
environment that reduces the potential 
for individual mental health related issues 
to arise. A mentally healthy workforce 
will also be more engaged, cohesive, 
motivated and high performing. 

Leaders have a key role to play in shaping 
the work environment and managing 
workplace pressures. This includes 
providing strategic as well as day-to-
day direction (line of sight), managing 
workloads; and creating a positive work 
environment. Leaders play an essential 
role in supporting mental health through:

•	 Creating a climate of information 
sharing, trust and understanding 
around mental health care issues 
and the process of recovery for 
those needing support.

•	 Moderating workplace culture, 
and occupational factors in the 
environment, which can impact 
mental health and wellbeing 
including the nature and safety 
of work. It is important that the 
environment is free from harassment, 
bullying and discrimination; trust 
and two-way communication 
is encouraged; and leaders are 
approachable, lead change well and 
provide development opportunities 
and meaningful work. 

•	 The promotion of health and physical 
fitness.

•	 Creating and reinforcing a culture 
that supports a healthy lifestyle, 

A Leader’s Role

and stigma reduction through their 
own example, policy, activities and 
programmes.

•	 Enabling access to mental health 
promotion programmes.

•	 Working with health professionals 
to identify and address any mental 
health issues facing personnel, and 
making informed decisions about 
individual recovery, support and unit 
performance.

Most individuals will ask for help with 
physical injuries but are less likely to do 
so when it comes to mental health. Stigma 
is one explanation, and it’s also possible 
sometimes people do not relate their 
symptoms with ill health. As a leader you 
should make it clear there is no shame in 
seeking help for mental health issues and 
that while help seeking can sometimes 
be hard, not doing so may impact on their 
performance and lead to inadvertently 
letting their colleagues or loved ones 
down. Also reinforce that most conditions 
respond well to treatment, which is 
especially true if people come forward for 
help sooner rather than later.

Section 3
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COMMON SOURCES OF 
STRESS for people

Details

It is important that you are aware of 
factors in the work environment that 

can impact on wellbeing. As discussed 
in Section 1, levels of perceived stress 
and the impact of prior life experiences 
and coping skills will vary from individual 
to individual. Things to be aware of that 
may be sources of stress include factors 
in the work environment (work overload, 
performance issues, conflict or a lack 
of a cohesiveness in team relationships, 
disciplinary actions, career transition, 
exposure to unpleasant events) and 
personal lives (issues with family, health, 
finances, interpersonal relationships or 
trauma). The impact on people will usually 
be greater when many of these things are 
happening at once.

Some of the barriers to seeking help can 
include: a lack of understanding about 
mental health, the stigma associated with 
mental illness, and concerns about the 
impact that help-seeking may have on 
careers. It is important that as leaders 
you take measures to combat stigma, 
encourage prevention and education 
programmes, and talk openly about 
mental health in the workplace. You 
should seek ways to improve mental 
health among your team, working closely 
with the medical community to support 
those who need help. 

Some of the potential contributors to 
stress in organisations – times to watch 
out for. 

There are many obvious causes of stress 
in people’s lives, in particular, exposure 
to a traumatic event, significant physical 
health issues or the loss of a loved one. 
Other sources of stress are less extreme 
but are nevertheless important, and 
the cumulative effect of these can be 
significant. Some sources of potential 
stress are more unique to the NZDF and 
it is important to check on how people are 
going during these times.

•	 Performance pressures. 

	 Fears of failing or the impact of not 
performing as well as one hoped can 
create anxiety and concern. New 
staff and those who have aspirations 
for promotion and long term career 
prospects can be particularly 
impacted by setbacks. Non-
performance can create additional 
sources of stress. Those under 
performance review disciplinary 
action need to be kept an eye on and 
provided additional support.
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•	 Retirement 

	 The prospect of retirement can 
be difficult for many people, 
especially those who have been 
in the organisation for many years 
or when the decision to leave has 
been sudden or involuntary. It is 
important that people are supported 
through this transition in a way 
that acknowledges both potential 
opportunities and challenges ahead, 
and the apprehension that can 
sometimes be associated with this. 
It is also important to appropriately 
recognise contributions, and to 
ensure that appropriate additional 
support is available when this 
transition is difficult.

•	 Relationship issues

	 When relationships break down, it can 
be difficult to see a path forward. In 
longer term relationships where there 
are shared finances and children 
involved, the separation process can 
often be lengthy and emotionally 
draining.

•	 Financial pressures can affect 
everyone. 

	 Some people over-commit financially 
by taking on loans or hire purchase 
agreements without thinking through 
whether they can afford it or allowing 
for unforeseen financial demands. 
Sometimes it might be an unexpected 
bill that causes financial pressure, 
a partner losing a job, dropping to 
one income to raise a family, or a 
relationship split.

Section 3
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Levers for building a 
positive mental health 
culture in the work 
environment

Details

Creating the right conditions for people 
to thrive will improve employee 

engagement and sense of wellbeing, 
and instil trust in leadership. This will 
encourage early help seeking, and 
improve overall individual and team 
performance. 

A healthy environment is one where it is 
clear what is expected. People receive 
regular (constructive) feedback about 
how they are going, their contribution 
is acknowledged and recognised 
appropriately, and any performance issues 
are addressed appropriately/in a timely 
manner. People feel supported, teams 
work collaboratively towards common 
goals, and teamwork and maintenance of 
a healthy lifestyle is encouraged. 

Good leaders:

•	 Know their people.
•	 Are visible, accountable and role 

model what is expected.
•	 Are authentic and present, especially 

during times of change.
•	 Set clear goals, understand abilities 

and guide performance.
•	 Create a shared sense of purpose 

and values.
•	 Engage people to do willingly and 

well what needs to be done.
•	 Build capability and talent.
•	 Reinforce the importance of 

teamwork, buddy support and self 
responsibility.

•	 Promote a healthy workplace culture.
•	 Are approachable.
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What do our people want from their leaders?
Research suggests that there are several things that people look for in their leaders. 
Think about your own leadership style, and how well you meet the expectations of your 
people:

Section 3

Where are we going?

•	 Our work is meaningful and 
worth doing.

•	 I am proud of what we do.
•	 There is a plan.

What work do you want me to do?

•	 My job is important and I see how 
my work fits in. 

•	 I am clear what work you want me 
to do.

•	 I get feedback that is specific and 
helps me.

•	 I can do what I do best every day.

Am I treated fairly?

•	 Our people policies are clear. 
•	 I am treated as an individual. 
•	 Compensation is transparent.

Is there a future here for me?

•	 I can learn and grow.
•	 I see myself in other roles.

Do I have a good manager?

•	 I can say what I really think.
•	 I am listened to.
•	 I am challenged with good questions.
•	 My manager inspires me and is worth 

working for. 
•	 My manager is authentic and human.
•	 Our team is fun and is worth joining. 
•	 I can count on my colleagues.

Can I do my best work here?

•	 Someone cares about me.
•	 I can be my real self.
•	 I have a voice.
•	 I am recognised for what I do.
•	 Someone cares enough about me to 

be honest about feedback.
•	 I have what I need to do my work 

well.



54  LEADERS GUIDE

Details

Leaders should establish an 
environment which creates a positive 

mental health culture. It is important that 
leaders understand that personnel may at 
times become overwhelmed with personal 
and/or work issues they are dealing with, 
and encourage that it is ok to ask for 
help. It is important to emphasise that 
seeking help in times of distress displays 
courage, strength, responsibility, and 
good judgment. Because some people 
may be concerned that disclosing issues 
or asking for help may negatively impact 
on their job or career, it is important to 
reassure individuals that your priority is 
ensuring that they get the help that they 
need to enable early resolution / recovery. 

Recognising and managing the effects of 
stress is a leadership responsibility. When 
you sense negative stress and low energy 
in the work environment, think about how 
you can energise your team.

•	 Know the members of your team; 
help them learn the skills they need.

•	 Be on the lookout for sudden 
changes in behaviour and 
performance; if you see such 
changes, ask about them.

•	 Offer encouragement and 
recognition.

•	 If you are concerned about someone, 
talk to them about how they are 
doing.

Leader Actions

Looking after your 
people

Where you have concerns about 
someone in your team or a colleague 

it is important that you do something; this 
may start with a conversation with them 
in the first instance. Offer support, ask 
what would be helpful, and talk, listen and 
reassure. Where you are still concerned 
about the wellbeing of the individual or 
those around them, you should involve a 
professional for advice and support. 

Leader actions can be divided into three 
categories, which broadly span the mental 
health continuum: shield, sense, and 
support.

Signs to look out for

Look out for changes in moods and 
behaviours. Pay special attention 
when an individual is experiencing:

•	 Relationship issues
•	 Family concerns
•	 Illness
•	 Financial problems
•	 Career setback
•	 Grief and loss
•	 Performance action / failure
•	 Traumatic event 
•	 Other big life changes 
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Shielding actions are those that enhance 
the capacity of team members, both 
individually and collectively, to cope with 
stressors in order to maintain, if not to 
improve, individual mental health. Some 
examples of shielding actions might 
include: getting to know your people, 
identifying and resolving issues early, 
demonstrating genuine concern, and 
encouraging learning and development.

Sensing actions are those that focus on 
early recognition and assistance for team 
members in the area of mental health. As 
a leader, you may not be able to detect 
all the signs of stress in your people, but 

can stay alert to the most obvious ones: 
declining productivity, restlessness, and 
irritability. Examples of sensing actions 
include: watching for behaviour changes, 
adjusting workload as required, knowing 
resources and how to access them, 
reducing barriers to help seeking, and the 
encouragement of early access to care.

Support actions involve leadership 
actions that directly support those who 
are seeking mental health care. Examples 
of support include: involving support 
services, respecting confidentiality, 
minimising rumours, and the management 
of unacceptable behaviours.

Do:

Helpful comments

Don’t:

Unhelpful comments

•	 Get to know your people.
•	 Foster a healthy work environment.
•	 Set examples of healthy coping 

behaviours.
•	 Watch for significant behaviour/

performance changes.
•	 Manage unacceptable behaviour.
•	 Provide opportunity to rest.
•	 Identify and manage unhealthy 

situations.
•	 Support, Intervene, Consult.

•	 ‘You’re not alone in this’
•	 ‘You are an important part of our 

team’
•	 ‘I’m here to help you support you as 

you deal with this’
•	 ‘Tell me a bit more about what is 

going on for you?’
•	 ‘Your wellbeing is important. Lets 

make a time to talk when we won't 
get interrupted and I can give you 
my full attention.’

•	 Diagnose or label.
•	 Ignore the situation and 

hope it will go away.
•	 Allow the member to isolate 

him/herself.
•	 Lose touch with members 

receiving medical care.
•	 Try to be their best friend.

•	 ‘What about xx, he’s worse off 
than you’

•	 ‘No one ever said life was fair’
•	 ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself’
•	 ‘Snap out of it’
•	 ‘It’s all in your head’
•	 ‘Take a number in the queue’
•	 ‘That stuff is all in the past, get 

over it’
•	 ‘Take a harden-up pill’
•	 ‘We’re all under the pump’

Section 3
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HealthY Reacting Injured Ill

Shielding Sensing Support

HealthY

Lead by example Involve MH 
resources

Build resilience reserves

Get to know your 
personnel

Demonstrate 
genuine concern

Watch for behaviour 
changes

Foster healthy 
climate

Respect 
confidentiality

Adjust workload 
as required

Identify and 
resolve problems 
early

Minimise rumoursKnow the resources and 
how to access them

Deal with 
performance 
issues promptly

Respect medical 
employment 
limitations

Reduce barriers 
to help-seeking

Demonstrate 
genuine concern

Appropriately 
employ personnel

Encourage early 
access to care

Consult with 
required

Provide opportunities 
for rest

Maintain respectful 
contact

Provide mental 
health first aid after 
adverse situations

Involve members in 
social support

Provide 
realistic training 
opportunities

Seek consultation 
as needed

Manage  
unacceptable  
behaviours

Reacting Injured ILL
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The graphic below provides a guide for 
leaders to help understand their role 
in mental health support. The model 
shows the overlapping responsibilities of 
individual members, leaders, and support 
services. Leaders should step back and 
increasingly involve support services 
as the severity of mental health issues 
increases.

Remember that when supporting others 
your role is not to act as a counsellor. A 
range of additional support is available 
for those who need it. Your role is to 
recognise when one of your team 

(or yourself) is not going ok, have a 
conversation with them about this, 
arrange for them to get the support that 
they need, and keep connected with 
the individual and their care support 
network to support their recovery 
(enabling time off to attend appointments, 
accommodating any absences from 
work, working with them to ensure that 
the wider team have the information 
they need to provide a supportive work 
environment).

Section 3
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Recognising the role 
of mates and family

Buddy Support
Team mates are in a good position to keep 
an eye out for each other and will often be 
the first to notice changes in behaviour. As 
a leader you should encourage individuals 
to keep an eye out for their team mates, 
and expect they will do the same for them.

Families
It is important to understand the role 
that family play in the mental health 
of personnel. What is going on in the 
home environment will impact in the 
work environment and visa versa. The 
nature of employment can sometimes 
place additional pressures on family life 
– separations, postings and relocations, 
changes to usual social support networks; 
these can place additional strain on daily 
living and relationships. Sometimes people 
may need leadership or welfare support 
to manage difficult times (eg. relationship 
issues, health problems, financial issues 
and bereavements). Access to EAP 
and community resources should be 
encouraged. 

Family members are likely the first to 
notice when things are not going ok. 
While people can often ‘keep it together’ 
at work, mental health issues are often 
showing in the home environment 
(withdrawal, low mood, aggression, 
restlessness, alcohol use and difficulty 
sleeping). Partners and other close family 
members are also in a position to raise 
issues and encourage help seeking. 

Family members are also a significant 
source of support during the recovery 
process.

Organisations comprise a culturally 
diverse workforce. Family and community 
provide an especially important role in 
some cultures, as do spiritual leaders. 
It is important that cultural needs are 
recognised and culturally responsive 
initiatives and programmes that restore 
and strengthen wh–anau and communities 
are considered.
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THE ROLE OF CULTURE 
AND COMMUNITY

Details

Organisations comprise a culturally 
diverse workforce. Family and 

community provide an especially 
important role in some cultures, as do 
spiritual leaders. It is important that 
cultural needs are recognised and 
culturally responsive initiatives and 
programmes that restore and strengthen 
whānau and communities are considered 
alongside mainstream individual based 
support and interventions. If you are 
unsure seek further advice from a 
community support or health professional.

Section 3
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Step 1 Acknowledge and listen

Acknowledge:
The leadership has a responsibility to 
acknowledge the event: “Something 
bad just happened.” “That was a 
tough one.” It is okay to make a 
global statement about how the 
group is feeling. Do not ignore 
the event, or carry on without 
acknowledging the event. However, 
do not over-emphasise the event 
either. Talk about facts only. What 
you could do: approach it the same 
way you would send a message over 
the Telephone: calm, straight forward 
and clear.

Listen:
Your job is not to fix it (you can’t). 
However, you can help by providing an 
opportunity for discussion. Expect that 
some members will not want to talk 
about the event, or others may only 
wish to discuss it with their peers. This 
is okay. Each person will cope with a 
difficult/stressful event in their own 
way, and we do not want to interfere 
with positive coping strategies. What 
you shouldn’t do is force someone to 
talk to you; this can be detrimental. All 
discussions should occur voluntarily 
and naturally.

Sometimes bad events happen – for 
example recent natural disasters in 

NZ have had a major impact on some 
workplaces. Sometimes staff members 
are injured or die in the workplace, or in 
difficult circumstances that will impact 
on wider team members. It’s important to 
seek professional guidance on managing 
impacts but the Ad hoc Incident Review 
(AIR) is a tool you can use to structure 
a supportive intervention with your 
group, and reduce immediate distress. 
The process can be implemented 

What to do when 
something bad happens

either formally or informally, as a small 
unit or sub-group, or within the more 
informal buddy system. This should not 
replace a critical incident management 
response (conducted by external 
professionals involving psycho-education 
and screening) where the situation 
involves exposure to trauma, but may be 
used alongside this process or where 
operational imperatives do not permit 
an immediate formal response is not 
possible.
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Step 2: Inform – Check in and apply the model

Most individuals (80%) will have some 
short-term reaction to stressful or 
difficult events. The best interventions 
are the simplest non-medical ones, 
which can be implemented by the 
chain of command.

After acknowledging the event, and 
providing the opportunity to talk, 
you should remind your team that it 
is important for them to take care 

of themselves. For some they may 
not be bothered at all, but for others 
some symptoms of distress may 
continue over the following days or 
weeks. Reinforce that this is normal. 
However, if these symptoms become 
too distressing, there are resources 
available, and inform them that you 
will help them to access them.

Step 3: Respond – Observe, Follow up, Model

Observe and follow-up with members 
later on to see how they are doing, 
and ensure that you model healthy 
coping. People want to hear leader’s 
negative emotions or thoughts after 
a distressing event. They don’t need 
you to pretend that everything is 
okay. However, they also need to see 
their leader managing their reactions 
in a healthy manner, including 
seeking care when/if necessary.

Adverse events not only provide 
leaders with a challenge, but also 
provide them with an opportunity. 
Effective leaders actively 
demonstrate concern for individuals, 
acknowledge loss, and communicate 
directly with NZDF members and 
their families, and send a message 

that the unit/crew is expected to 
recover. Through good leadership, 
you can strengthen cohesion, 
resilience, and readiness. 

As a leader there are some other 
things you can do to help:

•	 Reinforce an expectation that a 
reaction is normal.

•	 Reassure people there may be 
a few ‘hiccups’, but that things 
will get easier over time.

•	 Acknowledge that not everyone 
will feel or react the same way.

•	 Encourage people to be 
understanding and supportive 
of each other.

•	 Remind people that support is 
available if they need it.

Section 3
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Keeping an eye out
The philosophy behind recognising 
stress reactions in other people, in 
some respects, is very simple. Any sort 
of change in behaviour, that can’t be 
explained, is cause for concern. It will 
likely be reflected in the yellow and orange 
columns in the Mental Health Continuum 
(page 12). However, everyone is different, 
and the impact of events on people and 
their reactions will be different. Changes 
in behaviour to watch for may include:

Temperament: 

A usually easy going person may become 
difficult to be with. Laughing, joking and 
fun disappear and people can seem 
lifeless, dull and apathetic.

Standards: 

Someone who usually takes pride in 
their appearance may let things slip. Or 
someone who usually likes to perform 
tasks to their best ability may produce 
sloppy work.

Interests: 

Some people who had a range of interests 
may be completely disinterested in 
prior interests. In addition, their range of 
interests may narrow to include only those 
things that are causing them stress. Often, 
lack of interest is evident in appearance, 
health, or diet and can create further 
problems.

Decision making ability:

Some people may make 
uncharacteristically rash decisions. Others 
may be very rigid, in that they stick to a 
decision even if it needs to be adapted 
to changing circumstances. Others may 

vacillate between alternatives and some 
people may have so much trouble with 
simple decisions that they want other 
people to make decisions for them.

Pace: 

Some people become extremely active, 
trying to do lots of things – they become 
almost “hyper”. Others slow down, and 
even though they may think they are 
productive, may achieve very little. There 
is an obvious slowing down, mentally and 
physically.

Control: Some people exhibit less control 
over their behaviour and emotions 
when they are under stress. They tend 
to play hard (perhaps even getting into 
trouble) and/or be more expressive and 
emotionally. Others are over controlled, 
and try to keep their emotions and 
feelings in check.

Memory:

Some people have problems with their 
memory when they are under stress. They 
are often absent-minded and forgetful, 
especially of those things that are outside 
their narrowed field of focus.

Susceptibility to illness:

Someone who is usually very healthy 
may seem to be sick all of the time, or 
complain of minor illnesses.

Personality: 

Some usually sociable people withdraw, 
and spend less time with other people 
than they normally do. Other people go 
the other way and become more socially 
oriented, wasting no excuse to go out. 
People who may not usually get angry 
very easily can become angry for trivial 
reasons. Others may be irritable much of 
the time.
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Section 3

Remember, you are there to support 
your people, but you are not expected 
to take on a counselling role. As a leader 
your role is to encourage your people to 
take responsibility for their own recovery 
within a supportive environment. People 
want to know that you care about them. If 
symptoms are not decreasing, then extra 
help may be required. If, after providing 
reassurance, people are not coping, you 

have concerns about their well being, 
and/or their behaviour is impacting on the 
workplace, help them arrange for support. 
If you are concerned about someone 
you should contact. Contact HR in the 
first instance if you have concerns about 
civilian staff. 

The following are some helpful behaviours:

•	 Be visible and available, but don’t 
intrude.

•	 Spend time with your people 
collectively and individually.

•	 Accept the response you get and 
allow people to be upset. 

•	 Allow people to express concerns if 
they have any.

•	 Show your interest in the person 
and their family, not just the 
situation.

•	 Listen, rather than talk.
•	 Continue normal working routines.
•	 Wherever possible keep existing 

reporting or management 
arrangements.

•	 Encourage people to use support 
systems established within the 
organisation.

•	 Ensure updates and information 
are disseminated as regularly as 
possible.

•	 Create/support activities that 
re-establish a sense of control, 
such as holding regular structured 
meetings to share information. 
Invite ideas for making the 
workplace better.

•	 Encourage peer support.

See Appendices 1 & 2 for a list of additional help 
and resources. 

More information
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Details

The risk of self-harm, either intentionally 
or by accident, is much higher for 

those with a mental health condition. 
Being severely depressed increases the 
risk of suicide, however the vast majority 
of depressed people never attempt 
suicide, and many of those who do are 
not clinically depressed at the time. 
Suicide may follow relationship disputes, 
separation from partners and families, 
intense anger at a sense of injustice, work 
problems, debt, legal problems, chronic 
illness and other life problems, creating 
a sense of despair, with or without 
depression.

It is not possible to accurately predict 
who will attempt suicide, except that past 
suicide attempts increase the risk for 
future attempts. Some people with many 
risk factors will not attempt suicide while 
other people, who seemed to have few 
risk-factors, may shock others with their 
attempted, or completed, suicide. Some of 
the major risk factors for suicide in service 
personnel are:

•	 Social isolation.
•	U nresolved interpersonal conflict.
•	 Disciplinary, performance or career 

issues.
•	 Mental health conditions, especially 

depression, PTSD and other anxiety 
conditions.

•	 Alcohol or other drug use problems.
•	 Access to firearms or other lethal 

means.
Those with these risk factors should be 
strongly encouraged to seek professional 
help. Even if you are close to someone, it 
can sometimes be hard to tell how much 
emotional pain they are in, and whether 
they need help. Often, it’s something small 
that can make you think something isn’t 

Understanding  
Self-Harm and Suicide

quite right – and more often than not, that 
hunch will be right. 

Keep an eye out for changes in the 
behaviour of those around you, and 
consider encouraging them to seek extra 
support, especially if they:

•	 Don’t want to see their friends, or no 
longer enjoy spending time with their 
friends and family.

•	 Stop doing things they used to 
love, or don’t seem to be enjoying 
themselves.

•	 Can’t remember things, concentrate, 
or pay attention.

•	 Feel bad about themselves – guilty, 
worthless or ashamed.

•	 Have a big change in eating patterns 
or appetite.

•	 Have extreme mood swings.
•	 Feel hopeless or really sad, or cry a 

lot.
•	 Feel anxious, stressed, nervous or 

scared a lot and can’t seem to relax.
•	 Are not happy unless they’re using 

drugs or alcohol.
•	 Don’t take care of their appearance 

or personal hygiene.
•	 Have physical signs of injury or of 

self harm.
•	 Have panic attacks – rapid heartbeat, 

unable to breathe, feeling dizzy and 
extremely scared or anxious all at 
once.

If you are concerned about someone, 
contact a mental health professional 
(medical officer, nurse, psychologist, 
social worker, chaplain) for advice. Do not 
try and manage it alone.

Also see Appendices 1, 2 and 3 for a list of 
additional help and resources. 

More information
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Details

Dealing with performance issues early 
is important. People usually come 

to work to do a good job. Performance 
issues can also sometimes be an 
indication of other issues going on in 
an individual’s life. Failing to deal with 
performance issues will allow them to 
become more entrenched and more 
problematic to fix, and will also increase 
stress for both individuals and their 
manager. Some simple guidelines can help 
leaders to achieve positive outcomes from 
difficult conversations:

1. Stick to the facts – State what you 
believe to be the facts, without any 
interpretation. For example, instead 
of suggesting that one of your team 
isn’t motivated and pulling their 
weight, outline the actions or lack of 
action which lead you to believe this. 
For example, if deadlines have not 
been met or you have seen someone 
shout at a colleague, or be late to 
work on several occasions, say 
what you have seen. Keep your tone 
neutral.

2. Don’t judge – Ask the individual, in 
a non-judgmental way, about what 
happened. Listen to their answer. 
When leaders fail to listen people 
become defensive. Acknowledge 
the individual’s view of the situation. 
Better understanding of an event 
may change how you interpret the 
facts you have witnessed, and your 
ideas of how they may be best 
addressed. 

Dealing with 
performance issues in 
the workplace 

	 This may be the time when an 
individual shares information 
about what else is going on in 
their life that contributes to their 
performance (for example, there 
may be a new baby at home, 
difficulty in a relationship, financial 
problems, or feeling tired and 
disinterested all the time etc). 

	 Treat the information an individual 
gives you as confidential, unless 
you determine that it needs to be 
shared for operational effectiveness 
and/or the safety of the individual 
or others. It is important that you 
discuss any requirement to share 
any information with the individual; 
in most cases they will understand 
why this is necessary. It is very 
easy to lose trust if you pass on 
information from a conversation 
with an individual without discussing 
this with them first. 

3. Allow time out – When people are 
given feedback, no matter how 
constructive the intent, they need 
time to process it. Constructive 
feedback suggests that there is 
some element of their performance 
which is unsatisfactory. Whether 
they were previously aware of it 
or not, they have to process this 
feedback before they can start 
thinking rationally about how they 
might address it.

Section 3



66  LEADERS GUIDE

4. Ask the individual what THEY 
think – After a break (the next day 
or even later), ask the individual to 
summarise the situation and what 
options they can think of to address 
this. Individuals are often more 
familiar with the detailed processes 
they follow than their leaders. They 
can therefore often come up with 
good ideas for improvement. When 
leaders regularly listen to their 
people and take their ideas on board, 
individuals are likely to be more 
engaged.

	 When individuals take ownership of a 
solution, they are more committed to 
implementing it than if they are told 
what to do. Agree what will be done 
by when and what evidence will show 
that the situation has been resolved 
or improved.

5.	Offer support – This may take the 
form of training, coaching, time or 
other resources identified as useful 
for implementing the option chosen. 
For example, an individual with a 
family member at home and no family 
support may be able to work under 
more flexible working arrangements, 
or take compassionate leave 
while making care arrangements. 
It is important for your people to 
understand what the organisation 
and you expect of them, and how 
they can meet these expectations 
every day. Framing the conversation 
positively and highlighting the 
support available motivates the 
individual to achieve any agreed 
improvements.

6.	Acknowledge improvements 
– Follow up and acknowledge 
when improvements are made. If 
no improvement is noticeable by 
the agreed timeline, have another 
conversation to hold the person 
to account. Sometimes it can 
take time to achieve a sustainable 
change where it becomes part of 
the individual’s natural everyday 
behaviour, rather than something 
they have to think about consciously.

	 Also acknowledge when good 
progress has been made and 
recognise that sometimes barriers 
can get in the way of progress (for 
example, an illness, competing work 
demands that have may prevented 
completing a task or undergoing 
training). It is important to discuss 
this with the individual to alleviate 
anxiety this may raise and agree the 
way forward.  
Individuals can be motivated by 
positive feedback from leaders 
regarding their improved behaviour. 
They will then be more likely to 
continue their efforts, until the 
change becomes an integral part of 
their work pattern.

While difficult conversations are indeed 
challenging, just listening to the other 
person, allowing them time to process 
discussion points, and giving them some 
autonomy will help to defuse emotional 
tension. This leads to more positive 
outcomes for the individual, you as their 
leader and the organisation.
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Where to go 
for help

If you are concerned about signs of a mental health problem in yourself or someone 
else, get it checked out. Resources include colleagues, leaders, EAP and external 

practitioners.

For any crisis, including medical emergencies, call 111.”

Where to go for help

 Number to call About

Lifeline 0800 54 33 54 Confidential counselling service 

Healthline 0800 611116 Free health advice from trained 
registered nurses 24/7

SHINE 0508 744633 Domestic abuse helpline  
9am–11pm 7 days

0800 111 757 Depression helpline

Womens Refuge  
0800 REFUGE  
(0800 733 843)

24 hour crisis line for women 
dealing with violence in your life

0800 636 754 Mensline Helpline for men

0800 787 797 Alcohol and Drug helpline

0800 376 663 (or text 234) Youthline 24/7 helpline

0800 367 222 Citizens Advice Bureau

0800 568 856 Parent Helpline
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Useful websites, 
tools & apps

There are a range of useful websites that have information 
and tools for managing and building mental health:

Free downloadable phone apps:
	H igh Res – tools for managing daily stress and building resilience.

	L iving Well – practical resources and support and suggestions to 
support living a healthier lifestyle.

	V irtual Hopebox – resilience tools.

	M indshift – aims to help teens and young adults cope with stress 
and anxiety. 

	 MYRIVR – app to enable the community to connect to and self-
refer to health services  

  	 Nike Plus Run – running and motivation related tips and tools

  	 Nike Training – workouts and fitness plans

  	 Performance Triad – information and tips for healthy habits 
including sleep, nutrition & activity

	M ood tracker – tool for tracking emotional experiences over time. 
Comes with six pre-loaded issues: anxiety, depression, general 
well-being, head injury, post-traumatic stress, and stress.

	L ife Armour (US) – tools for managing common mental health 
concerns.

	 Calm – Tools to meditate, sleep and relax.

	 CBT-I Coach – improving sleep habits and dealing with insomnia.

	 Operation Life (AUS) – self-help tools for dealing with suicidal 
thoughts. 

	 Headspace – meditation and mindfulness tools.

	 Breathe2Relax – stress management tool

	 myhealthapps: is a UK-based directory of useful health apps.

App
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Appendix 2

useful websites:
General Health information, stories  
and tools:
	 https://www.healthnavigator.org.nz/healthy-living  

– Information about health issues and healthy living.

	 http://menshealthnz.org.nz/health-topics – Information about 
men’s and women's health issues.

	 www.hpa.org.nz/ – Health Promotion Agency. A range of health 
information for New Zealanders.

	 www.livingwell.org.au – Practical resources and support for men.

	 http://www.myrivr.co.nz – MYRIVR gives you access to over 
20,000 helpers from more than 7,000 health and social services 
across NZ funded to help you. 

	 https://health.govt.nz/your-health/services-and-support/
health-care-services – Information about finding a GP, fees and 
supporting services.

	 https://www.healthpoint.co.nz – Information about healthcare 
providers, services and common treatments.

Nutrition

	 www.healthyfood.co.nz – Healthy Food Guide Magazine has a free 
website that contains hundreds of recipes and an expert advice 
section with information on a range of health topics. 

	 www.heartfoundation.co.nz –The Heart Foundation website 
covers a range of topics, such as Healthy Living (e.g. Healthy 
Eating, Healthy Recipe Ideas), Know the Facts (e.g. Heart Help 
Hub, Conditions, Food and Drink), Blogs, Stories and Resources 
(e.g. Cookbooks, Healthy Eating Resources, Heart Health 
Resources, Pacific Health Resources, Te Reo Maori Resources). 

	 www.nutritionfoundation.org.nz –The NZ Nutrition Foundation 
provides information about important issues around food, nutrition 
and health. Information covers a range of topics including 
nutrients, vitamins, nutrition A-Z, FAQ, minerals and food groups.

	 www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/
nutrition – The Ministry of Health Nutrition website provides 
information on Healthy Eating, Physical Activity, Green 
prescription, Obesity, Food Safety and includes links to other 
websites with family recipe ideas. 

	 www.5aday.co.nz – The 5+ a day website has recipes, fruit and 
vegetable information and a kid’s zone including party food ideas. 

	 www.vegetables.co.nz – Vegetables.co.nz website offers an A-Z of 
vegetables including information on nutrition benefits, availability, 
buying and storing information. The website also includes recipes, 
tips on feeding children vegetables and information on herbs. 
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Sports nutrition 

	 www.ausport.gov.au/ais/nutrition – The Australian Institute of 
Sport (AIS) website contains a range of resources, including fact 
sheets, recipes, and research, and a detailed supplement and 
sports food section. The ABCD classification ranks supplements 
and sports foods depending on scientific evidence and other 
practical considerations that determine whether a product is safe, 
legal and effective in improving sports performance. 

	 www.sportsdietitians.com.au – The SDA website contains sports 
nutrition information covering a range of topics including: Fuelling 
and Recovery (e.g. Sports Drinks, Recovery Nutrition, Travelling 
Athlete, Bone Health, Eating and Drinking during Exercise); Food 
For Your Sport; Supplements (e.g. Creatine, BCAA, Caffeine, 
Protein, and B-alanine); Diets and Intolerances; and, Body 
Composition (e.g. Making Weight, Weight Loss, Increasing Muscle 
Mass).

	 https://dietitians.org.nz/public-info/ – contains info about useful 
nutrition apps

Alcohol

	 www.alcohol.org.nz – Information, advice, research & resources to 
help prevent & reduce alcohol-related harm

Gambling

	 www.choicenotchance.org.nz – Support for problems with 
gambling

Mental Health, Resilience and Relaxation

	 www.mentalhealth.org.nz – Mental Health Foundation – 
information, stories, tools and support

	 www.Thelowdown.co.nz – Information, stories, and interactive site 
designed for young people dealing with daily living

	 www.beyondblue.org.au – Information about recognising and 
managing anxiety and depression (Australia) 

	 www.likeminds.org.nz – Aims to address stigma and 
discrimination sometimes associated with mental illness, contains 
resources, help options and stories from people with mental illness

	 www.livemoreawesome.com – Information about managing 
depression, initiatives and events”

	 https://www.leva.co.nz/ – Support for Pasifika families and 
communities to build positive health and wellbeing outcomes

	 https://thiswayup.org.au – Online self help courses (Australia)

	 https://www.headspace.com/ – Meditation and mindfulness made 
easy

	 www.buddify.com – Mindfulness tools

	 https://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/home/our-work/
category/21/mindfulness?gclid=CjwKCAiAj53SBRBc
EiwAT-3A2O5M9eBBLU1LIO_yIIe8auQHknTyQAvIThY-
6MLVM9FOV5N15tfyFRoCbpkQAvD_BwE – Mindfulness tools 

	 www.depression.org.nz – Information, resources and support
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	 www.calm.auckland.ac.nz – Computer Assisted Learning for the 
Mind (University of Auckland).

	 www.moh.govt.nz/moh.nsf/indexmh – Self-help resources for 
recognising and managing stress (Ministry of Health).

	 http://mentalhealth.intuto.com/public/course/784686/ – Mental 
Health in the Workplace – Employee toolkit produced by the MHF 
and State Services Commission containing  info about mental 
health problems in the workplace, and about your rights and 
responsibilities as an employee.

	 http://www.vitalityworks.co.nz/mental-wellbeing-for-new-
zealand-workplaces/ – Tips for creating a mentally healthy 
workforce

	 http://www.depressiontoolkit.org/ – Tools to learn how to manage 
mild to moderate stress and depressive symptoms.

Social Support Services

	 http://www.cab.org.nz/Pages/home.aspx – Information and 
advice, community directory.

	 http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/about-work-and-income/
contact-us/ – Social support services and entitlements. 

Finances

	 https://www.sorted.org.nz/Sorted – is a free website with a 
range of lnformation, tools, financial guides, and links to additional 
resources. 

	 www.cab.org.nz – Citizens Advice Bureau.

Families and Relationships

	 www.supportingfamilies.org.nz – Support, information and 
resources for those supporting family members with mental 
illness.

	 http://www.govt.nz/browse/family-and-whanau-separating-or-
getting-divorced/realtionship-counselling – List of community 
organisations and local support.

	 www.areyouok.org.nz – Includes a range of services to help 
including family violence programs.

	 www.barnardos.org.nz – 0800 BARNARDOS. Barnardos provide 
support and advice for parents, children and families. 

	 www.familyworks.org.nz – Provides counselling for families and 
parenting programmes.

	 www.skylight.org.nz – Offers services to those facing tough 
times of change, loss, trauma and grief – whatever the cause, and 
whatever their age (including for children).

	 www.govt.nz/browse/family-and-whanau/separating-or-getting-
divorced/relationship-counselling/ – relationship support.

Appendix 2
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Parenting

	 www.vodafone.com/content/parents.html – tips for parents to 
help their children stay safe in the digital world.

	 www.parenthelp.org.nz – Parent Help. 

	 www.skylight.org.nz – Skylight provides resources for parents 
such as tips for setting limits or helping children deal with 
separation.

	 www.standforchildren.org.nz. – Stand delivers family development 
programmes and home and school based social work services.

	 http://www.kiwifamilies.co.nz/articles/relationship-services – 
Information about maintaining healthy relationships.

	 www.familyservices.govt.nz. – You can search for a range of 
providers and community support groups in your community 
across all of New Zealand. 

	 www.skip.org.nz – Tips for under 5’s.

Youth and Children

	 www.sparx.org.nz – Online tool for young people sponsored by 
Ministry of Health.

	 www.headspace.org.nz – Website for young people for when life 
gets stressful.

	 http://reachout.com – Australian youth mental health information 
service that includes a variety of apps and tools for young people.
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Mental Health 
Workplace 
Employer tooLKIT 

The Mental Health Foundation has developed three great 
new toolkits for organisations, managers and individual 
employees to help them deal positively with mental health 
issues that arise in the workplace. These offer resources, 
practical tools and background information to help 
workplaces support colleagues who are going through 
difficult times. They aim to help managers and organisations 
to improve in areas of recruitment, staff retention and 
transition, and help to improve workplace wellbeing. 

The three toolkits have been published to public sites and 
are accessible for all staff without the need to log in.

MENTAL HEALTH IN THE 
WORKPLACE TOOLKITS:
Mental Health in the Workplace  
– Manager
	 http://mentalhealth.intuto.com/public/course/786014/

	 The purpose of this toolkit is to provide a learning resource for  
managers to help them deal positively with mental health 
issues that arise in the workplace.

Mental Health in the Workplace  
– Employee
	 http://mentalhealth.intuto.com/public/course/784686/

	 The purpose of this toolkit is to give you some basic 
information about mental health problems in the workplace, 
and about your rights and responsibilities as an employee.

Mental Health in the Workplace  
– Organisation
	 http://mentalhealth.intuto.com/public/course/793999/

	 The purpose of this toolkit is to provide information and 
resources for creating a positive and inclusive workplace for all 
workers, including those who have mental health problems.

Appendix 2
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Recognising  
Common Mental 
Health Disorders1

What is a mental health condition?
	 A mental health condition occurs when a set of distressing 

symptoms (thoughts, feelings and behaviours) has a severe 
impact on our psychological, social (including relationships) 
and vocational functioning. It is not always easy to recognise 
or diagnose a mental health condition, because the nature and 
severity of symptoms can vary from one person to the next. Our 
personal characteristics, and the environment in which we are 
living, influence how we will experience a mental health condition. 

For example, high-stress environments can trigger symptoms.

Depression
	 Depression is a commonly occurring mental health condition. 

Over the course of our lifetimes, about one in five NZers will 
experience a major episode of clinical depression. 

	 What is depression? Depression is a persistent state of low mood 
and a loss of interest or pleasure in activities that were previously 
enjoyable. Life becomes flat and grey, and nothing seems fun, 
exciting, or enjoyable anymore. In more severe cases, the person 

may believe that life is no longer worth living.

Common symptoms of depression are:

•	 Feeling low, down in the dumps, miserable.
•	 Feelings of worthlessness, helplessness, and hopelessness.
•	 Lack of energy, easily tired.
•	 Lack of enthusiasm, difficulties with motivation.
•	 Loss of interest and pleasure in normal activities.
•	 Lack of appetite and weight loss.
•	 Loss of sexual interest.
•	 Difficulty sleeping, or sleeping too much.

•	 Poor concentration, memory, and decision making.

•	 Thoughts of suicide/death.

	 Prolonged stress and anxiety, and medical conditions (especially 
constant pain) are risk factors for depression; it is important that 

these issues are also addressed.

1 These are resources adapted with permission from the Common-
wealth of Australia http://at-ease.dva.gov.au/veterans/
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Protective factors

	 If you are ‘socially connected’, you are less likely to develop 
severe depression. The close support of at least one family 
member or friend is also a protective factor for depression. The 
stronger and more cohesive your family ties are, the less likely it 
is that you will become severely depressed; or at least if you are 
depressed you will recover well with help. Being able to share 
your thoughts and feelings with people you trust is important.

	 Facing up to and attempting to solve problems (rather than trying 
to avoid them) also helps prevent severe depression. Developing 
your social and coping skills will help you to overcome challenges. 
Learning the habit of realistic and helpful thinking will ‘inoculate’ 
you from depression (constant negative thinking is a big risk 
factor for depression). These protective factors are part of the 
coping strategies that you can begin to use.

	 Many men (and some women) find it hard to admit, even to 
themselves let alone to others, that they are depressed. Indeed, 
we may continue to function quite well (especially at work), 
hiding or masking our depression, from others. Unfortunately this 
‘head-in-the-sand’ approach to any mental health condition will 
not make the problem go away, and may make it worse in the long 
run.

	 It is important that, if you are experiencing depression, you seek 
support and help. This is especially important if you are having 
frequent thoughts of suicide, and have thought about how you 
might attempt it. 

	 Most people will respond quite quickly to professional therapy for 
depression, and sometimes in conjunction with anti-depressant 
medication.

Anxiety
	 Anxiety is best described as a state of apprehension and worry. 

Some anxiety, from time to time in our lives, is normal and has a 
protective role in alerting us to potential threats, and putting us in 
a state of readiness. 

	 Anxiety requires treatment when it is a frequent and dominant 
feature in your life. Anxiety can also be a problem if it comes 
in very intense bursts (panic attacks) in response to specific 
situations; such as crowded places or public transport. Anxiety 
can lead to social withdrawal, in order to avoid a wide array 
of threatening situations, which is also a major risk factor for 
developing depression. Anxiety responds well to treatment that 
focuses on thought processes and managing stress responses. 
If left untreated, chronic anxiety and stress is associated with a 

wide range of physical illnesses.

	 Anxiety (especially when experiencing a panic attack) can be very 
unpleasant, and sometimes frightening. You may believe that you 

Appendix 3
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are going to die from a heart attack or go crazy. The symptoms 

include:

•	 Apprehension, fearfulness, or terror.
•	 Shortness of breath and tightness in the chest.
•	 Palpitations and increased heart-rate.
•	 Sweating.
•	 Shaking, trembling, or dizziness.
•	 Fear of losing control or going crazy (and fear of the 

embarrassment this would cause).
•	 Excessive worry.
•	 Feeling restless and on edge.
•	 Muscle tension.
•	 Physical disorders (e.g., skin complaints, stomach upsets, 

aches and pains).

	 Anxiety often readily responds to treatment. The use of calming 
techniques such as controlled breathing, and planning for 
stressful situations, can be a great help (see Appendix 6: Learn 

more about relaxation and visualisation exercises page 94).

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
What is PTSD?

	 PTSD is a psychological response to the experience of intense 
traumatic events, particularly those that threaten life. You may 
have experienced a threatening event that has caused you to 
respond with intense fear, helplessness, or horror. For military 
veterans, the trauma may relate to direct combat duties, being in 
a dangerous war zone, or taking part in peacekeeping missions 
under difficult and stressful conditions. For civilians, the trauma 
can stem from either man-made events (such as physical assault, 
sexual assault, accidents, and witnessing the death or injury of 
others) or natural disasters (such as fires, earthquakes, floods 
and cyclones).

	 It is normal to experience distress when confronted with 
trauma, and most people can recover over the first week or two, 
particularly with the help of caring family members and friends. 
However, for some people the symptoms do not seem to resolve 
quickly. It is also common for symptoms to vary in intensity over 
time. Some people go for long periods without any significant 
problems, only to relapse when they have to deal with other major 
life stresses. In rare cases, the symptoms may not appear for 
months, or even years, after the trauma. 

Risk factors

	 PTSD is not an inevitable consequence of experiencing what, 
on the face of it, seems to be a traumatic event. It is not fully 
understood as to why one person exposed to a similar, or even the 
same event, might go on to develop PTSD, while another person 
does not. Some risk factors have been identified, including: being 
exposed to trauma earlier in life, multiple exposures to traumatic 
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events, an absence of social support after a trauma, and the 

presence of other major life stressors.

Signs and symptoms

	 If you have PTSD, you may often experience feelings of panic or 
extreme fear, resembling what you felt during the traumatic event. 
In PTSD there are three main types of difficulties:

•	 Re-living the traumatic event – through unwanted and 
recurring memories and vivid nightmares. It can feel as 
though the events were happening again; this is referred to 
as ‘flashbacks’, or ‘reliving’ the event. There may be intense 
emotional or physical reactions, such as sweating, heart 
palpitations or panic, when reminded of the event.

•	 Being overly alert or wound up – seeing danger everywhere 
and being ‘tuned in’ to threat. As a consequence, you may 
become jumpy, on edge, and feel constantly on guard. This 
can lead to being overly alert or watchful, and to having 
problems concentrating, sleeping difficulties, irritability, and 
becoming easily startled, particularly by noises that remind 
you of the traumatic event.

•	 Avoiding reminders of the event and feeling emotionally numb 
– deliberately avoiding activities, places, people, thoughts or 
feelings associated with the traumatic event. You may also 
lose interest in day-to-day activities, feel cut off and detached 
from friends and family, or feel flat and numb. This can lead to 
social isolation, which is a major risk factor for depression.

	 A health practitioner may diagnose PTSD when a number of 
symptoms in each of these three areas occur for a month or 
more, and when the symptoms lead to significant distress or 
impact on the ability to work and study, and on the quality of 
relationships and day-to-day life.

Traumatic Grief
	 The grief associated with trauma may be unresolved over 

many years, and can lead to social withdrawal. If you have 
traumatic grief (such as the loss of a friend) you may be unwilling 
to get emotionally close to someone again. You may have 
feelings of anger because the death was ‘unfair’, or feelings of 
powerlessness or guilt about the circumstances of the death. 
Sometimes people hold on to, and prolong, their grief because 
they feel it will be a betrayal of the lost one to move on.

	 An opportunity to directly focus on the feelings and thoughts 
associated with the loss will be necessary in order to resolve 
traumatic grief. Some professional help may be required to take a 
structured approach to reframing thoughts about the loss, and to 
explore related feelings.

	 It is possible to adapt and move on without ever losing a sense of 
sadness for the loss, and it is normal for waves of grief to peak 

from time to time, especially at anniversaries.
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Sleep Problems
	 Disturbed sleep is common for a variety of reasons, and can be 

harmful to your wellbeing. Sometimes it is just a consequence of 
poor sleep habits (e.g., too much alcohol or caffeine before sleep, 
too much physical or mental stimulation before going to bed). 
Sleep problems can develop as a consequence of disrupted sleep 
patterns in operational zones (somewhat like the disrupted sleep 
patterns of shift workers or parents getting up to settle young 
children).

	 However, sleep problems can also be a sign of poor mental 
health. Depression can result in too much or too little sleep. 
Anxious thoughts replaying over and over can keep people awake. 
Frequent nightmares will disrupt sleep patterns.

	 Poor sleep habits can respond to a few simple strategies as found 
in the ‘Strategies’ section. Sleep problems associated with mental 

health conditions often respond well to professional help.

Pain and other Physical Symptoms
	 Chronic stress is associated with a wide range of physical 

symptoms, such as skin complaints and general aches and 
pains. Pain related to injuries sustained while serving can greatly 
undermine your sense of wellbeing (e.g., chronic back pain 
is associated with general disability, emotional distress and 
depression).

	 When a mental health condition occurs along with chronic pain, 
the pain may be felt more intensely and be more distressing. 
Untreated pain can impact very negatively on occupational, social 
and recreational functioning. Not surprisingly, this can induce 
a sense of hopelessness and worthlessness and lead to social 
isolation and severe depression. It is common for people to self-
medicate with alcohol or other drugs when struggling with chronic 
pain. 

	 Physical problems and mental health conditions are risk factors 
for each other, e.g., heart disease can lead to depression and 
anxiety, and depression and anxiety (if left untreated) can lead 
to heart problems. People with diabetes are twice as likely 
to develop depression. It really is important to get effective 
treatment for your physical complaints if you are to minimise your 
risk of developing, or making worse, any mental health conditions. 
Treatment of your mental health issues will improve your physical 
status (e.g., treatment for depression reduces the blood sugar 
levels of diabetics). Your mind and body really are one united 
system that cannot be neatly divided for the purposes of physical 
and psychological treatments.
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	 It is vital that a person suffering from chronic pain receives pain 
management treatment, along with treatment for mental health 

conditions, such as depression, PTSD and other anxiety states.

Addictive Behaviours
	 When a behaviour or activity is very pleasurable (at least initially), 

and when it also helps to relieve your anxiety, there is the 
potential to become over-involved in the behaviour. This process 
is sometimes referred to as ‘self-medicating’ of low mood, anxiety 
and life problems.

	 When you begin to rely on an activity to make you feel better, and 
when you are struggling to control your involvement even when it 
is evident to you that it is harmful, the process can be referred to 
as an ‘addiction’. The best way to avoid developing an addiction is 
to restrict your involvement in potentially problematic behaviours. 
Frequent and regular (especially daily) engagement in a behaviour 
greatly increases the risk of that behaviour getting out-of-hand.

	 Addictions can take many forms; some of the most common 
ones that service personnel and their families experience are 
summarised below:

Alcohol and other drug use

	 In an attempt to cope with unpleasant symptoms of mental 
health conditions, we may turn to alcohol or other drugs. In New 
Zealand, the most common drug problem, leaving aside tobacco 
(which is the biggest killer in the long run), is alcohol, but many 
people also use other drugs (e.g., cannabis or prescription 
medications) to excess. Excessive alcohol and drug use impairs 
your ability to function effectively, and to relate to other people. It 
can cause great difficulties in areas such as physical health (liver 
and brain damage, and increased risk of many types of cancer), 
relationships, work, and finances. Alcohol binges are associated 
with explosive anger, violence and impulsive decisions to attempt 
suicide.

	E xcessive alcohol use can also cause depression and make 
anxiety much worse. If you are dependent on alcohol (that is, 
your nervous system now requires alcohol on a daily basis to 
feel ‘normal’, and to avoid withdrawal symptoms), a month of 
abstaining from alcohol could result in depression and anxiety 
symptoms being reduced.

	 Cannabis use is often thought of by many users to be a lower 
risk option than alcohol. While this is true, in the sense that fewer 
social problems seem to be associated with cannabis than for 
alcohol, heavy cannabis use negatively affects concentration, 
attention and memory.

	 Brain damage can also result from regular and heavy use of 
cannabis (especially in the still-developing brains of adolescents 
and young adults), eventually impairing the user’s ability to plan, 
coordinate and communicate well. Heavy use of cannabis robs 
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users of motivation to get out and do things, which is then a risk 
factor for depression.

	 Amphetamine (‘speed’) or meth- amphetamine (‘meth’ or ‘ice’) 
use often starts as a party drug, but if use escalates and 
becomes frequent and dependent, then unpredictable, impulsive, 
aggressive and paranoid behaviour can occur.

	 It is common for people with mental health conditions to be very 
heavy tobacco smokers. Nicotine in tobacco is a very seductive 
drug. It has the unique properties of being both calming and 
improving alertness – a powerful addiction combination. The great 
risk is that over time, the person’s health will severely deteriorate 
(with a high risk of emphysema or incurable cancer), adding 
further to their psychological distress.

Gambling

	 New Zealanders are amongst the highest gamblers per head of 
population. That’s not necessarily a problem in itself, as gambling 
can be recreational and enjoyable. The same principle applies 
with alcohol; it’s about keeping the balance right, and fitting 
gambling around a healthy lifestyle.

	 Problems arise when losses exceed what can be afforded, and 
when the over-riding motive is to win money or to escape from 
boredom and depression. It is then very easy for things to go 
horribly wrong, with massive repercussions for bank balances, 
debt and relationships. Fraud is common when problem gamblers 
desperately ‘chase’ their losses to try and repair the damage.

	 Some people with mental health issues develop a problem with 
gambling, as it is seen as a way of escaping problems in other 
areas of their lives. Sports betting is the next potential wave of 
problem gambling, as bets can be placed at home, many types of 
bets can be laid, and new odds are provided as a game unfolds.

	E ffective treatments exist for problem gambling, once the person 
recognises he or she has a problem and wants to do something 
about it. Most people with a gambling problem eventually bring it 

under control.

Self-Harm and Suicide 
(this material is also presented earlier on page 64)

	 The risk of self-harm, either intentionally or by accident, is much 
higher if you have a mental health condition. Accidents are more 
likely when risks are being taken, such as drink-driving or handling 
machinery when intoxicated. A fatalistic attitude (‘what will be, 
will be’) about life may result from war experiences; a sense that 
you have little control over outcomes, and feel hopeless and 
helpless about your future. This attitude may increase risk taking 
behaviour, and puts the individual and other people at risk.
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	 One of the myths about suicide is that you have to be severely 
depressed to attempt suicide. While being severely depressed 
certainly increases the risk of suicide many-fold, the vast majority 
of depressed people never attempt suicide. Many of those who do 
attempt suicide are not clinically depressed at the time. Suicide 
may follow domestic disputes, separation from partners and 
families, intense anger at a sense of injustice, work problems, 
debt, legal problems, chronic illness and other major life problems, 
with or without depression.

	 It is not possible to accurately predict who will attempt suicide, 
except that past suicide attempts increases the risk for future 
attempts. Some people with many risk factors will not attempt 
suicide while other people, who seemed to have few risk-factors, 
may shock others with their attempted, or completed, suicide. 
Some of the major risk factors for suicide are:

•	 Social isolation.
•	U nresolved interpersonal conflict.
•	 Severe physical conditions, including chronic pain.
•	 Mental health conditions, especially depression, bi-polar 

(manic-depression) disorder, PTSD and other anxiety 
conditions.

•	 Alcohol or other drug use problems.
•	 Access to firearms or other lethal means.

	 If you have these risk factors, it is strongly recommended that you 
seek professional help. If someone you care about seems to be at 
risk, but they do not wish to seek professional help, it may still help 
if they receive social support, and an opportunity to discuss how 
they are thinking and feeling.

Self assessment 
tools

Resilience Self Assessment Tool
	 Complete and score the assessment below to accurately 

determine your current resilience levels. This will help you to 
identify possible areas on which you need to focus to help you 
through change.

Score each resilience statement as follows:

	 0=Strongly Disagree	 1=Somewhat Disagree 
2=Somewhat Agree	 3=Strongly Agree
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Resilience Self Assessment Tool

Ser Resilience Statement Score

1 I approach new situations with enthusiasm.

2 I enjoy achieving the goals I have set.

3 I can apply the organisations values in my work.

4 I express my feelings appropriately.

5 I enjoy learning new things.

6 I take responsibility for my results.

7 I ask for support when I need it.

8 I recognise when I am stressed.

9 I believe I can influence the direction I take in life.

10 I actively maintain contact with others.

11 I eat a well balanced diet.

12 I take time out for myself when needed.

13 I think challenges offer me some lessons.

14 I know my own strengths & weaknesses.

15 I know how to relax under pressure.

16 I have a positive view of my future.

17 I have a plan for my work tasks.

18 I keep myself physically fit.

19 I am able to retain a positive outlook during change.

20 I know what the purpose of my job is.

21 I build strong networks.

22 I am realistic about what is possible.

23 I show empathy to others’ difficulties and concerns.

24 I have a strong set of beliefs that I follow.

25 I am generally optimistic.

26 I bounce back from difficulties.

27 I act when opportunities arise.

28 I act decisively when things are not working.

29 I undertake activities outside work for my own enjoyment.

30 I organise my time and prioritise tasks.

Total Resilience Score:

Match your score against the table at the back



LeADERS GUIDE  85

Match your score against the table below

Score Resilience Assessment

0 – 20

You struggle with change and uncertainty and might find things feel stressful 
at times. You probably prefer life to be a bit more certain and stable so that you 
can relax and look forward to things. It is possible you find yourself spending a 
lot of time feeling as though everything is a struggle. You may feel that things 
“happen” to you and around you because you have no control or influence. 
You can definitely help yourself by identifying areas where you want to make 
improvements. You may find it helpful to develop a plan of action. It might help to 
get someone to support you with it, as a coach or mentor.

21 – 45

You have some skills and strategies for handling pressure, tough times and 
difficulties. However, they probably tend to come and go, especially if you feel as 
though things are mounting up. When this happens, you find it harder to think and 
act positively. You may have difficulty coping with the demands you feel are being 
made of you. Think about where you can take some actions to raise your scores 
and start to increase your personal resilience.

46 – 70

Many people would probably think that you are quite good at dealing with change, 
challenge and pressure because you are usually able to use your resources to 
do so. On balance, you are more positive in the way you view things, and able to 
handle set-backs without getting too down about life. Being able to do this some 
of the time does tell you that you could do it more often, and become even more 
resilient in the face of difficulties. Think about specific elements that might need 
attention, and plan to start doing something about them.

70 – 90

You have a number of skills and personal qualities which help you to cope with 
pressure, from whatever source. In fact, you probably quite enjoy challenge 
and change and handle yourself confidently. You recognise that you are able 
to take responsibility for yourself, your thoughts and your feelings. This helps 
you maintain a resilient attitude and to stay positive and have a strong sense of 
purpose and direction.
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How well am I doing with my resilience?  
The checklists below are designed to help you reflect on and plan to build your resilience2.  
Research suggests that focusing on these areas will help build your resilience. 

Ser List 1 
Personal 

List 2  
In my team at work

List 3  
My work pattern

1
I take short breaks 
regularly to stay fresh.

I take an interest in the 
experiences and feelings 
of colleagues.

I am able to prioritise and 
re-prioritise activities.

2
I exercise or walk during 
the day.

I welcome new members 
of staff, inform them of 
protocol, and check on 
how they are settling in.

I can say no to taking on 
more work.

3
I feel fresh and 
refreshed.

I participate in social 
activities associated with 
the workplace.

I ask for help or support.

4
I express positive 
comments about my 
work, my colleagues and 
my own value.

I practice active listening 
skills in discussions.

I am responsive to 
unexpected requests.

5 I laugh or smile 
frequently.

I am reflective (rather than 
abrupt) in conversations 
with peers.

I disclose needs and 
perspectives or opinions 
in constructive and open 
ways.

6
I engage in social and 
pleasurable activities 
away from work.

I spend time with 
colleagues during the day.

I keep lists, update 
calendars and plan ahead.

7
I spend enough time 
away from work to be 
in regular contact with 
partner, family and 
friends.

I recognise when 
colleagues need time to 
be alone or not disturbed.

I come to work and leave 
work within standard 
working hours.

8 I reflect on my feelings 
regularly.

I respect the privacy of 
team members.

I am able to complete work 
schedules without needing 
to work overtime or take 
work home.

9 I am planning for a 
vacation.

I celebrate special events 
with team members.

I take leave when it is due 
and disconnect completely 
from work.

10
I spend quiet time 
listening to music, 
reading, in reflection, 
meditation or in prayer.

I respect and try to 
understand differences 
between team members.

I share with my manager 
how I prefer to be 
managed.

11 I encourage colleagues to 
look after themselves.

I reflect on my work 
practices.

12
I consult with colleagues 
for their opinions on work 
issues.

I think about future goals 
or desired vocational 
pathways

2 Adapted from Save the Children Fund USA Staff Support Programme, Stratos NZ
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Falling Asleep
Unfortunately getting to sleep is one of those cases where 
‘the harder you try, the harder it is.’ We all know that 
concentrating on or worrying about falling asleep makes the 
achievement even more elusive. Checking the clock only to 
realise you’ve been in bed for 45-minutes without nodding 
off can be frustrating and only serves to make you more 
alert. Similarly, for many, lying in bed is the first time all day 
that they have time to think. It can be hard to relax with the 
barrage of important, but non-urgent thoughts competing 
for your attention. Worries, responsibilities and to-do lists 
can all start ruminating in our brain and preventing sleep. It 
can be hard to stop counterproductive thoughts entering 
our minds, so instead of simply trying to block them, we 
can replace them with calming, sleep-inducing alternatives. 
Thought exercises that occupy sufficient cognitive space 
to hold off unwanted thoughts may be effective tools. This 
is where the age-old advice of counting sheep comes in 
but there are some (arguably more effective) alternatives 
you can try. Before doing any of these techniques get into 
the position in which you will fall asleep. Don’t worry if your 
mind wanders just gently bring it back to the activity and 
pick up where you left off.

-	 Imagine a place where you feel relaxed. What does it feel, look, 
sound and smell like? It could be your favourite beach, a waterfall 
in the bush or anywhere you feel calm. It can be real or imagined 
but try to go into so much detail that you feel as though you 
really are there. 

-	 Imagine a process. It may be a walk you take regularly, a task you 
do often that has many small steps or a routine you go through. 
Picture the process in detail, paying attention to minute details 
and imagine that you are actually going through the motions. 

-	 Try progressive relaxation. Imagine your body relaxing one part 
at a time from your toes to you head. Go slowly and remember 
to relax even your jaw, eyes and the muscles around your skull. 
You may find it easiest to contract a muscle as tight as you can 
and then let go or simply will the muscle to relax. As you let go of 
tension you may feel as though your body is becoming heavier, 
this is a sign that it’s working. Imagine yourself slowly sinking 
deeper into your mattress.  

-	 Try counting backwards. Start at 1000 and count backwards 
in 7’s. For a slightly easier version try starting at 300 and 
subtracting in 3’s. Along with distracting you the exercise may 
give you an outlet for your stress. 

LearN MORE  
ABOUT SLEEP
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-	 What are you grateful for? While it may sound like an American 
holiday tradition, taking the time to consider three things that 
you are thankful for – be they big or small – can put you into a 
positive state of mind. If done regularly, this exercise can help 
you approach sleep with a more positive mindset. 

	 Focus on your breath with this technique2

Rhythmic Circular Breathing for Sleep
Feel the breath filling up slowly from the diaphragm through your chest to your 
mouth, then, as you breathe out, imagine yourself blowing the breath out of your 
mouth, round in a circle back and through an imaginary hole in your tummy to the 
diaphragm. Take the rhythm fairly slowly. Now you understand the principle, try it. 
Breathe in from the diaphragm slowly through the chest to the mouth, counting 
to four and blow it back to the diaphragm in another count of four. Pick your 
most comfortable, fairly slow, rhythm. The most important part of this is the full 
involvement of the mind in the circular process of breathing. Keep a mental picture 
of the circle in your mind and follow it round at all times, making sure that the mind 
concentrates on and thinks only of this circular rhythm. Then, as there is nothing 
more interesting going on, you will fall asleep.

2 Livingston-Booth 1985

Tips for waking up
•	 Don’t hit snooze. Although it’s tempting to stay in bed for as 

long as possible, sleeping in short intervals until you absolutely 
have to get up will not do you any favours. Try an alarm app that 
requires you to solve a problem or take a photo of something 
before it will turn off. This will force you to wake up fully and give 
you more time for a low stress morning routine.

•	 Get up when you first wake up. When you first wake up 
your head is free from clutter and distraction use this to your 
advantage. Instead of reaching straight for your phone before 
you get out of bed, get up and think through your day ahead 
while you get ready.

•	 Make your bed. A simple but effective way to start off a 
productive and organised day. Getting dressed as soon as you 
get up has a similar effect. 

•	 Open the curtains or turn on the lights. Darkness causes an 
increase in the hormone melatonin that helps us fall asleep. Light 
has the opposite effect. Exposing yourself to bright light early in 
the morning tells your body it’s time to get up and get going. 

•	 Talk to someone. Social contact in the morning can help to 
break your morning slumber. Alternatively, play some upbeat 
music. 

•	 Wash you face with cold water. 
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•	 Physical activity. It doesn’t have to be much but a brief bout of 
exercise can speed up the waking process and make you feel 
more alert. 

Sleep & Shift Work3 
Behavioural strategies for the management of shift work in the 
military: 

-	 Maintain healthy sleep habits and keep track of how much sleep 
you are getting.

-	 Try to minimise the frequency of shift changes to less than once 
per month. 

-	 On days off keep to a consistent sleep schedule that, if feasible, 
allows your sleep times to overlap on both workdays and non-
workdays. 

-	 Take a nap before your shift, use bright light at the start of the 
shift, avoid bright light in the later part of the shift and wear 
sunglasses if driving home during bright morning hours to trick 
your body into preparing for sleep. 

-	 After your shift find a quiet place to sleep or wear earplugs so 
that you do not get disrupted.

-	 Due to the difficulty of sleeping outside of your circadian rhythm 
it will take longer to get adequate sleep so allocate 9-10 hours in 
bed to get the recommended 7-9 hours of sleep

Sleep Deprivation on Executive 
Functions4 

Sleep deprivation impairs our higher order thinking such as 
decision making, planning and execution. These functions 
occur in the brain’s pre-frontal cortex. Because of its 
importance in our daily lives and the role of sleep in recovery 
from and preparation for wake, this region is thought to be 
particularly susceptible to sleep deprivation. In a military 
setting this is particularly dangerous given the nature of our 
work. Sleep deprivation can lead to:

-	 Impaired ability to communicate effectively – poor detection of 
social cues and lower inhibition of inappropriate behaviour

-	 Lack of innovation

-	 Inflexibility of thought processes

-	 Getting side-tracked by distraction

-	 Over-reliance on previous strategies – sticking with something 
that has worked before

-	 Unwillingness to try out novel strategies 

3 Murphy, P. J. (2002).
4 Harrison, Y., & Horne, J. A. (2000).
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5 Hilditch, C. J., Dorrian, J., & Banks, S. (2016)

-	 Unreliable memory for when events occurred – better at 
remembering what happened than when it happened

-	 Change in mood (loss of empathy with colleagues) 

-	 Inability to deal with surprise

-	 Poorer appreciation of one’s own strengths and weaknesses - 
may get in over your head

-	 Impaired risk assessment – underestimation of risk 

Failure to revise strategies following new information – 
ignoring the significance of new Intel and sticking with plan A.

Countermeasures to Sleep 
Deprivation5

The number one remedy for sleepiness is, without a doubt, 
sleep. However, especially within the DF, this is not always 
feasible so it is important to know what you can do to 
effectively improve your ability to function until you can catch 
up on sleep. There are a number of commonly accepted 
countermeasures that, despite what we are led to believe, 
range from briefly or mildly effective to completely ineffective 
and even counterproductive. In contrast napping and caffeine 
intake are effective countermeasures. Napping has been 
shown to boost alertness, productivity and mood in sleep 
deprived individuals.

17 – 19 hours of total sleep deprivation performance 
decrements on reaction time, coordination, vigilance, 
memory, divided attention equal to a Blood Alcohol 
Content of 0.05% – the legal limit for driving in NZ.
Williamson, A. M., & Feyer, A. M. (2000).

Did you know?
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Learn more about 
relaxation and 
visualisation 
exercises
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation	

	 Progressive Muscle Relaxation is a method of relaxation with proven 
effectiveness. It relieves muscle tension, and can help switch off 
the ‘fight or flight’ anxiety response as the nerves in our muscles 
change the type of signals they transmit to the brain. The brain stops 
sending panic messages to our nervous system, and a general feeling 
of physical and mental calmness begins to prevail. The two main 
principles of this technique include:

1.	 Tensing muscle groups (one at a time) to become aware of the 
feeling of tension.

2.	 Relaxing the muscles and feeling the tension in them subside – as 
if flowing out of the body.

	 Allow about 15 minutes for this relaxation exercise. Find a quiet place 
where you won’t be interrupted.

•	 Sit in a comfortable straight-backed chair, with your feet flat on 
the floor.

•	 Close your eyes and use the controlled breathing technique for 
about 5 minutes.

•	 Tense each of the following muscle groups for 5 seconds, then 
relax them completely for 15-20 seconds (pay particular attention 
to the different sensations of tension and relaxation):
o	 Curl both your fists and tighten your biceps and forearms (as if 

lifting weights). Relax.
o	 Wrinkle up your forehead; tighten the muscles in your face 

causing your face to wrinkle; purse your lips and press your 
tongue against the roof of your mouth; hunch your shoulders. 
Relax.

o	 Arch your back as you take a deep breath into your chest. 
Relax.

o	 Taking a deep breath, gently push out your stomach. Relax.
o	 Pull your feet and toes backwards, tightening your shins. 

Relax.
o	 Curl your toes at the same time as tightening your calves, 

thighs and buttocks. Relax

	 Now resume normal activities in a calm and peaceful manner.
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Using imagery and visualisation

Step 1: Find a Quiet Place

Step 2: Choose Your Setting

Step 3: Relax

Once you feel relaxed, picture yourself 
in the most peaceful environment 
that you can imagine. This can be 
an imaginary place, or a memory of 
a place or time that has a special 
meaning to you.

The scene that you imagine is highly 
personal and should ideally be one that 
you feel emotionally drawn to. However, 
if you’re having trouble thinking of an 
image, consider using the following:

•	 Relaxing on a sunny tropical beach, 
listening to the waves, and digging 
your toes into the sand.

•	 Curling up in an armchair in a 
remote cabin, surrounded by 
mountains and snow, and relaxing 
in front of a fire with a cup of  
hot cocoa. 

•	 Going on a picnic with your family 
in your secret spot.

•	 Sitting by a waterfall deep in forest, 
feeling the gentle moisture against 
your face, and listening to birds.

It’s important to remember that 
imagery’s effectiveness relies on using 
all your senses. 

For instance, don’t just imagine yourself 
in the remote mountain resort. In your 
imagination, look around you. Pay 
attention to the rustic feel of the room. 
Feel the fire’s warmth against your skin, 
and inhale the musky, earthy scent 
of the wood’s smoke. Touch the cozy 
blanket, taste the sweet hot chocolate, 
and look out of the window at the lake 
outside. Experience the feeling of 
having nothing else to do but eat, read, 
and go for a walk.

Your goal is to immerse yourself fully in 
the scene: this includes what you can 
see, taste, touch, and smell, as well as 
how you feel. The more details that you 
can include in your imagery, the more 
effective this technique will be.

Keep in mind that when you first begin 
to use imagery, it might feel strange, 
and you may have difficulty immersing 
yourself fully in your imagined scene. 
With practice, this will get easier; your 
imagination will get stronger, and you’ll 
be able to enter a relaxed state more 
quickly.

If possible, find a quiet place to sit down. This could be an empty room, or even 
your office. Close your eyes, and breathe slowly and deeply to calm down.

Stay in your relaxed scene for as long as you feel comfortable, or as long as your 
schedule allows. Continue breathing deeply, and try not to let any outside thoughts 
intrude. When you’re ready to leave, sit quietly, and let your mind turn back to the 
situation at hand. 

You’ll now feel much more relaxed, in control, and ready to tackle your challenges.
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Become more aware of your thoughts and the affect they 
have on your life. When you’re more aware of the way you 
think, you can take action to use positive situations to your 
advantage, and re-shape the negative ones. The goal is 
to think positively, regardless of the situation, and make a 
conscious effort to see opportunities instead of obstacles.

Learn more 
about helpful 
thinking habits & 
mindfulness tools
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Thought Awareness
	 Thought Awareness is the process by which you observe your 

thoughts and become aware of what is going through your head. 
Examples of negative thinking include fearing the future, putting 
yourself down, criticising yourself for errors, doubting your 
abilities, or expecting failure. Thought awareness is the first step 
in the process of managing negative thoughts, as you can only 
manage thoughts that you’re aware of. 

	 Negative thinking damages your confidence, harms your 
performance, and paralyzes your mental skills. Negative thoughts 
tend to flit into our consciousness, do their damage, and flit back 
out again, with their significance having barely been noticed. Since 
we do not challenge them, they can be completely incorrect and 
wrong. However, this does not diminish their harmful effect.

	 A general approach to Thought Awareness is logging stress in a 
Stress Diary. One of the benefits of using a Stress Diary is that, 
for one or two weeks, you log all of the unpleasant things in your 
life that cause you stress. This will include negative thoughts and 
anxieties, and can also include difficult or unpleasant memories 
and situations that you perceive as negative.

	 By logging your negative thoughts for a reasonable period of time, 
you can quickly see patterns in your negative thinking. When you 
analyse your diary, you should be able to see the most common 
and most damaging thoughts. Tackle these as a priority.

Appendix 7



94  LEADERS GUIDE

Rational Thinking
	 The next step in dealing with negative thinking is to challenge 

the negative thoughts that you identified using the Thought 
Awareness technique. Look at every thought you wrote down 
and rationally challenge it. Ask yourself whether the thought is 
reasonable, and does it stand up to fair scrutiny?

	 Consider the evidence that supports and does not support 
your thought:

•	 What’s the evidence that supports/does not support my 
thinking?

•	 Am I certain or am I guessing?

•	 Have I confused a thought with a fact?

•	 Am I letting my emotions guide my thinking?

	 Next, consider the odds or chances that this thought will 
actually happen. 

•	 Am I 100% sure this will happen?

•	 How many times has this happened before?

•	 If it did happen, could I cope with it?

	 Next, you can also consider what you would say to a friend 
or what a friend would say to you. We are often harder on 
ourselves than we would be on our friends. Ask yourself:

•	 What would I tell a friend in the same situation?

•	 What would a friend tell me in this situation?

	 Finally, consider the words you are using in your thinking. 
Overly negative thinking often uses extreme words such as 
never, always, no one, nothing or everything.

•	 Am I using extreme words in my thinking such as never, 
always, no one, nothing or everything?

•	 As well, the words should or must are also problematic 
because they leave no room for mistakes or flexibility in your 
thinking – setting you up for unrealistic standards. So ask 
yourself: Am I expecting perfection in myself or others by 
using the words should or must?

	 After we have challenged our negative thoughts, we need to 
replace these thoughts with more positive, helpful and motivating 
ones. Often just by asking and answering the questions above 
you will find a more positive realistic thought. The following table 
offers possible remedies for common mind traps:
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Match your score against the table below

Mind Traps Remedies

“Should” statements Use the verb “want” instead of “should.” Give yourself some 
flexibility in deciding what you want to do.

All-or-nothing thinking Don’t make black-or-white judgments. Think of the in-
between points or percentages (40% or 75%).

Overgeneralizations Examine the evidence. Is something always true? Or has it 
happened two times out of the past five?

Mental filtering Look for the positive side as well as the negative. Focus on 
solving the problem.

Rejecting positive experiences Acknowledge and accept the reality of positive experiences 
or events.

Jumping to conclusions Get the facts first. See if the evidence supports your 
conclusion.

Emotional reasoning Step away from just your emotions, and try to look at 
yourself as others see you.

Labelling Describe the behaviour, not yourself. If you make a mistake, 
acknowledge the mistake; don’t blame yourself.

Personalizing Make yourself prove that you are responsible for the 
situation. What is the evidence?

	 When you challenge negative thoughts rationally, you should be 
able to see quickly whether the thoughts are wrong, or whether 
they have some substance to them. Where there is some 
substance, take appropriate action. In these cases, negative 
thinking has given you an early warning of action that you need to 
take.

To reprogram your self-talk, start slowly. Consider how you can:

•	 Reframe the way you perceive events. Reframing is a way of 
restating negative self-talk into positive affirmation. It puts the 
picture or experience into a different frame, so that you can look 
at it in a new way. Consider the worst-case scenario of a given 
situation. What would happen to you? What new opportunities 
might emerge from that event? In other words, look at a situation 
from as many different views as possible. What can you learn 
about it? A situation that might seem disastrous could offer 
exciting new opportunities. What seems like a terrible mistake 
may be a great chance to learn.

•	 Affirm yourself. Give yourself reassurance and support. Positive 
and constructive self-talking takes practice; at first, it may seem 
uncomfortable. But keep on using it. Tell yourself that you’re fine, 
that you’ll make it, and that you deserve that pay rise, for example. 
Give yourself credit when it’s due. The positive alternatives will 
gain strength because they actually make more sense.
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Positive Thinking & Opportunity 
Seeking
	 Positive thinking should be used, with common sense. First, 

decide rationally what goals you can realistically attain with hard 
work, and then use balanced thinking to reinforce these. 

Affirmations

	 Affirmations are positive, specific statements that help you to 
overcome self-sabotaging, negative thoughts (“I can do this”, “I 
am calm and relaxed”). They help you visualise, and believe in, 
what you’re affirming to yourself, helping you to make positive 
changes to your life and career. By basing your affirmations on 
the clear, rational assessments of facts that you made using 
Rational Thinking, you can undo the damage that negative 
thinking may have done to your self-confidence.

	 Some people may view affirmations as “wishful thinking,” or 
simply looking at the world with an unrealistic perspective. Try 
looking at positive affirmations this way – many of us do repetitive 
exercises to improve our body’s physical health and condition. 
Affirmations are like exercises for our mind and outlook; these 
positive mental repetitions can reprogram our thinking patterns so 
that, over time, we begin to think, and act, in a new way.

	 Affirmations should be formed in the present tense, as if they’re already happening. This 
helps you believe that the statement is true right now. For instance, “I am well-prepared 
and well-rehearsed, and I can give a great presentation” would be a great affirmation to 
use if you often feel nervous speaking in front of a group.

	 The power of affirmations also lies in their repetition. It’s useful to 
recite your affirmations several times a day (have them pop up in 
your computer diary). You also need to repeat your affirmation as 
soon as you start to engage in a negative thought or behaviour.

	 Affirmations are often more effective when they’re paired with 
other positive thinking and goal-setting techniques. For instance, 
affirmations work particularly well alongside visualisation 
– instead of just picturing the change we’d like to see with 
visualization, we’re also saying it aloud using a positive affirmation. 
Affirmations are also useful when setting personal goals. Once 
you’ve identified the goals you’d like to achieve in the short and 
long term, you can use positive affirmations to help keep yourself 
motivated in order to achieve them.

	 Start by thinking of the areas of your life you’d like to change. 
For instance, do you wish you had more patience? Or better 
relationships with your friends or colleagues? Or do you want 
a more productive workday? Come up with a positive, present-
tense statement you can repeat to yourself several times a day. 
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	 Keep these realistic; if you can’t believe the affirmations you’re 
repeating to yourself, it’s highly unlikely that they’ll have any 
impact on your life.

Overcoming Perfectionism

	 Perfectionism is a set of self-defeating thought patterns that push 
you to try to achieve unrealistically high goals. While we all need to 
do high quality work, excessive perfectionism can do more harm 
than good. For instance, it can be damaging to your self-esteem 
and to that of the people you work with. It can put a strain on your 
relationships, and, in some cases, it can lead to health issues. 

	 While a quest for success can be healthy, perfectionists are 
never satisfied with what they achieve. If something isn’t perfect, 
they dismiss it. They may experience fear of failure, doubt, 
unhappiness, and other painful emotions. They see mistakes as 
unacceptable, as they think that these lead others to see them 
as incompetent. By contrast, people striving for excellence in 
a healthy way see mistakes as an opportunity to grow; they 
understand that mistakes are part of the learning process, and 
they accept them.

Use these strategies to deal with perfectionism:

1. 	 Set realistic goals – Perfectionists often set goals so high 
that there’s little hope of achieving them. Come up with several 
lifetime goals and then break these down into yearly and 
monthly goals. It can feel great to achieve these smaller goals!

2. 	 Listen to your emotions – Whenever you’re feeling 
anxious, unhappy, or scared about a task, ask yourself 
whether you’ve set your goal too high. 

3. 	 Don’t fear mistakes - Mistakes are part of life. They 
can even provide rich learning experiences, if you have the 
courage to examine them. If you make a real effort to learn 
from each mistake that you make, you’ll grow as a result.

4. 	 Readjust your personal rules - Perfectionists often live 
by a rigid set of rules. These rules could range from “I must 
never make mistakes”. Although it’s healthy to have high 
personal standards, they need to be flexible and helpful, not 
unrelenting and unrealistic.

5. 	 Focus on the whole - Perfectionists often exhibit “tunnel 
vision”. They focus on one small part of something and ignore 
the rest. Challenge this by making an effort to look at what 
you’ve done right. Don’t focus exclusively on the negative.

6. 	 Watch what you tell yourself - Be careful using these 
“must,” “should,” or “shouldn’t” words in your thinking; they 
can often lead you to create unrealistic expectations.
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7. 	 Relax and be more spontaneous - Perfectionists often 
find it difficult to relax and be spontaneous. Relaxation and 
spontaneity are not only necessary for a healthy life, but 
they can also improve your productivity and well-being. Take 
regular breaks when you’re at work to stretch, walk around, or 

do deep breathing exercises.

Overcoming Fear of Failure
	 Most of us will stumble and fall in life. Doors will get slammed in 

our faces, and we might make some bad decisions.  Failure can 
teach us things about ourselves that we would never have learned 
otherwise. For instance, failure can help you discover how strong 
a person you are, help you discover your truest friends, or find 
unexpected motivation to succeed. Often, valuable insights come 
only after a failure and help us build our resilience in the face of 
future challenges. Accepting and learning from those insights is 
key to succeeding in life.

	 The fear of failing can be immobilizing – it can cause us to do 
nothing, and therefore resist moving forward. Fear of failure is 
when we allow that fear to stop us doing the things that can 
move us forward to achieve our goals. It’s almost impossible to 
go through life without experiencing some kind of failure. The 
wonderful thing about failure is that it’s entirely up to us to decide 
how to look at it. We can choose to see failure as “the end of the 
world,” or as proof of just how inadequate we are. Or, we can 
look at failure as the incredible learning experience that it often 
is. Every time we fail at something, we can choose to look for the 
lesson we’re meant to learn. These lessons are very important; 
they’re how we grow, and how we keep from making that same 
mistake again. Failures stop us only if we let them.

More about mindfulness
	 Mindfulness is a state of awareness, or “presence” of mind. Rather 

than being led by thoughts and feelings, often influenced by past 
experiences and fears of future occurrences, mindfulness builds 
living with full attention and purpose in the moment. 

	Y ou can train your brain to support you in taking a mindful 
approach to stress and to perform better in all aspects of our 
lives. How you focus your attention plays a critical role in how you 
deal with stress. Scattered attention impairs your ability to let go 
of stress, because even though your attention is scattered, it is 
narrowly focused, for you are only able to fixate on the stressful 
parts of your experience. When your attentional spotlight is 
widened, you can more easily let go of stress. 

	 By widening your attentional focus, you become an observer 
(vs responder) and your brain’s electrical activity drops to more 
relaxed open frequencies. The sympathetic part of your autonomic 
nervous system, which engages the fight or flight response, tones 
down, and the parasympathetic system increases it’s dominance 
(rational thinking prevails). 
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	 Widening attention involves paying attention to even the most 
routine of tasks. For example, as you drive to work each day on the 
same road, you become numb to your surroundings. By activating 
your perceptual capabilities (a house you have never noticed 
before) you are activating the executive control centre of your 
frontal lobes. The more you feed your brain with this attentional 
shift, the more it becomes your way of being present in the world. 
Your prefrontal cortex (PFC) gives you the ability to maintain 
sustained attention and make complex decisions. Keeping it 

activated will continue to strengthen these skills.

More Mindfulness Exercises5 
Being in the moment

	 Sit back and feel the weight of the book in your hands, feel the 
texture of the cover. As you breathe in and out deeply, feel the 
temperature in the room on your skin. Random thoughts might 
come to mind. Simply observe and accept them as they pass by, 
as if they are cars going slowly by. You don’t have to stop any of 
the ‘cars’ to examine them, just let them pass by. By practicing 
this type of observing and acceptance, you can detach from your 
worries and concerns, they can simply drift by, not sticking around 
long enough to take root. By detaching from your thoughts they 
become less present in your mind.

	 By being in the moment you can cleanse yourself of the nuisance 
worries and anxiety about what to do about something in the 
future that might not even happen. Being present in the moment 
allows your brain to experience the vibrancy and richness of the 
now. Maintaining an observing perspective helps you develop a 
non-judgemental attitude. You delay reacting to the situation until 
all of the information is put into perspective. 

Engaging the half knowing smile 

	 Smile ever so slightly, just enough to lift the outside edges of 
your lips up. If you like you can think of something mildly funny 
or someone or something that makes you feel happy. The simple 
behaviour of smiling ever so quietly cultivates a quiet mind. 

Power pose 

	 Stand with your feet a little wider than shoulder-width apart, 
with your hands on your hips. Then inhale slowly and deeply for 
four to five seconds. Don’t rush it. You want to get your lungs full 
without holding your breath. Then exhale slowly, for about six 
seconds, emptying your lungs completely. Continue breathing 
in this way, as you remain in the pose for 2 minutes (browse 
the internet for “power poses”, to see other options, if this one 
doesn’t work for you).

6 http://www.pocketmindfulness.com/6-mindfulness-exercises-you-
can-try-today/

http://www.the-guided-meditation-site.com/mindfulness-exercises.
html
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	 Doing non-verbal power poses for even just 2 minutes can result 
in huge reductions in the stress hormone cortisol, with associated 
increases in testosterone, a hormone associated with confident, 
assertive behaviours. People who practiced power poses briefly 
prior to an evaluation interview were rated as more confident and 
assertive (Carney, Cuddy and Yap 2010).

	 Useful during your workday. When you feel stress increasing, lean 
back in your chair. Open your chest, by moving your hands back 
and rolling your shoulders back. 

One Minute Breathing

	 This exercise can be done anywhere at any time, standing up or 
sitting down. All you have to do is focus on your breath for just 
one minute. Start by breathing in and out slowly, holding your 
breath for a count of six seconds once you’ve inhaled. Then 
breathe out slowly, letting the breath flow effortlessly out.

	 Leave your eyes open and breathe normally. Be ready to catch 
your mind from wandering off (because it will) and return your 
attention to your breath.

	 This mindfulness exercise is far more powerful than most people 
will think. It takes some people many years of practice before they 
are able to complete a single minute of alert, clear attention. Use 
this exercise many times throughout the day to restore your mind 
to the present moment and to restore your mind to clarity and 
peace. Over time, you can gradually extend the duration of this 
exercise into longer and longer periods.

The Ten Second Count

	 In this exercise, rather than focussing on your breath, you just 
close your eyes and focus your attention on slowly counting to 
ten. If your concentration wanders off, start back at number one! 
For most people, it goes something like this...

		�  “One...two...three...do I have to buy milk today or did John 
say he’d do it? Oh, oops, I’m thinking!”

		�  “One...two...three...four...this isn’t so hard after all... Oh no....
that’s a thought! Start again.”

		�  “One...two...three... now I’ve got it. I’m really concentrating 
now...” 

Touch Points

	 Think of something that happens more than once every day, 
something you take for granted, like opening a door, for example. 
At the very moment you touch the door knob to open the door, 
allow yourself to be completely mindful of where you are, how 
you feel and what you are doing. Similarly, the moment you open 
your computer to start work, take a moment to appreciate the 
hands that let you do this, and the brain that will help you use 
the computer.
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	 The cues don’t have to be physical ones. It could be that every 
time you have a negative thought you take a mindful moment to 
release that thought. Or it could be that, every time you smell 
food, you take a mindful moment to rest in the appreciation of 
having food to eat. Choose a touch point that resonates with you 
daily. Then, instead of going through the motions on auto-pilot, 
you can stop and stay in the moment, resting in the awareness of 
this activity.

Conscious Observation

	 Pick up an object that you have lying around. Any mundane 
everyday object will do...a coffee cup or a pen for example. Hold 
it in your hands and allow your attention to be fully absorbed by 
the object. Observe it. Don’t assess it or think about it, or study it 
intellectually. Just observe it for what it is. 

	Y ou’ll feel a sense of heightened “nowness” during this exercise. 
Conscious observation can really give you a feeling of “being 
awake”. Notice how your mind quickly releases thoughts of 
past or future, and how different it feels to be in the moment. 
Conscious observation is a form of meditation. It’s subtle, but 
powerful. 

Drop Anchor 

	 This is a simple exercise to centre yourself and connect with the 
world around you. Practice it throughout the day, especially any 
time you find yourself getting caught up in your thoughts and 
feelings. 

1. 	 Plant your feet into the floor. 

2. 	 Push them down—notice the floor beneath you, supporting 
you. 

3. 	 Notice the muscle tension in your legs as you push your feet 
down. 

4. 	 Notice your entire body—and the feeling of gravity flowing 
down through your head, spine, and legs into your feet. 

5. 	 Now look around and notice what you can see and hear 
around you. Notice where you are and what you’re doing. 

Notice Five Things6 

	 This exercise will help you centre yourself and engage with your 
environment. Practice it when you find yourself getting caught up 
in your thoughts and feelings. 

•	 Pause for a moment 
•	 Look around and notice five things that you can see. 
•	 Listen carefully and notice five things that you can hear. 
•	 Notice five things that you can feel in contact with your body 

(for example, your watch against your wrist, your trousers 
against your legs, the air on your face, your feet upon the 
floor, your back against the chair). 

•	 Finally, do all of the above simultaneously 

6.Ibid
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Put in place an approach for dealing with stress as it 
occurs 

Additional  
resilience tools  
& stress busters  
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Step 1: Stop. 

	 As soon as you begin to feel stress coming on, say “Stop!” to 
yourself. For example, your computer freezes just as you’re trying 
to finish your presentation, and you feel that rush of anxiety with 
failure messages flooding into your mind: “The presentation will 
fail; I’ll fail; I’ll be fired.” Block those messages before they can be 
heard by saying, “Stop!” Repeat the message two more times: 
“Stop!” “Stop!”

Step 2: Breathe. 

	 The next step is to breathe. Take a deep breath, filling your 
diaphragm with air. Hold that breath for eight seconds, and then 
slowly let the air out. Just as the word “stop” blocks the negative 
thoughts from your mind, breathing overcomes the stress 
tendency to hold your breath when under stress. Focusing on 
breathing helps you to focus on your stress in a different way.

Step 3: Reflect. 

	 By interrupting the pattern of stress and giving yourself energy 
through breathing, you can now focus on the real problem, the 
cause of the stress. By reflecting on your stress response, you 
can begin to distinguish the different levels of thought and to sort 
out rational from irrational stress responses. You can see the 
practical situation more calmly and realistically, and distinguish it 
from the distortions of your anxiety-influenced thoughts.

Step 4: Choose. 

	 Finally, with your attention now on the practical problem itself, you 
can choose to find real solutions. For example, after rebooting 
your computer you may discover that very little material was lost, 
or that even without the lost material, you’ll still be able to get 
the information across to your audience using the old-fashioned 
method of talking it through. What might have seemed a disaster 
becomes a manageable problem. By identifying your options you 
have the power to solve the problem.

	 Stress busters can become easy and natural ways to help you 
endure those anxious moments, and enjoy your life and work.
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Try “minis.” 

	 Minis are shorter versions of the relaxation response technique 
that you can use quickly, whenever you feel tension beginning to 
grip you. Taking the following actions will help to reduce stress if 
you don’t have a lot of time:

•	 Take a deep breath and hold it for several seconds. Then let 
your breath out very slowly.

•	 Put your right hand just under your navel. Focus on 
breathing down to your navel. As you breathe in the first time, 
say the number ten. Breathe out. Then breathe in and say the 
number nine. Breathe out. Continue until you reach zero.

•	 Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth 
ten times. Notice how cool the air feels when you inhale and 
how warm it is when you exhale.

•	 Imagine air as a cloud. As you breathe, envision that the air 
comes to you as a cloud, filling you and then leaving you.

•	 Enjoy humour. Just laughing can transform that rigidly tight 
facial expression of tension into more relaxed and flexible 
features. Humour is also a way to reframe negative self-talk 
into something more positive and fun. Watch a favourite 
comedy show or seek out people who make you laugh.

Do’s

•	 While you don’t want to turn your office 
into a gym, simple pieces of exercise 
equipment that can be used for 5- to 
10-minute sessions (e.g., an exercise ball 
or hand weights) may let you work off 
frustration and build positive energy. 

•	 Tuning in to your favourite music station 
for a few minutes at work can give your 
mind a well-deserved break from your 
daily activities, and may help to boost 
your energy level. Additionally, listening 
to soothing music at a reasonable 
volume may help ease your stress 
without taking your focus off your work.

Don’ts

•	 Coffee - Many people like to start their 
day with a cup of coffee. However, 
coffee is a stimulant, and drinking 
too much of it when you are already 
stressed can make you jumpy and 
nervous. Enjoy it in moderation and avoid 
using it as an “energy booster.” 

•	 Fast food - When work gets really busy, 
a lot of people fall back on a diet of fast 
food and comfort snacks. Avoid this. 
High stress already puts a burden on 
your digestive and circulatory systems. 
Adding high fat, high carb or sugar laden 
foods will only negatively impact your 
overall health.

•	 Information comes from a lot of sources: 
e-mail, phones, paperwork. Having to 
juggle all these sources is a major source 
of stress, especially if many are bringing 
bad news. Try, if possible, not to give 
attention to all these sources of input at 
once. Turn off your phone when and if 
you can.
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