
       STRESS AND ANXIETY MANAGEMENT CHECKLIST 

by Frank D. Young Ph.D., R. Psych.1[1] 

  

As soon as you become aware that stress is taking you into the realm of anxiety, a generalized 

feeling of dread and uncertainty, consider beginning to break the short-circuit into panic by using 

these questions and methods: 

A. CHANGING THE ACTIVATION LEVEL 

 (blood pressure, heart rate, body temperature, breathing rate, etc.) 

  

1. Do I want to be anxious? This introduces the element of choice. Oddly enough, what 

feels like an unmanageable wave of fear, horror, and dread, can begin to be managed as 

you stop to consider your choices for alternative action. 

  

2. How anxious do I want to be? On a scale where 1=nervous to 10=total panic, where 

would I rate myself right now? Where would I like to be?   Again, the elements of 

choice and the perspective of previous experience of recovery. 

  

3.                    How long do I want to be anxious? Remember that anxiety cannot last forever. Like 

other parts of life, it too shall pass. You need to employ coping strategies while you await 

the fading of anxiety. 

  

4.                    How do I want to express my anxiety, if at all? What would it look like, feel like, 

sound like to myself and others? We often assume that crying, blushing, sweating, or 

quickly leaving a situation would lead to shame, others’ condemnation , and ultimate 

rejection. Not necessarily. 
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5.                    Which method will I use first to bring down my activation level? If that doesn’t work, 

what will I use then? What is my fall-back plan? Use breathing techniques, PMR, 

imagery, biofeedback, yoga, tai chi, or other meditation methods to bring your emotional 

temperature down. There are guided relaxation programs (including the author’s) 

available to teach various forms of meditation. Almost all of them train you to develop a 

sense of sanctuary, a special portable place inside where you can be safe and secure.  

  

6.                    Establish a meditative routine of 20 waking minutes per day just devoted to you  and 

developing your safe place or sacred space of sanctuary. This is the primary universal 

intervention of positive mental heath and mental fitness. 

  

7.                    In addition to this practice, there is another radically different approach that is also 

highly effective. What if I went into The Eye of the Tiger? How about trying to Hug the 

Monster? This paradoxical approach involves actively hyperventilating and inviting 

anxiety symptoms to take charge of your experience by blushing, sweating, shaking, 

intensifying these symptoms and thus getting ahead of them. Thus you take charge of 

your symptoms to break the cycle “You have nothing to fear but fear itself.” It is often 

amazing to understand that you can actively make your symptoms worse; thus you can 

learn symptom modulation, then symptom mastery. Usually, this approach is best done 

with the support of a coach or therapist or a trusted friend. 

  

When you have used these methods to bring down your activation level, you are ready to ask the 

next set of questions. 

  

  

B.                    COGNITIVE REAPPRAISAL OF THE SITUATION 

  

1.                    What aspect of the situation is worrying me? Is it the behavior, the number of times, 

the extent, the frequency, the tone of voice he uses, the gestures, the context, who is 

present, when it happens or where? (This question suggests possible variations in place or 

scheduling that could be potential solutions). 

  



2.                    What vulnerability in me or my group or family is being threatened? Is it a physical 

threat, loss of security, loss of status, my sense of order or control, my job, my 

membership in this group, losing face in front of others? What does this incident say 

about me and my insecurities? (This question proposes that my sense of insecurity may 

be part of the problem). 

  

3.                    What is the ultimate catastrophe? For each scenario project the questions “Then 

what? Why would that necessarily be a tragedy?” Even death does not have to be a 

catastrophe, for ourselves or others, once we think through the events following the fall 

of the first domino. It’s okay to let go. Ultimately, we all have to learn that skill 

eventually. Why not begin now, to learn how to escape freedom from fear? 

  

4.                    What does it say about my sense of how reality should be that I feel so overwhelmed? 

Does reality have to be the way I would like it to be? (This question examines the 

issues of entitlement and egocentricity. It also leads to acceptance, the surrender of 

attachment to desire while maintaining personal purpose.) 

  

5.                    If I were not feeling anxious in this situation, what emotion would I have to deal 

with? Could it be sorrow, sadness, worry, the frustration of not having a need met, 

disappointment, despair, loneliness, powerlessness? How would the situation be different 

if I expressed my primary and focused emotion or real need instead of the secondary and 

diffuse emotion of anxiety? (possible point of exploration to solution). 

  

6.                    How can I reappraise this situation so that it does not feel so threatening? (possible 

reframing solutions). 

  

7.                    Solution focus.  Sometimes the scope of anxiety can be reduced using the principle of 

management by exception. In what life situations does anxiety fail to occur where we 

expected it might? In looking for supports and skill-sets that emerge in those situations, 

we can transfer these resources to apply to anxiety problem contexts so now they can 

operate effectively, thus shrinking the scope of anxiety problems in our life. 

  

When you have applied these cognitive frameworks, you are ready to ask the next set of 

questions. 



  

  

C. LIFE CANNOT BE CONTROLLED, BUT IT CAN BE MANAGED 

  

1.   Situational stress often arises in situations where we have little perceived control 

over the 

variables that affect our security and happiness. For example, the random threat of an 

imminent terrorist attack can be extremely stressful in a conflict zone of the world, like 

Israel or Palestine. To a lesser extent, stress can arise in a workplace where the worker 

feels relatively powerless to influence factors such as work volume or complexity, or 

access to resources to deal with the load, or chances to escape through transfer or 

promotion. How can I organize the work group or organization to restructure, or failing 

that, get some protection to mitigate these factors? 

  

2. Life cannot be controlled. Most anxiety arises from the faulty assumption that we can 

control our world, or at least our immediate life circumstances. While we can organize 

and structure our world to a certain extent, many factors operate in random and 

sometimes chaotic ways to thwart our careful plans. How can I learn to accept that life or 

fate deals the cards; we are here to play them? 

  

3.      Margin management. How do I create margins of time, energy, and resources to 

mitigate against  unforeseen delays or setbacks? Effective people build in contingency 

margins in every project they undertake. For example, they leave 5 minutes extra 

traveling time between appointments so that they can arrive on time, focused, and 

centered for that meeting. They bring reading material to use waiting time productively. 

  

4. Priorities. Underlying many anxiety problems is a fundamental difficulty with selection 

of priorities.  Effective people regularly assess what values and activities are 

fundamentally important to their happiness, then set time and resources aside to make 

sure these priorities are at least partially fulfilled. How can I make sure I examine values 

and priorities in my life? How can I learn to refuse attractive but cluttering opportunities 

that detract from my ability to attain my most central goals? 

  



5.       Assertiveness. Many anxiety disorders have a corresponding factor of difficulty in saying 

“No.” to the requests of other people. Guilt, shame, fear of offending others, and fear of 

rejection often underlie problems of assertion. Sometimes, all that is necessary is to learn 

polite ways to be respectful to both yourself and the other person as you turn down their 

request. These formats are available from the assertiveness literature. One easy format 

(see Assertiveness article in this series) is DESC: Describe the behavior that another 

person is doing that bothers you. Express how you feel when he does that. Specify or 

suggest an alternative solution that the other person could do instead. Consequence: 

outline and outcome that would be favorable for that person if he follows the suggested 

solution. 

  

6.       Self-Worth. One essential feature of self-esteem is self-worth, the sense that, as a person, 

each of us has a fundamental right to be, and to live. Self-respect is the basis of solid 

social respect, and sets up the basis of personal and social identity. 

  

7.       Boundary Management. In defining a sense of personal scope and responsibility, it can 

be important to identify your strengths, but more importantly, your limitations. Anxiety 

often arises when we take on more responsibility than we have the capacity to deliver. 

When we benchmark these capacities against reasonable standards of expectation 

for goal attainment in our field, we are now in a position to know whether the 

acceptance of a mission or project is sustainable and deliverable. Remember, we were not 

born to save the entire world, just the limited parts that are within our sustainable scope. 

  

8.       Acceptance and serenity. The serenity prayer still applies: Lord give me the strength 

and courage to change what I can, to accept what I can’t change, and the wisdom to know 

the difference. Acceptance is far from passive. It is an active embracing of the world as it 

is, including some unfairness and power differentials, and working actively within these 

confines to gradually transform them by limiting their influence over our lives. Trust in 

ourselves and our ability to transform ourselves (and thus, a microcosm of our world) is a 

key to acceptance while attending to purpose with passion. 

  

If you have come this far, and problems of anxiety management still are unresolved, you may 

want to proceed to the next set of guidelines. 

  

  



C.                    RELAPSE PREVENTION 

  

1. Graduated Exposure. While anxiety issues can be discussed and strategized with a 

therapist, and can be desensitized in the therapist’s office, sooner or later the client needs 

to practice these methods of coping in the real world, the context in which the anxiety 

arises. Homework is structured in manageable steps that are within the client’s 

strengthening capability. For example, a client with a cat phobia would have several 

office sessions of preparation, followed by a visit or two to a pet store to actually 

approach and later hold cats. 

  

2. Stress Innoculation. In the latter phases of treatment, the client is urged to do 

oversimulations, that is, to cope with situations that are beyond the usual stress level the 

client would expect to encounter in real life. For example, in the case of a flight phobia, 

the client and therapist might charter a plane and pilot for  a flight in a small aircraft 

where various turns and simulated turbulence would be more extreme than would be 

encountered in a much larger airliner. Once the client has passed this test, and 

subsequently flown without anxiety, the probability of relapse is very low. 

  

Finally, if you are pursuing the issue of generalized anxiety and want to examine its sources in 

greater depth, this next set of questions may be helpful. 

  

  

E.             UNDERLYING ISSUES 

  

1.                    How do I invite this problem to keep happening to me over and over again? (search 

for common elements or patterns). What brings back the problem, even when I thought it 

was solved? (Look for pseudo-solutions, premature resolutions, caving-in to the other 

rather than a solution where your needs are also addressed). 

  

2.                    With what kinds of people do I have these problems? Who or what earlier life 

situations does this remind me of? (possible transference from mother, father, older 

sibling, teacher, authority figure). Do these problems only occur in intimate 

relationships? (possible problems with issues of intimacy, engulfment or abandonment 



fears, extra sensitivity to perceived issues of control and autonomy). Do they disappear 

when I have a spouse or close friend present? (could suggest abandonment, dependency 

issues).  

  

3.                    With whom in my life do I have to make peace? With whom are there unresolved 

issues or tensions? How can I begin this process, even if the other people are dead or 

unavailable? How do I change the roles and rules that have held me back from peace and 

happiness in my life? (types of therapy processes to get there). 

  

4.                    Who can I trust  to be supportive and firm in guiding this process of self-

examination on the path to internal peace? (guidelines in search for therapist, intimate 

friend, spiritual guide).  

 

 

 
 


