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Helpful Coping Strategies

Below are useful strategies for managing difficult emotions. You have probably used some of these at various times in your life, although you may not have thought about them as strategies. Often, people forget to use coping strategies when they need them the most. Experiment with the suggestions below - some strategies may work better for you than others.

Sleep/Nutrition/Exercise: One way to feel better is to take better care of yourself. Sleep, diet and exercise are some of the first areas to suffer when people are under stress. Try eating better and getting regular exercise. If sleep is a problem, have good sleep routines: go to sleep at the same time every day, limit daytime naps to 15 minutes, don’t nap after 4 pm, no caffeine in the evening, and remember that alcohol reduces your quality of sleep.

Talk to Someone: Sometimes it can be useful to talk through upsetting thoughts and feelings with a trusted friend. Alternatively, you may decide to talk with a friend about other topics, in an effort to get your mind off distressing thoughts and feelings for a time.

Spirituality: If you have a spiritual or religious practice, drawing on these beliefs, traditions, and practices may prove useful in times of stress.

Schedule Pleasant Activities: Increasing the number of positive activities that you engage in will help you feel better. Identify activities that you find enjoyable and schedule them into your day. Although being active and engaged is often the last thing you want to do if you are feeling depressed, it is actually a very effective way to combat a depressed mood.

Breathing for Relaxation: Breathing exercises are a quick way to reduce anxiety and tension. Practice often when you are not anxious. Then, when you are anxious, breathing can reduce your anxiety to a manageable level so you can more easily cope with other problems.

Challenge Your Thinking: Thoughts are related to feelings and behaviors. Challenge your thinking to find out whether inaccurate and unrealistic thought processes are contributing to feelings of distress. If so, develop an alternative thought and action plans. For example, the thought, “I just can’t cope with problem X” may be changed to “I can cope with problem X if I work on it one step at a time, and I will work on one step now.”

Positive Coping Statements: Sometimes saying things in a different way can help you feel better. When facing a difficult situation, tell yourself positive things instead of negative, hopeless things. Remind yourself that you can get through the situation and that you are learning new skills for dealing with difficult situations. Remember that feelings pass with time. No feeling is final.

Distraction: Distraction can be useful for regulating your emotions in situations in which it is not desirable, appropriate, or possible to fully experience or express your emotions (such as when you are in a business meeting, a class, etc.). Although distraction is a useful coping strategy, it should only be used in moderation. Be sure that you are not relying on distraction to avoid your painful emotions all of the time. Distraction might include a scheduled pleasant event or something more unplanned such as calling someone on the phone to chat, going for a walk, going shopping, etc.
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*Training material adapted from the National Center for PTSD and National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s Psychological First Aid (2006) and Skills for Psychological Recovery (2007) Field Guides














