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Make This Moment Better  

Stress and Trauma Can Create Problems - Skills are Solutions 

Modest amounts of stress are normal, can be desirable and even healthy.  Our 
emotions give us information that our “thinking” system can’t – and, if used 
properly with attention and awareness, emotions can help us know what to do.  

Excessive stress, of course, can be problematic and can build up to create physical, 
emotional and/or interpersonal problems. We can get stuck in painful emotions 
(over-activated or over-stimulated), or they can become automatic, creating 
suffering. We also can become numb to our emotions (under-activated or under-
stimulated). This leads to disengagement and creates suffering. Most of the time 
there is something we can do to bring about balance, and that will be our focus.  

We will look at many factors that contribute to stress accumulating. We will 
identify a variety of attention, emotion and interpersonal skills to reduce distress, 
prevent problems related to stress and trauma, and help to live a satisfying life. 

What we call skills are the things we do purposefully to manage our attention, 
emotional reactions, seek support (or provide support), build relationships, and 
solve problems effectively.  Skills start with awareness – awareness of our own 
experience –  and our ability to improve this moment when desirable.  

Understanding Stress and Trauma Basics  

The Bio-Psycho-Social Model (our bodies, attention & emotion, and relationships) 
helps us understand how stress and trauma affect us. The following are key areas 
we will focus on in this program to help reduce stress and prevent trauma: 

o Stressful events: events (personal, societal) or experiences that cause distress 
and/or threaten our well-being; these events may be personal and direct, or 
indirect at a societal or cultural level (e.g., racism, homophobia) 

o Traumatic events: dangerous events for the individual or threats to physical or 
psychological well-being; these also may include important losses  

o Secondary trauma or secondary stress: observing or witnessing dangerous or 
harmful events happening to others, including images or descriptions of trauma 
or cruelty toward others 

o Biology: our body systems, temperament (sensitivity, reactivity) and 
vulnerabilities (e.g., sleep, eating, exercise, health) affect our emotions 

o Psychological well-being: how well we manage attention, emotions and 
thoughts, and stay focused on and engaged in present experiences & activities 

o Social: connection, companionship, support, understanding and validation 
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Skillful Steps to Make This Moment Better: 
 

1) Take your experience seriously. Be descriptive and non-judgmental:  Slow down. 
What am I experiencing right now? What is the origin of feeling this way right 
now: event, memory, something happening right now, previous conditioning, 
something that you’re worried about in the future? 

2) Assuming that you are not in a dangerous situation right now, you might need to 
give your brain/mind and body a rest: 

a) Reduce your biological vulnerabilities by getting better sleep, eating 
healthy, getting regular exercise, and taking care of medical conditions 

b) Purposely turn your attention (wrestle it if you have to!) away from the 
fuel for your distress or suffering. Find something safe, perhaps even 
soothing, right now, to pay attention to: 

I. If you are really distressed, you might have to go big and do 
something to get your attention and biology “rebooted” such as 
changing the temperature (cold or hot) or take some time out and 
do something really vigorous like intense exercise or an extended 
relaxation exercise  

II. You also could do something distracting that’s mundane and safe 
III. Also, you can do something to soothe yourself, typically by soothing 

one or more senses (what you see, hear, taste, smell, or touch)  
c) Notice the difference between what is actually happening right now and 

the source(s) of your suffering. Bring your attention to the present…right 
now.  Many of the sources of distress are in the past, or have not 
happened yet! 

d) Notice things all around you that are not dangerous, that the situation is 
truly safe right now.  Do your next activity with this in mind. 

3) IF there truly is impending harm or danger, of course it is essential to problem-
solve when there is something left to do to minimize risk:  what can you do to 
make it safer?  However, rumination and staying stuck can masquerade as 
problem-solving…so really ask yourself:  Is this the time?  Is churning it over and 
over actually helping to make the situation safer? Is there really anything left to 
do that would make a difference? We will go into effective problem-solving later 
in the program.  

4) Be proactive:  when you are able to relax, or able to do enjoyable things, bring 
your attention to those things…not to anything else. “Anything else” is not 
happening right now, doesn’t need your attention, doesn’t need to interfere.  


