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The key to managing stress and banishing burnout is to change your behavior. And the first step to any behavior 

change is building awareness. You cannot make any change without it.  

This tool provides exercises that help you build the awareness you need in order to recognize your intense 

responses to stress, and then to adopt healthier coping strategies. 

You’ll begin by learning the S-T-O-P process and then follow it up by conducting a Stress Audit. The  

S-T-O-P process and the Stress Audit fit together as one. 
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Learn to S-T-O-P 

Rollo May (1909 – 1994), psychiatrist and author of Man’s Search for Himself, taught that human freedom comes 

from the ability to pause so that you can think before you respond, and breathe before you react. That is exactly 

what the first step of Tool #1 is all about, not reacting automatically, but rather, pausing and then choosing the 

response you wish to make. 

The S-T-O-P concept was developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn, considered to be the father of modern-day mindfulness. 

S-T-O-P is a powerful method for calming yourself in the face of stress. Mindfulness and meditation practices 

serve to train you to become aware of your thoughts and internal reactions.  

S-T-O-P stands for Stop, Take a Breath, Observe, and then Proceed.  



This process underlies the whole Banish Burnout Toolkit because in order to successfully change your behavior, 

you must pay attention to how you are feeling in the moment when you are experiencing a reaction to stress. 

You can practice S-T-O-P at any time of the day or night when you are faced with a stressful situation. It requires 

no fancy body stance or position. All you have to do is learn how to get in the practice of  

S-T-O-P-ping whenever you are upset. 

I have trained myself to S-T-O-P in the midst of a stressful moment, and it has made a significant difference in 

my life and in my ability to be more effective at work. With practice, you will find that your ability to short circuit 

intense stress responses will grow stronger and will occur quicker and quicker, until one day you are S-T-O-P-

ping yourself as soon as you get upset.  

That is not to say, you will never react emotionally. You would not be human if you didn’t. However, you will 

catch yourself in the act of over-reacting much sooner, and then you will ease the tension and eventually remove 

it much sooner, in the moment. 

This is how the S-T-O-P process works. 

S - Stop 

The first part, the Stop step, is merely a trick to get yourself to pay attention to how you are feeling. Quite simply, 

you stop what you are thinking, feeling, or saying, just for a moment. This causes you to interrupt negative 

thoughts building up to extreme feelings that cause extreme behavior. 

T - Take-a-Breath 

The second step, Take-a-Breath, is a critical precursor to awareness. Take a very deep cleansing breath or two. 

Deep breathing signals the parasympathetic nervous system to calm the body down and change your whole state 

of mind, allowing you to begin thinking more clearly.  

In the future, when you encounter a stressful situation, you will be able to take 60 seconds to take a deep breath 

to regulate your breathing and emotions, even if you don’t have time to perform the complete Stress Audit, 

described in the next section. 

O - Observe 

The Observe step is where the actual Stress Audit comes in. You will focus your awareness on what you are 

thinking, feeling, and saying, paying close attention to what is going on outside and inside of you. As soon as 

possible, take the time to step back and observe your reaction to the stressful experience or whatever is causing 

your negative thoughts or feelings 

Please note that this step, Observe, is the foundation of the Stress Audit, the next part of this tool. You can apply 

this part of the process quickly in response to an immediate event, such as a brush with a bad driver. Or you can 



apply it in the written Stress Audit that follows, where you will take more time to analyze your responses to 

momentary stressors or incidents or possible ongoing stressful situations, or even anxieties about a difficult 

encounter you are anticipating in the future.  

Whether you Observe your responses immediately in a stressful moment or reflect upon them later, this part of 

the S-T-O-P process gives you a wealth of information about yourself that will be essential to changing your 

behavior. 

P - Proceed 

As the name infers, the Proceed step means that you simply proceed, or go on about your day, while 

acknowledging how you are feeling. You will use the information you discovered when you took the time to 

Observe your responses. Then you can consciously decide how you want to move on. When you Proceed, you 

acknowledge that the stressor is over, that you’ve paid full attention to your feelings, and that now, you can let it 

all go, cleansing your thoughts of negativity. You can even choose to smile at yourself. 

In some cases, you may prefer to get away from a stressful situation so that you can take a brief respite to collect 

yourself and decide how you wish to behave in the moment. You may need to leave temporarily, and then return 

to the situation, or you may decide to remove yourself altogether. 

For example, one of my clients recounted attending a party where, upon entry, she was bombarded with a rude 

criticism by a friend. Instead of arguing, she chose to leave, take a walk around the block to settle herself, process 

what had happened, and then return to the party, remaining civil to the friend. This is  

S-T-O-P in action. She remembered having a nice time because she had taken the time to S-T-O-P and check her 

emotions. 

 


