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INTRODUCTION [image: ]


Do you remember when playtime was everything—the times when you felt like you could do anything, laugh forever, and never run out of energy? How do those memories make you feel now? For some, a trip down nostalgia lane brings back memories of simpler times. But for others, like me, it’s a bittersweet journey.

You see, while I can generally look back on my childhood with fondness, I can’t help but feel a twinge of regret and disappointment. Why? Because as I grew older, the promises of adulthood failed to materialize in the ways I’d expected. We’re told that if we work hard and make the right choices, success and happiness will follow. Sadly, reality, for many, is often far more complex.

As I reflect on my own upbringing in Queens, New York, it’s clear that life was anything but simple. Balancing academics, extracurriculars, and part-time jobs was a constant struggle. Also navigating social dynamics and expectations (aka “people drama”) as a minority, 1.5 generation immigrant (I was born in China, but raised in the US), and working-class kid only added another layer of complexity to an already challenging equation.

What’s most striking, perhaps, is how events beyond my immediate bubble constantly disrupted my transition into adulthood. From national tragedies like 9/11 and numerous deadly mass shootings, to economic crises such as the Great Recession of 2007 and international wars, each upheaval left a lasting mark on my development. Even though I have many positive memories of my youth, the extraordinary circumstances that my millennial peers and I faced often made it feel as though we were trying to build sturdy foundations on shifting sands.

While it’s tempting to compare hardships across generations, it’s important to acknowledge that each era faces its own unique challenges. Millennials and older generations have certainly experienced our share of difficulties, but the chronic trauma that you, Gen Z and Gen Alpha, are growing up with is truly unprecedented. The harsh realities of recent years—such as the COVID-19 pandemic, sociopolitical polarization, multiple wars, economic instability, and climate change, to name a few—serve as reminders that none of us exist in isolation. We’re all navigating a world influenced by forces both large and small, and beyond our control.

As a psychologist specializing in the mental health of teens and young adults, I’ve had the privilege of witnessing the profound struggles many of my clients endure. From grappling with anxiety and depression to facing the debilitating effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), they navigate a tumultuous landscape filled with insecurity and self-doubt. You, the young people of today, are emotional warriors, bravely confronting your private battles amid the chaos of adolescence and early adulthood.

Young people like you are indeed confronting significant mental health challenges. Here are some recent concerning statistics about the overall mental health and well-being of your peer group in the US:


	About one in six youth aged 6 to 17 experiences a mental health disorder each year.1


	In 2021, approximately 3.7 million young people aged 12 to 17 were affected by depression.2


	Around 31.9% of individuals between 13 to 18 struggle with anxiety disorders, such as excessive worrying, social anxiety, or panic attacks.3


	Suicide is a leading cause of death for teens and young adults, ranking as the second leading cause for those aged 10 to 14 and third among individuals between 15 to 24 in 2022.4


	In 2023, 10.9% of eighth graders, 19.8% of tenth graders, and 31.2% of twelfth graders reported illicit drug use in the past year.5




Many young people face challenges accessing mental health care, with only about two-thirds of children and adolescents with mental disorders receiving the services they need, highlighting a significant gap in care.6

While I recognize that this paints a bleak picture of the current state of mental health among teens and young adults, I want to assure you that I’m not a cynic. I consider myself an eternal optimist, a sunshine enthusiast, or even a hopeful hedonist. I believe we all have the power to change the circumstances that weigh us down. To make progress, we must take proactive steps to prioritize our mental health and well-being, refusing to let our circumstances define the lives we want to lead.

You are just as capable as—if not more so than—any established adult of empowering yourself to face life’s challenges and avoid becoming another statistic. Consider yourself a river carving its path through rock; with persistence and determination, you can shape your own journey and overcome any obstacle in your way.


UNDERSTANDING CONTEXT IS CRUCIAL

The first step to taking control of a dreary circumstance is to acknowledge and accept that the environment we’re exposed to growing up holds a significant influence on human development. The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) studies, initiated in the mid-1990s, delved into people’s childhood experiences and tracked their development over time. What they revealed was striking: The more adverse experiences someone faced during childhood—such as poverty, parental divorce, abuse, and neglect—the higher the likelihood of encountering problems later in life. These problems span from physical ailments like heart disease and diabetes to mental health issues and difficulties in forming healthy relationships.7

The studies further uncovered a cumulative effect of negative experiences. In essence, the more frequent or numerous these adversities were during childhood, the more daunting the path to a healthy adulthood becomes. It’s akin to each challenging experience adding another weighty rock to life’s backpack, leaving little space for carrying helpful and protective tools that you need to build a stronger foundation for your future.

Fortunately, follow-up studies have identified various tools or protective factors that promote resilience, or the ability to bounce back from challenges, setbacks, or difficult situations. These factors include supportive relationships with caregivers or other adults, positive social connections, access to mental health services and resources, and personal characteristics such as self-efficacy (this is the belief that you “got it” when faced with a problem), good problem-solving skills, and coping strategies. Especially heartening is that these protective factors, like adversities, are also cumulative. Developing resiliency reduces the negative effects of ACEs, and it prevents future harm to yourself and others.8




SELF-REGULATION IS A SUPERPOWER

In tricky situations, it can be comforting to imagine a superhero swooping in to save the day. While it’s a charming thought, we all know there aren’t any caped crusaders waiting in the wings. Instead of indulging that fantasy, we might invest our imagination dollars in more practical long-term pursuits—like creating innovative schools, designing a new video game series, concocting new skin care that will get rid of acne for good, building hospitals, developing community enrichment programs, or even inventing a teleportation device to get us into all of Taylor Swift’s concerts.

My main goal for this book is to help you develop your own superhero power—specifically, your self-regulation skills. These tools will empower you to navigate our wild-wild world while enjoying your current youth and looking forward to tomorrow.

What is self-regulation anyway? Well, psychologists define self-regulation as the capacity to manage our thoughts, feelings, and actions to achieve our goals, adapt to changing circumstances, and maintain our overall well-being. It involves a dynamic interplay of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral processes that help individuals own their impulses, control their attention, and modulate their emotional reactions. To illustrate the application of these elements of self-regulation, visualize them in the context of a video game, where you are the protagonist or hero.

1. Setting Goals: Imagine yourself embarking on a quest to defeat a powerful enemy and save the world. Your goal is clearly defined: Don’t die, and restore peace to the realm.

2. Monitoring Progress: Throughout your quest, you track your progress by completing objectives, collecting items, and leveling up your skills. You check your quest log and map to ensure you’re moving closer to your goal.

3. Adjusting Strategies: As you encounter challenging enemies or obstacles, you adapt your strategies by learning new abilities, upgrading your equipment, or seeking help from allies. You experiment with different approaches until you find what works best.

4. Managing Emotions: The path is fraught with danger and uncertainty, but you remain focused and determined. You control your fear and frustration, channeling your emotions into motivation to overcome obstacles and continue your quest.

5. Self-Reflection: After completing a major objective or reaching a milestone, you take a moment to reflect on your trajectory. You consider your successes and failures, analyze your decisions, and plan your next steps accordingly.

Conversely, imagine what would happen if you didn’t employ self-regulation strategies. Without setting clear goals, you might wander aimlessly in the game world, unsure of what you’re supposed to accomplish. You could spend hours exploring without making any progress toward your objectives, leading to frustration and disengagement. If you neglect to monitor your progress, you may miss important clues, overlook side quests, or fail to notice when you’re running low on resources. As a result, you might find yourself ill-prepared for upcoming challenges or unaware of how close you are to completing your mission.

When faced with difficult enemies or obstacles, lacking self-regulation skills could leave you stuck in repetitive patterns of gameplay, trying the same approach repeatedly without success. You might refuse to consider alternative strategies or seek help from in-game resources, prolonging your struggle unnecessarily. Without the ability to manage your emotions, you could easily become frustrated, angry, or discouraged when you encounter setbacks. You might lash out at other characters, blame external factors for your difficulties, or even rage quit the game, depriving yourself of having a fun and rewarding time.

Lastly, without engaging in self-reflection, you’d miss out on valuable opportunities for learning and improvement. You could repeat the same mistakes, overlook important lessons, and fail to recognize your own strengths and weaknesses as a player. As a result, you might struggle to progress in the game and ultimately feel unsatisfied with your experience.

As the hero and protagonist of your life, it’s clear that self-regulation is essential for success and enjoyment. In fact, self-regulation isn’t just about managing your time or controlling your impulses (though those are important too!), it’s about taking ownership of your thoughts, emotions, and actions. Self-regulation is about using that awareness to navigate the complexities of whatever life stage you are in with intentionality and resilience. With self-regulation as your guide, you’ll be better equipped to create the life you envision for yourself, one mindful choice at a time.




TRAUMA-INFORMED SKILLS

As mentioned in the subtitle of this book, the self-regulation strategies I’ll discuss are trauma-informed. Let me clarify what that means.

Given the stormy state of our world, it’s unrealistic to expect people to self-regulate without addressing the underlying chaos. It’s like telling someone to “stop, drop, and roll” while they’re in a burning building without also working to put out the fire. Similarly, a trauma-informed approach acknowledges the need for both a supportive environment and meaningful action to help people cope and heal.

As a trauma-informed therapist, I strive to create a space that fosters safety, choice, and empowerment for my clients who are in survival mode—when their mind and body are focused on just getting through each day, often because of stress, fear, or past experiences that make it hard to feel safe or in control. This therapeutic space understands how adverse experiences can affect the way you respond to problems and how you cope with challenges. It’s important to clarify that this approach does not imply that you, the reader, should be diagnosed with PTSD; rather, the trauma-informed self-regulation strategies are for anyone facing our modern life’s most common challenges. Ultimately, a trauma-informed approach emphasizes compassion, resilience, and a strengths-based perspective to facilitate healing and growth.




HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

We will use the framework of trauma-informed self-regulation described above to address frequently occurring issues that teens and young adults deal with these days. Each chapter focuses on a “specific challenge” within three separate domains: self, others, and the world at large.

PART I: Increasing Personal Resilience. Chapter 1 presents key principles and base ingredients of self-regulation, and all subsequent chapters will build on top of these foundational skills. Chapters 2 to 9 explore challenges that arise at the self-level—from managing anxiety and depression to addressing anger, perfectionism, burnout, addiction, and neurodivergence. These chapters provide tools to help you better understand your thoughts, feelings, and how you can better manage them.

PART II: Enhancing Interpersonal Skills. Chapters 10 to 14 delve into the difficulties you may face as a social being, including loneliness, identity discrimination, relational abuse, familial discord, and grief and loss. You’ll learn how to communicate more effectively, resolve conflicts, and build healthier connections.

PART III: Thriving in a Turbulent World. Chapters 15 to 19 address global issues that exist on the outside, such as climate anxiety, economic stress, mass trauma, political fatigue, and technological drawbacks. You’ll discover ways to make a positive impact in your community and beyond, tackling larger-scale problems and fostering meaningful change.





SOME GROUNDING NOTES

1. Use What Speaks to You: First, the self-regulation strategies presented here were developed out of psychological treatment models, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), acceptance commitment therapy (ACT), and dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT). These are fancy treatment modalities that have been deemed clinically effective and gold standards of care in the therapy world. However, the specific techniques shared here have not themselves undergone “clinical effectiveness trials.” Translation: I’m not here to promise they’ll work for everyone, every time. Therapy isn’t a one-size-fits-all deal, and requires some discernment on your end about what works and what doesn’t work for you. Most importantly, these strategies aren’t a replacement for actual therapy. Because let’s be real: You can’t bottle up the whole therapy experience in a book or fully replace an effective therapist with AI (artificial intelligence), yet! They’re still pretty darn helpful. So, go ahead, explore, and find what vibes with you!

2. Not a Self-Diagnosis Manual: This guide outlines common psychological conditions, their symptoms, and potential causes, much like how one might recognize the general characteristics of a physical ailment such as the flu or a cold, along with its typical, evidence-based treatments. However, this information is intended as educational overviews and is not sufficient for self-diagnosis. To gain an accurate understanding of your mental health, it’s important to seek a professional assessment by a qualified psychologist or psychiatrist. A trained clinician can provide a comprehensive evaluation and offer tailored recommendations, ensuring you receive the most appropriate care for your unique needs.

3. Case Examples: In each chapter, I’ve included composite stories of young people who’ve faced different challenges and hardships relevant to the topic. These stories are meant to illustrate the points discussed, but they aren’t based on any one client or people I personally know. If any parts of these stories seem biographical, it’s purely coincidental. I’ve used gender-neutral names and pronouns to make sure everyone can relate to the experiences shared.

4. Self-Reflection and Connection: I’ve crafted sets of questions to help you tune into your emotions and experiences related to each topic. These questions are designed to prompt personal reflection and encourage deeper connections with others. While they’re meant for your own introspection, I suggest also using them as conversation starters with friends, family, or even strangers you meet to foster meaningful interpersonal relationships. It’s highly recommended that you take out a pen, a notebook, and write away!

5. Overlap and Repetition of Skills: The self-regulation strategies I’ve outlined for you are designed to address the specific challenges of each chapter. While each chapter can be read independently, you might notice some overlap in the techniques presented. Start with Chapter 1, though, as I outline a basic set of skills for self-regulation, which you will build onto with each chapter. Like core ingredients in a recipe, certain tools—such as mindfulness and improved communication—are effective for a variety of mental health and wellness issues, from loneliness to familial conflict to political fatigue. These foundational techniques are versatile and can be applied across different situations to support overall well-being.

6. Positive-Change Kickstarter: Each chapter concludes with a call to action, because ideas and insights are like cookies—they’re delightful to have around, but they’re not much use if you can’t eat them! I leave you with a few guiding questions to help you identify immediate action steps for igniting positive change. Consider your answers to these final questions as your starter kit for your hero’s quest, empowering yourself to tackle the challenges you’re facing with your shoulders back and head held high.

7. I Am Not a Teen: Finally, I am not a teenager or in my twenties anymore (I’ve already done my time!). I understand that I might not always get everything right about your lived experiences. In my writing, I’ve included quotations to illustrate how some of my clients have described their experiences with adversity, but these client perspectives may not capture your experiences precisely. These quotes aren’t attributed to any specific situation but aim to capture the essence of those experiences. My goal is to empathize with what you may be going through, rather than claim to fully understand it as you. While I strive to be relatable, I recognize that my perspectives are shaped by my own limitations and biases as a millennial adult.




ONE LAST NOTE

I am looking forward to this centering experience with you. Before we proceed though, I want to say this to all former and present-day young people: thank you for doing your best today (period).








PART I INCREASING PERSONAL RESILIENCE



“Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom. Mastering others is strength; mastering yourself is true power.”

—Lao Tzu
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CHAPTER 1 GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF TRAUMA-INFORMED SELF-REGULATION [image: ]



KEYS TO SAFETY, EMPOWERMENT, AND CHOICE

As I mentioned in the introduction, trauma-informed self-regulation skills prioritize safety, empowerment, and choice, while also recognizing the unique experiences and needs of those who’ve faced adversity. This approach isn’t one-size-fits-all; it focuses on meeting you where you are and guiding you toward a place of growth. In my years of working with people like you, I’ve found that those who embrace three key elements—openness, self-compassion, and restfulness (yes, a good night’s sleep)—tend to get the most out of therapy. These elements are not just helpful tools; I believe they are the foundation for lasting change and healing, allowing you to navigate life’s challenges feeling safe with your emotions, empowered to solve problems, and secured in your choices.

Openness. When it comes to your mental health and happiness, remember there are many paths to feeling better. When things get overwhelming, it’s easy to get tunnel vision—we start to believe there’s no other way to feel or be. However, I’ve seen time and time again that being open-minded is one of our best defenses against suffering.

Let me share the story of “The Fox and the Grapes” with you. Imagine a hungry little fox who stumbles upon some delicious-looking grapes hanging high up on a vine. The fox tries and tries to reach them, but no luck. Frustrated, the fox walks away, telling itself, “Those grapes were probably sour anyway.” The truth, though, is that the fox couldn’t reach them because of its own perceived limitations—not because the grapes weren’t sweet. It’s like we sometimes convince ourselves something isn’t worth it simply because it’s out of reach right now.

When it comes to building self-regulation skills in this sometimes-intimidating world, keep an open mind. Explore different perspectives, try new ways to feel better. You never know—what seems out of reach today might just turn out to be your sweetest grape yet.

Self-Compassion. Self-compassion is another crucial part of handling bad days, especially when you’re working on self-regulation. Practicing compassion is about offering yourself the same kindness, dignity, and understanding you’d offer your bestie who’s struggling. Sadly, when things aren’t going well or you’re feeling overwhelmed, it’s easy to turn on yourself. However, realize that nobody has it all figured out all the time (most of us are actually just faking it until we make it), and being hard on yourself won’t help you move forward, be more competent, or be more acceptable in society.

Let’s say you’ve been working hard on a project, like a TikTok or YouTube video, and it flops—maybe it doesn’t get the views or engagement you were hoping for. Instead of spiraling into frustration or thinking you’re not good enough, self-compassion would be taking a step back and reminding yourself that creating content is a process, and an art in itself. You might think, “Okay, this video didn’t perform how I wanted, but that doesn’t define me. I’m learning with every upload, and I’ll use what I’ve learned to refine my craft and make the next one better.”

When you are being self-compassionate, you are not making excuses for an undesired outcome, but recognizing that mistakes and setbacks don’t mean you’re not capable or worthy. It’s instead focused on creating space to validate your pain, reset, keep going, and approach the next challenge without carrying the weight of self-doubt or negativity with you everywhere you go. Self-compassion is essentially the act of providing yourself unconditional love, which can come in handy when you’re faced with moments in which the world sadly doesn’t seem to be so open to what you have to say or what you have to offer.

Restfulness. When you’ve got the mindset down, it’s just as important to keep your brain and body in optimal health. You’ve probably heard it all before from well-meaning older adults who’ve advised you about the importance of quality sleep, good nutrition, and exercise. But these ingredients really are foundational to our psychological well-being, when we are lucky enough to have access to them daily. You might have heard of Abraham Maslow, the psychologist who developed a theory of motivation, which focuses on how we meet our needs and ultimately reach our full potential, as shown in the following diagram:9
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At the base of the pyramid are our physiological and safety needs, which include food, shelter, water, warmth, rest, and security from danger. The idea is simple: if we don’t take care of the very container for our brain and vital organs, what good is it to focus on abstract concepts like belonging or self-actualization?

Experts recommend that teens and young people get between 8 to 10 hours of sleep each night for optimal health.10 However, many fall short. According to the National Youth Risk Behavior Survey by the CDC, about 73% of high school students don’t get enough sleep on school nights, averaging less than seven hours.11 Think of your brain as a high-tech gadget. If it’s running on just 3% battery like your phone, it won’t function at its best. A quick power nap can’t replace the need for a full recharge.

Young people often experience a natural shift in their sleep-wake cycle, making it harder to fall asleep early and wake up for school. When you add academic and extracurricular pressures to the mix, it can easily lead to chronic sleep deprivation.

Plus, using electronic devices before bed can interfere with sleep. The blue light from smartphones, tablets, and computers disrupts melatonin (hormone that regulates sleep) production, making it harder to fall asleep. The COVID-19 pandemic has only made this worse, with increased stress, anxiety, and changes in routine leading to irregular sleep patterns.

Chronic sleep deprivation can have serious consequences for physical health, mental well-being, and academic performance. Studies link insufficient sleep in young people to higher risks of obesity, diabetes, depression, anxiety, poor academic achievement, and even car accidents.12

If you are constantly sleep deprived, here are some tools to help you get better rest (modify these suggestions as your lifestyle, resources, and space allow):

1. Develop a Consistent Sleep Schedule: Try to go to bed and wake up at the same time each day, including weekends, holidays, and other days off from your usual schedule. If you can only focus on one, prioritize waking up at the same time each day, as this practice better anchors your sleep cycle and makes it easier to fall asleep at night.

2. Create a Relaxing Bedtime Routine: Start a relaxation routine 30 to 60 minutes before bed. This allows your body and mind to unwind, helping to boost melatonin production and prepare for restful sleep. Activities like reading, a warm bath, or deep breathing can reduce stress and lower your body temperature, making it easier to fall asleep. Starting early ensures you give yourself enough time to transition into a relaxed state before bed.

3. Limit Screen Time Before Bed: Avoid using electronic devices for at least an hour before bed. Activities like doom-scrolling or watching endless video reels can keep your brain active, making it harder to relax. Try using a separate alarm clock instead of your phone, and charge your device out of reach to minimize temptation and give your mind a chance to wind down before sleep.

4. Make Your Bed and Environment Sleep-Friendly: If possible, make sure your sleeping space is cool, dark, and quiet. Use blackout curtains, white noise machines, or earplugs to minimize distractions. Refrain from doing anything else, like studying, gaming, or any other activity that is not purely sleeping, in your bed. You want to have your brain associate your bed with sleep, and not wakefulness or a waiting room for sleep to arrive. If you are not tired yet, no need to be in bed; actually use your bed for sleep and nothing extra if you can help it.

5. Limit Caffeine and Stimulants: In addition to caffeine, other stimulants like nicotine and certain medications can interfere with your ability to fall asleep. It’s best to avoid these, especially in the afternoon and evening, as they can keep your mind alert and disrupt your natural sleep rhythm. Similarly, energy drinks, sugary snacks, and even some over-the-counter cold medications may contain stimulants that can hinder your ability to unwind and get a restful night’s sleep.

6. Regular Exercise: Engaging in regular physical activity can help you fall asleep faster and enjoy deeper sleep. Just make sure to avoid vigorous exercise close to bedtime.

7. Limit Naps: Short naps can be helpful, but keep them to 20 to 30 minutes (think kitten naps) and avoid napping late in the day to prevent interfering with nighttime sleep.

8. Seek a Sleep Specialist If Needed: If you’re still struggling with sleep despite making lifestyle changes, talk to a healthcare provider or mental health professional. You might be dealing with underlying sleep disorders or other issues that need attention.

By prioritizing openness, self-compassion, and restfulness, you are already well on your way to creating a strong foundation for your healing and personal growth.




CHILL VIBES ONLY: WAYS TO FIND YOUR CALM

Now that you’ve got the base ingredients for a chill life, let’s dive into some go-to self-regulation skills that’ll make managing things like goals, progress monitoring, emotions, and self-reflection way easier. These skills will help you stay grounded, stay cool, and stay in control, even when life feels daunting. Think of laid-back, go-with-the-flow types like Bob Ross, Pharrell Williams, Matthew McConaughey, Keanu Reeves, and Zendaya. These people seem to have a natural chill vibe that reflects solid coping skills and ability to stay grounded.


GROUNDING AND MINDFULNESS

Being present and connected is crucial for feeling stable and in control during overwhelming moments. Grounding serves as an anchor, helping you navigate emotional storms and negative memories with clarity and resilience. It is no wonder that most evidence-based therapies, including CBT, DBT, and ACT, incorporate mindfulness practices because they are proven to help manage overwhelming emotions and improve mental health. These therapies emphasize staying present, observing your thoughts without judgment, and grounding yourself in the current moment—skills that are essential for building emotional chillness and gaining clarity during confusing times. By integrating mindfulness into your daily life, you can develop the ability to pause, reflect, and respond with intention, rather than reacting impulsively to big emotions. This foundation of mindfulness can help you regain control and reduce the impact of stress and adversity on your well-being.


	
5-4-3-2-1 Exercise: Focus on your five senses to bring yourself into the present moment. For example, name five things you can see, four things you can touch, three things you can hear, two things you can smell, and one thing you can taste.

	
Deep Breathing: Close your eyes and take a slow, deep breath in for four counts, hold for four counts, and exhale for four counts. Repeat for a few minutes to center your mind.

	
Mindful Walking: Pay attention to each step you take as you walk. Focus on the feel of your feet against the ground, the rhythm of your movement, and the sounds around you. This brings your awareness to the present and helps clear your mind.

	
Visualization: Imagine yourself in a peaceful place, whether it’s a beach, a forest, or a quiet room. Picture every detail—the warmth of the sun, the sound of the waves, or the smell of the air. This visualization can act as a mental “reset” and offer a calm moment when you need it.

	
Body Scan Meditation: Start at your feet and slowly work your way up your body, paying attention to how each part feels. Notice any tension, tightness, or discomfort, and then consciously relax each area as you go. This can help you become more aware of where you’re holding stress and release it.

	
Breathing with Mantras: Combine deep breathing with repeating a calming word or phrase to keep your focus. For example, as you breathe in, say “I am calm,” and as you breathe out, say “I am at peace.” This can deepen your sense of relaxation and bring you back to the present.

	
Mindful Eating: Pay full attention to your food—look at it, smell it, and taste it slowly. Notice the textures and flavors as you chew. This practice not only enhances your appreciation for what you’re eating but also encourages you to eat mindfully, helping with digestion and creating a sense of satisfaction.

	
Active Listening: Choose a piece of music or sounds from your environment. Close your eyes and focus only on the sound—whether it’s the rhythm of a song, the chirping of birds, or the hum of traffic. Let your attention be absorbed by the sound, letting go of any other thoughts or distractions.






EMOTIONAL MANAGEMENT

Managing intense emotions, whether from past or present experiences, is key to achieving a sense of chill. By identifying and naming your feelings and practicing relaxation techniques, you can gain more control over your mind and body, allowing you to respond in calm, thoughtful, and flexible ways.


	
Label Your Emotions: If you’re feeling anxious, angry, or sad, just naming it can make it feel more manageable. It’s like turning the volume down on the emotional storm happening in your head. For example, if you’re feeling overwhelmed by everything going on, stop for a sec and say to yourself, “I’m feeling really stressed right now.” This simple act can give you a little distance from the emotion, making it easier to cope. Read Chapter 2 for more information on emotion expression.

	
Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR): PMR is a technique where you intentionally tense up and then relax different muscle groups in your body to help you feel calmer and reduce stress. It works because when you tense your muscles, it creates physical tension, but when you let go and relax them, it helps release that built-up stress.

	
Tense and Release Your Jaw: When you’re stressed, you might not even realize you’re clenching your jaw. Take a moment to squeeze your jaw tightly (like you’re holding in a yawn) for 5 to 10 seconds, then release. This can help with tension headaches or general stress. It’s a subtle but effective way to reset.

	
Shoulder Shrug and Drop: Tense your shoulders up to your ears as if you’re shrugging, hold it for a few seconds, then drop them down like you’re letting go of all the weight you’re carrying. This one is perfect if you’ve been hunched over a desk or on your phone for too long.

	
Hand Squeeze and Release: If you find your hands are tense, try making fists, hold them as tightly as you can, then slowly release them. Doing this gives your body a chance to reset and stop holding all that stress in your hands.

	
Leg Tensing: Sit comfortably and stretch your legs out in front of you. Tighten your leg muscles like you’re pushing your feet into the floor, hold for a few seconds, then relax. This can help you physically “loosen up” when you’re feeling restless or anxious.

	
Foot Flex: Sit back and stretch your legs out again. Flex your feet—point your toes up toward your face as much as you can, hold it for a few seconds, then relax. This is a great way to release tension in your lower body and calm yourself down after a long day of sitting or standing.






SELF-CARE AND USING A RELAXATION ROUTINE

Engaging in activities that support your physical, emotional, and mental well-being is essential for replenishing your energy and reducing stress. Prioritizing self-care through exercise, hobbies, and creative outlets helps you invest in your long-term health and resilience. When stress starts to build up, having a go-to routine is key—this way, you don’t have to come up with something new when you’re already feeling overwhelmed and unfocused. For example, doesn’t this routine sound like an ideal way to wind down, say, on a Sunday night, as a maintenance strategy?


	
Create a Relaxing Space: Start by dimming the lights or lighting a scented candle with a calming fragrance (like lavender or eucalyptus). You could also add some fairy lights or set up some soft lighting if that helps create a peaceful vibe.

	
Calming Music: Put on some chill music. It could be instrumental, nature sounds, or even a favorite calming playlist you’ve put together. Music is a powerful way to shift your mood. You might try apps like Calm or YouTube channels that specialize in relaxing sounds.

	
Deep Breathing: While you’re soaking in the calm, start taking slow, deep breaths. Breathe in for four seconds, hold for four, and exhale for four. Do this for a few minutes. It’ll help you shift out of fight-or-flight mode and bring your focus back to your body.

	
A Warm Shower or Bath: If you’re able to, hop into a warm shower or bath. Let the water be a kind of reset for your mind. You don’t need to do anything special—just focus on how the warm water feels, breathing deeply as you let the tension of the day wash away.

	
A Moment of Stillness: Once you’re done with the shower, sit or lie down in a quiet spot for a few minutes. This is your time to just be. No distractions, no social media, no work or school pressure. Just breathe, reflect, and focus on being present.

	
Affirmations (a Must): End the routine with some affirmations, like, “I am safe, I am calm, I can handle this.” It’s a simple way to leave the routine feeling grounded and more in control.






KNOW YOUR VALUES

Your values are the things that really matter to you. They’re the beliefs, rules, and standards you live by, whether you realize it or not. Figuring out what’s most important to you helps you navigate life in a way that feels authentic and true to yourself. It’s like having a personal guidebook for hard decisions, goals, and even friendships.

You’re at a time when you’re figuring out who you are and what you stand for. It can be easy to feel swayed by peer pressure, social media trends, or what everyone else expects of you. Knowing your values gives you that extra confidence to stay true to yourself and make choices that match your own beliefs.

Here’s how some common values can look in action:


	
Respect: You treat people the way you want to be treated, and you stick to your boundaries, understanding that others have different opinions, backgrounds, and needs, and you treat them with kindness and dignity. This doesn’t just mean respecting people in real life, but also online. If respect is important to you, you’re more likely to stay away from drama, gossip, or anything that undermines others.

	
Honesty: Being true to yourself is huge when you’re a teen. You don’t have to pretend to be someone you’re not. If honesty matters to you, you’ll choose not to lie about who you are, even if it’s tempting to go along with what’s popular or what people expect. Honesty involves saying what’s real, even when it’s hard to be vulnerable.

	
Creativity: If you’re into music, drawing, writing, or any other creative outlets, living according to your values might mean you make space for these things in your life. Creativity is about expressing your unique perspective. You might find that prioritizing creativity in your life helps you feel more fulfilled.

	
Equality: Maybe you believe everyone should have a fair shot in life. If equality is one of your values, you’re likely to stand up against injustice and support causes that promote fairness, whether it’s gender, race, or opportunities. This could mean speaking out when you see something wrong, or simply being inclusive in your friend groups.

	
Empathy: If you can put yourself in someone else’s shoes and genuinely care about their feelings, you’re likely to show up when someone’s having a hard time. Empathy is about listening and being there for others. In high school or college, this could mean supporting a friend who’s going through deep stuff, or speaking up against bullying.

	
Growth: Life is all about learning and evolving, whether that’s improving your skills, expanding your mindset, or working on yourself. If growth is something you value, you’ll probably make time for things that push you forward—whether it’s reading a book, learning a new hobby, or even getting out of your comfort zone (thank you for reading this book) to try something different.






SAFETY PLANNING

Creating personalized safety plans provides a sense of security during or in the aftermath of potentially threatening situations when you feel overwhelmed or emotionally unsafe. You can navigate difficult circumstances with greater confidence and resilience with these specific steps:


	
Recognize When You Feel Unsafe: Identify what sets off your distressing feelings—whether it’s specific people, situations, conversations, or environments—and have a plan in place for how to handle them (e.g., taking a break, stepping outside for a few minutes).

	
Set Boundaries: If a relationship or situation feels unsafe or emotionally draining, practice setting clear boundaries. You can say, “I need some time to myself right now” or “I’m not comfortable with that topic,” and walk away if needed.

	
Emergency Contacts: Have a list of trusted people you can contact during difficult moments, like a friend or family member, and know how to reach them quickly for support.






COGNITIVE COPING STRATEGIES

Challenging and reframing negative thoughts and beliefs is key to breaking free from self-blame and hopelessness. Our minds often get caught in patterns of thinking that make things feel worse than they are. These patterns, known as cognitive distortions, are negative thought habits that make us see situations in extreme or unbalanced ways. These distorted thoughts can amplify stress, anxiety, and low self-esteem, and they often fuel feelings of helplessness. Cognitive distortions are an important part of CBT (cognitive behavioral therapy), a widely used therapy approach designed to help people identify and challenge these unhelpful thought patterns. While cognitive distortions are a normal part of the human experience, learning to recognize and address them is key to breaking free from their grip. By shifting these patterns, you can develop a more compassionate inner dialogue that celebrates your strengths rather than putting you down. This can ultimately improve your emotional well-being and how you handle challenges. Here are a few common cognitive distortions and examples of how they might show up in your thinking:


	
All-or-Nothing Thinking: Viewing situations in black-and-white terms, with no middle ground. Example: “If I don’t get 100% on this test, I’m a complete failure.”

	
Overgeneralization: Taking one negative event and assuming it will happen every time. Example: “I didn’t get the job I interviewed for; I’ll never get hired anywhere.”

	
Mental Filtering: Only focusing on the negative aspects of a situation while ignoring the positive. Example: “I made a small mistake in the group project, so the whole thing is a disaster.”

	
Disqualifying the Positive: Rejecting positive experiences or accomplishments as being unimportant. Example: “People say I did well on my presentation, but they’re just being nice. It wasn’t that great.”

	
Jumping to Conclusions: Making negative assumptions without solid evidence. Example: “I didn’t get a reply to my text, so they must be mad at me.”

	
Personalization: Blaming yourself for things outside your control. Example: “My friend is upset, so it must be my fault.”

	
Should Statements: Putting unnecessary pressure on yourself with “should” or “must” statements, leading to guilt or frustration. Example: “I should be able to handle everything on my own, and I shouldn’t feel stressed.”

	
Labeling and Mislabeling: Attaching a negative label to yourself or others based on a single event. Example: “I didn’t do well on that assignment, so I’m just dumb.”

	
Fortune-Telling: Predicting a negative outcome without any evidence. Example: “I’m going to fail my exam; I just know it.”

	
Magnification (or Minimization): Making a big deal out of a small issue, or minimizing something important. Example: “If I make a mistake in this presentation, it’s going to ruin everything.”



More importantly, here are a few strategies to help you manage these faulty ways of thinking:


	
Reframe Negative Thoughts: If you catch yourself thinking, “I always mess up,” counter it with, “I made a mistake, but that doesn’t define me. I can learn and improve next time.” This is a way to fight all-or-nothing thinking, where you believe that one mistake makes everything bad. Instead, remember that everyone makes mistakes, and it’s an opportunity to grow.

	
Challenge Your Inner Critic: When you catch yourself thinking, “I’m not good enough,” ask yourself, “Would I say this to a friend?” If not, then treat yourself with the same kindness and understanding. This helps fight catastrophizing, where you imagine the worst-case scenario. Instead, practice showing yourself the same compassion you would show someone else who’s struggling.

	
Use Positive Affirmations: Start your day by repeating a few affirmations, like “I am capable,” or “I can handle whatever comes my way.” This sets a positive tone for the day and helps rewire your thinking to focus on your strengths and abilities rather than the negative. This practice can be especially helpful if you tend to overgeneralize or see things in a negative light.







RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

Building supportive relationships is crucial for providing a sense of belonging and validation during your healing process. Trusted individuals can offer empathy and encouragement, helping you feel less isolated and more resilient in the face of adversity.


	
Reach Out to Friends: Make an effort to stay in touch with people who support and understand you. Even a quick text or call can strengthen bonds and remind you that you’re not alone.

	
Seek Mentorship: Find a mentor or role model who can guide you through hard times. This could be a teacher, coach, or someone you look up to who has been through similar challenges.

	
Join a Community or Club: If you’re feeling isolated or disconnected, joining a group or community can help you find like-minded people who get where you’re coming from. Whether it’s a school club, sports team, volunteer group, or an online community around a hobby or interest, being part of something bigger than yourself can give you a sense of belonging and purpose. Plus, it’s a great way to make friends who can offer support and empathy when you need it most.

	
Set Up Regular Check-Ins: Sometimes we get so caught up in our own stuff that we forget to reach out. Setting up regular check-ins with a friend or family member can help keep you grounded. Whether it’s a weekly coffee or a text chain, having a consistent space to share thoughts, vent, or just connect can make a huge difference. It’s all about creating a routine of care and communication that doesn’t feel forced but feels supportive.

	
Volunteer or Offer Support to Others: It might sound counterintuitive, but helping others can strengthen your own support network. Volunteering or offering a helping hand to friends or family can build relationships while also giving you a sense of fulfillment. When you show kindness to others, you’ll likely find that it circles back to you when you need it most. Helping others can make you feel more connected to your community and remind you that we all need each other.






SEEKING HELP

Reaching out for help is one of the most important steps in taking care of your mental and emotional well-being. It can be hard to ask for support, but doing so helps lighten the load and gives you access to resources and perspectives you might not have on your own. Seeking help doesn’t mean you’re weak—it’s a sign of strength and a proactive way to cope with life’s challenges.


	
Talk to a Professional: If you’re feeling overwhelmed, reaching out to a therapist or counselor can provide a safe, non-judgmental space to explore and process your emotions.

	
School Support: Don’t hesitate to connect with a teacher or school administrator if you’re struggling. They’re there to listen and can help you find the resources you need.

	
Talk to Parents or Guardians: Your parents or guardians can often provide emotional support and guidance, helping you figure out next steps or simply being there when you need someone to talk to.

	
Peer Support: Sometimes, talking to someone who understands what you’re going through can be incredibly helpful. Joining a support group—whether in person or online—can connect you with others facing similar challenges.






TELLING YOUR STORY

Sharing your story can be a powerful step toward healing. While this book won’t dive deeply into processing trauma, it will help you explore ways to express what you’ve been through and guide you in integrating your experiences in a way that empowers you. Telling your story, when you’re ready, can move you from feeling isolated to feeling more connected, both to yourself and others.


	
Journaling: Writing regularly about your thoughts and emotions can help you process and make sense of your feelings. It’s a safe space where you can be completely honest with yourself. You might start with just a few lines each day, or write more extensively when something’s weighing on you. Over time, this can give you clarity on your own experiences.

	
Speak to a Trusted Person: When you feel ready, consider opening up to someone you trust—whether it’s a friend, family member, or mentor. Sharing parts of your story with someone who listens without judgment can help reduce feelings of isolation and help you feel seen and supported.

	
Join a Support Group: Whether online or in person, connecting with others who’ve gone through similar experiences can be incredibly powerful. Hearing other people’s stories can make you feel less alone, and sharing your own can be a step toward healing. It also helps you build a sense of community with others who understand.

	
Write a Letter: If talking feels too hard or you’re not sure how to start, consider writing a letter to someone you trust, or even to your past self. This can be a way to express your feelings without the pressure of an immediate conversation, and it can serve as a powerful tool for reflecting on your journey.



By practicing these basic self-regulation skills, you’ll start to build a toolkit for managing your emotions, staying calm under pressure, and handling life’s challenges with more flexibility and confidence. Remember: Practice leads to progress, and progress opens new possibilities.

Now, let’s dive into even more evidence-based strategies for tackling different challenges you might face along the way. For example, if you’re feeling stressed about politics, turn to Chapter 18; if you’re feeling down about your family relationships, head to Chapter 13. And if you ever need a refresher on the basics of self-regulation, feel free to revisit here in Chapter 1 anytime you need.
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