
Creating a Self-Care Plan

Stress is a message from your brain to your body that something is out of balance or that you’re in some kind
of danger. In this way, stress is meant to motivate you to make a change or move out of harm’s way. However,
too much stress over a long period of time can lead to burnout. Modern living is structured in such a way that
stress is constant. Burnout has reached epidemic levels, especially since the beginning of the COVID-19
pandemic. In most cases, self-care doesn’t change the circumstances of your life, but it can interrupt the
constant stress for a moment and build your capacity to handle it in the long run.

If you have no stress at all in your life, then congratulations! You’re extremely lucky, probably one in a million or
even less. However, if you feel completely worn down by the end of the work week, that you sometimes have
nothing left in your tank, that you’re stuck in a rut, or if you simply wish that your life were a little more
manageable, then this workbook is for you.

Below is a graph adapted from the US Marine Corps Stress Continuum and Decision Matrix. The Continuum is
a tool to help Marines understand themselves and each other when they talk about how stressed they are. It’s
also a guide to help them know when to seek out help. This tool is useful for any person, though, not just for
military personnel. The purpose of this worksheet is to help you come up with a self-care plan to help you cope
with whatever is causing stress in your life so that you can have more days in the green zone and stay clear of
the orange and red zones.

The term “self-care” can mean very different things to different people.The version of self-care we’re talking
about in this booklet is establishing daily, weekly, and monthly habits that keep you from burning out. It’s
good to have an emergency action plan for when you feel that you’re in the orange or red zones, but it’s better
to keep yourself away from that point than to dig yourself out of it. It’s also good to “recharge” on weekends
and vacations, but ideally you would be recharging a little bit every day. This might have the added bonus of
allowing you to enjoy those days off more fully instead of simply resting up before going back to work.

NOTE: If there are things in your life that are consistently causing extreme stress—toxic work environment, a
volatile home, financial troubles—then please also make a plan to change them, if possible. Practicing
self-care while living through that will be a bit like bailing water when there’s a hole in the bottom of your boat.
Please seek help when you need it. At the end of this worksheet is a list of free resources when you’re in a
crisis.



Where on the continuum are you now? Is it getting worse or better?

What things are causing stress in your life?

Which of your needs are consistently not being met?

What are you doing already to manage your stress, meet your own needs, or balance your life more?

Part of self-care can be creating and maintaining clear boundaries between different parts of your life so the
stress from one doesn’t bleed into the other aspects of your life. What are some things that you can do to leave
work-related stress at work, or home-related stress at home? Can you create physical space between you and
whatever is causing stress when you are practicing self-care activities?

Self-care can also be restructuring your life in a way that makes it less stressful. Sometimes when we
remove things from our life that are causing stress, other areas of our life that seemed stressful are suddenly
much easier to handle. Is there a significant change (i.e. get a new job, break up with a toxic partner, get
counseling, move out, etc.) that you could make that would take away some or most of your stress? What are
the steps you need to take to make that change?



Come up with a few ideas of activities that you can do for self-care. These activities can be anything that
soothes, grounds, energizes, or fills you up, or that stimulates you in an area of your life you’ve been
neglecting, or that will make your life easier later on, or that simply makes you feel better when you’re stressed.
They should not be anything that causes stress. They don’t have to be elaborate, and it’s actually better if they
aren’t. They can be at home or incorporated into your work day. Since the idea is to use this list to establish
habits, it’s also best if they’re things that you can do regularly.

Below is a list of ideas if you’re having a hard time coming up with your own. Try to remember things that you
used to do that you enjoyed. Maybe commit to trying something new. Remember, this plan is for you, so if
something isn’t working for you then you can always drop it or change it.

Walk in a park Read a book Meditate or pray Ride a bike Go swimming

Write in a journal Do yoga Go to a theater Play a sport Create a craft

Clear out your emails Attend a religious
service

Take care of
houseplants

Text a friend Write a letter

Wade in a stream Go for a jog Learn a language Do a puzzle Clean a room

Spend time with an
animal

Make a photo album Go to a cultural event Switch up your
routine

List things you’re
grateful for

Wear fun clothes Take a bath Meal prep Read a magazine Have a movie night

Chat with a coworker Make a to-do list Pick flowers Take photos Visit a museum

Learn a skill Stand up and stretch Make a treat to share Go window shopping Have screen-free
time

Talk to a therapist Play a video game Sleep in Get up early Go to bed early

Go stargazing Write a story Garden Play music Go to the gym

Drink water Eat fruit Do nothing Work on a goal Take your medicine

Stand in the rain Go for a drive Try a recipe Listen to music Take a class

Listen to a podcast Take a break Volunteer service Eat a snack Create art

Have dessert Sit on a bench for a
long time

Go to a bookstore Go to a sporting
event

Attend a concert

Do something hard
but fun

Don’t watch one more
episode

Pack your bag the
night before

Watch the sunset Give a compliment

Write down the ideas that you came up with that you can do regularly:



Now that you have your list of activities, put them on a calendar since it’s easy to fill up your days with things
that in the moment seem to be higher priorities. The truth is that when you take time to take care of yourself,
you build your capacity to handle everything else. Self-care takes commitment. Once your self-care activities
are on the calendar, you should treat them like you would any other appointment. Only move them around or
skip them if it’s absolutely necessary.

At the same time, you also need to be able to adapt your self-care routine to the changing circumstances of
your life. Flexibility helps you maintain your commitment to your plan. It can even be a good idea to have
different self-care plans for different times of year.

There’s a sample weekly calendar on the next page if you need it.

Those habits should help you stay mostly in the green zone. No plan is perfect, though, and no life can be
completely stress-free. Even if you have the best self-care plan ever created, there will likely be times in your
life that the stress becomes unmanageable or that it goes on too long and you drift into the orange or red
zones. When stress becomes overwhelming, it can be difficult to come up with ideas for how to help yourself
out of your situation, and even if you do have an idea it can be hard to gather the energy to do it. For those
reasons, it’s also good to have a plan for what to do when you’re in crisis or close to burning out. Having a plan
in place won’t take away the stress, but it can take away the burdens of problem-solving and decision-making.

The following prompts are to help you brainstorm what you can do when you’re in a stress-induced crisis. It’s
up to you to decide what your plan will look like. Write it down and keep it somewhere that you’ll see it when
you’re in the orange or red zone.

Who is someone that will always listen to you when you vent?

What are some responsibilities that you can hand off to someone else when they become too much to handle?
Who are those people that you can hand them off to?

Is there a place that you can go at a moment’s notice to be completely cut off from everything stressful for a
little while?

What are some responsibilities that you can do the bare minimum and still be okay?

What are some things that you can still do for yourself even in the most stressful times?
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activities:

Plan for Stress 
Crisis:



Resources for crises and dangerous situations:

National Domestic Violence Hotline: call 800-799-7233 or text START to 88788
National Suicide and Crisis Hotline: call 988
Crisis Text Line: text HOME to 741741
Colorado Crisis Services: call 1-844-493-8255 or text TALK to 38255
Colorado Educator Well-Being Support Line: call or text 303-724-2500


