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Examining Your Options

Why this matters

We have choices when it comes to dealing with stress and adversity. These choices can usually be classified as one of the four A’s: Accept, Avoid, Alter, or Adapt.* 

Recognize that valid choices are those that can eliminate or significantly reduce your stress:

Accept the things (and people) you really cannot change. As hard as it may be, 
accepting what is not possible to change (rather than desperately or hopelessly 
wishing it were different) allows you to manage your stress more effectively:

• Don’t try to control the uncontrollable

• Look at challenges as opportunities for personal growth and learning

• Share your feelings to help reduce their power over your emotions

• Learn to forgive and move on

For more on forgiving someone who has hurt you, check out the late 
Dr. Wayne Dyer’s blog: https://www.drwaynedyer.com/blog/category/
forgiveness/

Avoid unnecessary stress. Not all stress can be avoided, and it may even be 
unhealthy to avoid stressful situations that need to be resolved. However, when 
appropriate, try to avoid unnecessary stress by:

• Learning how to say “no” and stick to your boundaries

• Avoiding people who may foster or create a stressful environment for you
whenever possible

• Taking control of your environment, such as establishing a low-stress
work space

• Prioritizing your “to-do” list and dropping tasks or activities that aren’t
truly necessary

ACCEPT AVOID
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Alter by shifting your external environment in some way so the stress is 
reduced or eliminated:

• Modify your environment

• Change your routines, including what you consume, how you move,
what you watch and where you go

• Set boundaries in your relationships

Adapt your internal thought processes:

• Change the way you think about or interact with the source of the stress

• Reframe problems as a desired solution, such as “I don’t sleep enough”
reframed as “I need to improve the quality of my sleep”

• Consider potential consequences of taking various actions – Look at the
big picture

• Set clear and reasonable expectations and standards for yourself

Less helpful strategies

Some people turn to alcohol, food or other substances when they are stressed. This can help distract us from whatever is causing the stress, but it rarely makes things better 
and can often make things worse.

Others will step back and take time to consider potential approaches to addressing the cause of their stress. This can provide an opportunity to reduce the stress and gain 
perspective about what can be done.

*Adapted from Mayo Clinic Staff (2016). Need Stress Relief? Try the 4 A’s. Retrieved from https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/stress-relief/art-20044476?pg=2

We may make stress worse by refusing to reach out for help or denying there is a problem.

ALTER ADAPT

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/stress-relief/art-20044476?pg=2
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Instructions

Think about a specific stressor in your life right now and use the chart below to consider how each of the 4 A’s – Accept, Avoid, Alter, Adapt – might make your stress better or worse. 

BRIEFLY DESCRIBE THE STRESSOR FOR WHICH YOU WILL EXPLORE YOUR OPTIONS: 

                   

                   

YOU MAY HAVE NOTICED

Perhaps you use a coping strategy that is more damaging than healthy or helpful. Considering all of the four A’s might help with managing your perspective of the situation 
and improving your stress level. The 4 A’s are used in many organizations because they work.

How I might reduce my stress:

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

How I might make my stress worse:

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

ACCEPT – Putting the situation in 
perspective – it is what it is – so that 
it becomes less personal or stressful.

AVOID – Refocusing away from the 
stressful situation or person, toward 
something more positive for you.

ALTER – Shifting your external 
environment in some way so that the 
stress is reduced or eliminated.

ADAPT – Changing the way you 
think about or interact with the 
source of the stress.
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