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Medicine and poetry. Two seemingly contrasting worlds that 

fail to intersect. Or are they?  

In composing this book, my goal was simple: I wanted 

something that would help improve the reader’s quality of 

life. Coming from the world of medicine, much of what I saw 

were diseases and human suffering. From the American 

Midwest to the villages of rural Madagascar, I saw those 

whose lives succumbed to complications from decades of 

poorly controlled chronic diseases. But I also saw a glimmer 

of something else.  

I saw the beauty that is human compassion, the splendor 

that is human courage, and the preciousness that is the 

human soul. And from there, these words of poetry emerged. 

Because in fact, the act of treating another human being’s 

physical ailments is not unlike the sharing of a poetic verse. 

There is first an establishment of a connection. Then, there is 

the comforting of the heart. And then, finally, a mending of 

wounds. 
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So, as you start reading this guide, I ask of you just one 

thing: be open. Be open—as you read about how to monitor 

and manage your diabetes—to try all of the techniques 

presented, and to give them a fair chance before deciding 

whether or not they are right for you. Be open—as you read 

about the heart-healthy diet—to make positive dietary 

changes by putting into action the tips presented within. And 

be open—as you go from chapter to chapter—to continue 

making achievable, healthy living goals and to utilize all the 

tools provided within these pages.  

As you will see, each chapter is also preceded by a poem 

that I penned at some stage in my life. While I do not expect 

all of them to resonate, I do hope that a few will at least stir 

some part of you from within.    

And I hope that by the time you reach the last chapter, I 

will have ended up succeeding in achieving my own goal—

and that is knowing that you, now empowered, will now live 

a healthier, happier life.  

 

Phoebe Chi, MD, MPH 

Arlington, Texas 

29 July 2018 

 



 

IX 
 

Using this Guide 
 

 

 

 

 

 

In every chapter of this book, you will be presented practical 

tools and tips for managing chronic conditions and 

symptoms. These tools—which range from symptom 

tracking to healthy eating to exercise regimens—have been 

proven to be effective at helping to control both the 

symptoms of chronic conditions as well as the diseases that 

cause them. To help you get the most out of this book, I 

encourage you to do the following as you go through each 

chapter: 

■ Mark it up. Take notes and highlight parts of the 

book that resonate with you or are pertinent to your 

specific situation. Take the time to use all the Health 

Logs that are provided for you in the back of the book; 

it is there for your benefit. Treat this book as a health 

reference and personal journal rather than a light 

afternoon read. The more you put into this book, the 

more you will get out of it.  

■ Choose at least one tool in each chapter to try. 

Like all skills, these tools take some time to get used 

to and some practice to perfect. Even though you will 

find that certain tools will work better for you than 
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others, do not discount one as being unhelpful until 

you have tried it for at least 2 weeks. Also, be sure to 

try as many of them as you can, because different 

strategies work better for different symptoms and 

situations.  

■ Reflect on exactly how and when you want to 

incorporate each tool in your life. Visualize 

yourself going through your day. When would you use 

the symptom tracker? When could you get more 

physical activity? When would be the best time to do 

relaxation exercises? By visualizing yourself using 

these tools, it will be easier for you to successfully 

incorporate them into your day.  

■ Use reminders for encouragement. Stick Post-It 

notes on your bathroom mirror, or set smartphone 

reminders throughout the day. Use visual cues that 

will remind and encourage you to put a tool into 

practice. Like every new habit, it takes time for these 

health management tools to become ingrained, but 

with some patience, they will become second nature 

to you.   

■ Do the exercises at the end of each chapter. At the 

conclusion of each chapter, you will see an “Exercises 

for Empowerment” box that contains 1) a self-test 

question, 2) a health management activity, and 3) a 

weekly Action Plan. These exercises are designed to 

reinforce the information presented in the chapter, 

help you incorporate the tools into your daily life, and 

guide you in setting and achieving your personal 

health goals. By completing these activities each time 
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you finish a chapter, you will benefit much more from 

this book. 

■ Get your support system involved. Let your loved 

ones know about the tools you are using and the goals 

you are setting. Show them your symptom tracker, or 

ask a friend to do some of the activities with you. By 

involving your support system, you will not only be 

more likely to carry them out, but you will be 

motivated to press forward in this ongoing journey to 

better health.  

■ Know that only you can make the change. While 

health care professionals, family, friends, and this 

book can help encourage and guide, no one can cause 

you to make healthy changes in your life if you don’t 

want to make the change. 

■ Know that you have the power to change. One of 

the keys to successfully taking control of your health 

conditions is to have the confidence to know that you 

can. Research has shown that your belief in your own 

ability to succeed can predict how well you progress as 

well as how successful you will be. If you feel that you 

do not have the ability to change, tell yourself—right 

now, aloud—that you can do it. Because you can. And 

you will succeed.   

■ Be open. A lot of the tools presented in this guide 

might seem new to you, or they might be something 

that you have tried in the past but stopped using. Even 

if this is the case, I encourage you to once again give it 

a chance. The way to better health and well-being is 

an ongoing journey; some tools that may have not 

worked for you in the past might work for you now. So 
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if nothing else, I encourage you to simply stay open-

minded.  

A Note on Tracking Symptoms 

Living with chronic conditions means that you also have to 

live with their symptoms. These symptoms may include both 

physical symptoms such as tiredness, shortness of breath, 

pain, itching, and difficulty sleeping as well as psychological 

symptoms including stressfulness, anger, anxiety, or 

depression. Because the symptoms of chronic disease can 

significantly affect quality of life, one of the most important 

components of managing chronic conditions is to be able to 

manage their symptoms. 

In this book, I put a lot of emphasis on tracking and 

writing down symptoms, because it is an invaluable tool. 

When you have several chronic conditions at once, the 

symptoms that you experience are complex in that they 

interact and build upon one another. In order to effectively 

control your symptoms, is it first necessary to better 

understand them. By tracking your symptoms on a symptom 

log or calendar, you are then able to “detangle” what you are 

feeling to better understand what is causing them and 

whether there is a pattern. By more fully understanding why 

you are feeling the way you are, you will be better equipped 

to take control of your health.  

Contained in the back of this guide are several templates 

that you can use to track specific conditions and symptoms. I 

highly encourage you to utilize them. Additionally, I 

encourage you to find a system that works for you for 

tracking general symptoms and health status. You can do this 



Using this Guide 
 

XIII 
 

either in a journal or on a personal calendar. The following is 

one example of what a simple symptom tracker can look like: 

 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday 

 

Didn’t do 

anything 

 

Back pain and 

soreness whole 

day 

 

Water aerobics 

in AM 

 

More energized 

in evening, less 

pain 

 

Ate lunch buffet 

and went on 

walk afterwards 

 

Angina episode 

in afternoon 

 

Felt frustrated, 

forgot to take 

meds in AM 

 

Headache, 

feeling 

depressed PM 

Friday Saturday Sunday Monday 

 

Went to dinner 

and movies 

 

Had trouble 

sleeping 

 

Felt very tired in 

AM 

 

Felt stressed out 

and anxious 

 

Drank wine to 

relax 

 

Feeling stressed 

in AM 

 

Did relaxation 

exercises at 

night 

 

Woke up 

refreshed 

 

Went for walk 

 

Whether you decide to use your own journal or the 

health trackers provided in this book, I encourage you to 

utilize it every day. By doing this, you will gradually find 

yourself feeling more confident in your understanding of 

your chronic conditions and your ability to manage them. 

Remember, you have nothing to lose—except the negative 

symptoms in your life.    
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Health Information Resources 
The internet can be a messy place. Not only is there a lot of 

good information, but there exists a lot of inaccurate 

information as well. The following are some websites that I 

recommend for you to use as outside resources. A few of 

them are geared toward providing support and guidance 

while others are simply good sources of information: 

RECOMMENDED HEALTH WEBSITES 

■ Center for Advancing Health: www.cfah.org 

■ Health Central: www.healthcentral.com  

■ Psych Central: www.psychcentral.com 

■ Mayo Clinic: www.mayoclinic.org 

■ National Cancer Institute: www.cancer.gov 

■ National Institutes of Health: www.nih.gov 

■ U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: 

www.healthfinder.gov 

■ Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: www.cdc.gov 

■ WebMD: www.webmd.com  

 

  

http://www.cfah.org/
http://www.healthcentral.com/
http://www.psychcentral.com/
http://www.mayoclinic.org/
http://www.cancer.gov/
http://www.nih.gov/
http://www.healthfinder.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.webmd.com/
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Disclaimer 

This book is intended to be a supplement to your regular health 

care. It is not intended to replace professional medical advice. Any 

time you receive professional advice that is in conflict with this 

book, you should always rely upon the guidance provided by your 

health care professional, as he or she is able to take your specific 

situation and health needs into consideration.  

 

This book is as accurate as its publisher and author can make it, 

but we cannot guarantee that it will work for you in every case. 

Therefore, we disclaim any and all liability for any claims or injury 

that you may believe arose from following the recommendations 

set forth in this book. This book is only a guide; for best results, 

your good judgement, common sense, and partnership with your 

health care professional are also necessary.  



 

17 
 

 

 

Getting the Most Out of 

Your Medications 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER 3 

  



 

18 
 

  

 

A Love Unknown 
 

Flames softening a heart of stone 

fading away each zealous stream. 

A spirit dulled through nights of black 

blossoms stars from a faerie dream. 

A soul once dampened by frigid tears 

warmed by a love now found. 

Mangled wings bound by the sun 

now airily flitter upon the clouds. 

 

Drifting through the sands of time, 

celestial burning suffuse the night. 

The sweetness of the morning dew 

caresses the heart with wondrous light. 

Your grace, beauty, and wisdom great 

have seized my heart in awe unbound, 

The earth, now below us, faint- 

how sublime it is, this love we’ve found. 

 

• 
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Question for Thought:  

What are your feelings towards having to take medications? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hen it comes to managing chronic conditions 

(especially conditions such as heart disease and 

diabetes), taking the right medications is an 

important component of keeping your condition under 

control. While some types of medications (such as cold 

medicine and medications for pain) are mainly used to 

relieve symptoms, many of your prescribed medications work 

by helping your body slow down the progression of the 

disease and to help reverse its course. Because of this, one of 

the best things that you can do for your health is to take your 

medicine as they are prescribed. 

W 
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Medication Essentials 

Knowing Your Medications 

Understanding your medications is one of the essential 

components to effectively managing your health. Many 

people with chronic conditions can take a medication for 

years and not know exactly what it is for and how it is 

helping their health. Therefore, do this exercise: Take out all 

of your medications. Go through each one, and ask yourself 

the following questions: 

WITH EACH OF YOUR MEDICATIONS, ASK YOURSELF: 

1. Do I know what I’m taking this for? 

2. Do I know when to take it? 

3. Do I know what side effects I should look for? 

4. Am I comfortable taking this?  

If your answer is “no” or “I’m not sure” to any of those 

questions, I encourage you to immediately make note of it on 

the Appointment Notes sheet provided for you at the back of 

this book. Write down any questions or concerns you have 

about it and then bring it with you to your next appointment. 

This way, you will be empowered to help guide your 

healthcare visits to be of more value to you. Often times, 

when you don’t ask questions or express your concerns, your 

doctor simply assumes that you understand or are 

comfortable with everything. By doing this, you are being 

proactive in helping both yourself and your health care 

provider. 
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Having the Right Mindset 

Most people do not enjoy taking prescription medications. 

That is the truth. Some people feel like their medications 

make them feel tired or lousy, some feel they don’t do 

anything, others simply do not like the thought of taking 

medications. But when you have a serious chronic health 

condition, the truth is that by taking that pill, you are 

helping your body fight that disease, and in the long run, 

your body will thank you for it.  

With that said, did you know that your mindset can 

actually help shape the effects of your medication on your 

body? This is a proven fact. This is because your medicine 

acts on your body in two different ways: 

■ Directly - Through the biochemical mechanism of the 

active ingredients 

■ Indirectly - Through your perception and feelings of the 

medication itself 

What this means is that your positive beliefs and 

expectations of the medications you take can actually help the 

medication work better. By having a more positive mindset, 

you may start noticing more improvement in symptoms and 

fewer side effects.  

Wondering how you can change a negative mindset into 

a more positive one? Try this exercise. Take something that 

you currently use daily and that you know is good for you. A 

good example is vitamins. Most people take vitamins, 

because they know it is good for them. Therefore, try saying 

this to yourself several times a day: 
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“Vitamins make me healthier. Like my vitamins, my 

heart and diabetes medications also make me healthier.” 

 

By applying how you feel about vitamins (or whatever 

example you choose) to your prescription medications, you 

will gradually find your negative feelings diminish. If you do 

this, while at the same time keeping open communication 

with your health care professional, you will find that you’ll be 

able to be more in control of the medicines you take as well 

as, more importantly, your overall health.  

Tips for Effectively Managing Your 

Medications 

■ Write it down. Always write down any side effects and 

concerns you may have about your medications. Bring 

that list to your follow-up appointments and show 

them to your doctor so he or she can better optimize 

your medication regimen. 

■ Use the right tools. A pillbox, medication chart, or 

smartphone reminder apps can all help you easily keep 

track of your medicine. This is particularly helpful if 

you take multiple medications or have a complicated 

regimen. One such smartphone app is the “Medisafe 

Medication Reminder,” as it is a very intuitive and 

useful app that can help manage your medications by 

reminding you when to take your medicine and also 

when to refill. It also allows for multiple profiles so that 

you can help manage not only your own medicine but 

also your loved ones’ medication regimen.  

■ Don’t skip. Do not change or skip doses (even if you 
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think the medication is not working) without consulting 

your health care provider first, unless dose adjustment 

is something that has already been discussed between 

you and your physician. 

■ Remember that ultimately, you know your body 

the best. While some side effects with new medications 

are normal, if they are severe or if you feel that 

something is simply not right, contact your health care 

provider immediately.  

 

In summary, being on the right medicine is an important 

part of controlling chronic conditions. Because medication 

regimens can easily appear confusing or become 

overwhelming, it is very important to keep an open line of 

communication with your health care professional 

regarding concerns you may have and side effects that you 

may be experiencing. The tips and techniques I discussed 

in this chapter are meant to help empower you to take 

control of the way you approach and manage your 

medications, so that you can better take control of your 

chronic conditions. 
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Common Classes of Heart Medications 

Medication 

Class 

How It Helps Side Effects 

to Watch For 

Diuretics 

(“water pills”) 

 

Hydrochloro-

thiazide 

(HCTZ), 

Furosemide, 

Chlorthalidone, 

Bumetanide 

Reduces the amount of fluid 

in your body, including 

buildup of fluid in the lungs 

and body tissues that can 

occur in heart failure. 

 

Decreases the amount of 

work the heart needs to do. 

Reduces blood pressure. 

Lightheadedness 

 

Weakness 

 

Leg cramps (from 

low potassium) 

ACE 

Inhibitors  

& 

ARBs 

(Angiotensin 

receptor 

blockers) 

 

Lisinopril, 

Enalapril, 

Losartan, 

Entresto 

Relaxes blood vessels → 

blood flows more easily to 

the heart → heart pumps 

more easily and more 

oxygen reaches the heart. 

 

Lowers blood pressure. 

 

Proven to reduce symptoms 

and improve survival in 

people with heart failure. 

 

Protects the kidneys in 

those with kidney disease. 

Lightheadedness 

 

Dry cough 

 

Changes in 

potassium level 

 

Angioedema  

(a severe allergic 

reaction with 

facial swelling) 
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Medication 

Class 

How It Helps Side Effects to 

Watch For 

Beta-

Blockers 

 

Atenolol, 

Metoprolol, 

Propranolol, 

Carvedilol 

Lowers blood pressure and 

slows heart rate → 

“Relaxes” the heart. 

 

Reduces the amount of 

work the heart has to do → 

Heart pumps more easily. 

 

Reduces the risk of serious 

heart attacks. 

Tiredness or 

lightheadedness 

due to lower heart 

rate and blood 

pressure 

 

Note: Side effects 

usually improve 

over time (may 

take 2-3 months) 

 

Nitrates 

 

Nitroglycerin, 

Nitropaste, 

Isosorbide 

dinitrate 

Relaxes the walls of blood 

vessels → Increases the 

supply of blood and oxygen 

to the heart. 

 

Decreases the amount of 

work the heart has to do. 

 

Dizziness, 

headaches, nausea, 

vomiting 

 

Note: Taking 

vasodilators in 

combination with 

medications for 

erectile 

dysfunction 

(Viagra, Cialis) can 

cause a significant 

drop in blood 

pressure and 

should be avoided. 
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Medication 

Class 

How It Helps Side Effects 

to Watch For 

Calcium 

Channel 

Blockers 

 

Amlodipine, 

Nifedipine, 

Verapamil, 

Diltiazem 

Relaxes the muscles around 

the arteries → lowers blood 

pressure. 

 

Makes it easier for the heart 

to pump blood. 

Tiredness 

 

Headache 

 

Nausea 

 

Leg swelling 

Blood 

Thinners 

 

Warfarin 

(Coumadin), 

Clopidogrel 

(Plavix), 

Rivaroxaban 

(Xarelto), 

Dabigatran, 

Apixaban, 

Aspirin 

Lowers the risk of blood 

clots → decreases the risk of 

heart attacks and strokes 

caused by blood clots  

Bruising, 

Bleeding gums, 

Increased risk of 

bleeding events 

 

Note: Although 

anticoagulants 

reduce the 

overall risk of 

strokes caused 

by blood clots, it 

can slightly 

increase the risk 

of a stroke 

caused by 

bleeding. 
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Medication 

Class 

How It Helps Side Effects to 

Watch For 

Statins 

 

Lovastatin, 

Simvastatin, 

Atorvastatin, 

Pravastatin 

Lowers LDL (bad 

cholesterol) by blocking 

production of cholesterol in 

the liver. Increases HDL 

(good cholesterol) 

 

Helps prevent blood clots 

and inflammation inside 

arteries. 

 

Even if your cholesterol 

levels are normal, taking a 

statin can still be beneficial 

if you have heart disease or 

diabetes (it lowers the risk of 

future heart attacks and 

strokes). 

Muscle soreness 

and pain (this 

increases with 

higher doses but 

usually improves 

over several weeks) 

 

Note: Severe 

muscle pain, 

weakness, or 

brown-colored 

urine should 

prompt you to 

contact a doctor 

immediately as this 

may be a sign of a 

serious reaction. 

Ranolazine 

(Ranexa) 

Improves symptoms for 

those with angina that keeps 

coming back (chronic 

angina). 

 

It works by improving blood 

flow to the heart without 

significantly lowering your 

heartrate and blood 

pressure.  

Dizziness 

 

Lightheadedness 

 

Headache 

 

Constipation 

 

Nausea 
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Medication Recall 

Go through each of your medications and ask yourself: 

1. How does it help my health? 

2. What side effects should I watch for? 

Positive Thinking 

Write down two negative thoughts that have to do with 

taking medications. Then below it, reframe the sentence into 

something positive. For example: 

 

“I don’t like having to take pills.” →  

“These pills help my heart and keep me out of the hospital.” 

 

“My blood pressure medication makes me tired.” →  

“I can tell they’re working and are helping to relax my heart.” 

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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Restored 
 

Immortalized 

within counterfeit fibers 

of a petrified forest 

are your sorrows 

weighed with silt, 

swallowed by shadows  

of its own valley, 

silenced beneath  

the porcelain surface 

of a visage pristine. 

 

Banish them. 

Let your tears cathartic 

burn these cheeks of mine. 

Scour them with scars  

of an ancient past 

of an ache relived. 

Let me bear the dusk 

until from the womb, 

emerged pure as 

the morning dew, 

is our love renewed. 

 

• 
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Question for Thought:  

How has having angina changed your life? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iving with angina is not easy. For most people, having 

episodes of chest discomfort (especially after having 

had a heart attack) is not only painful; it can be a 

frightening experience. It can easily cause daily stress and 

worry for not only you but also your loved ones. For some 

people (especially women or those who are elderly), instead 

of getting chest pain, angina can come in the form of other 

uncomfortable sensations—such as shortness of breath, 

extreme fatigue, perfuse sweating, or pain in other areas such 

as the back, arm, or abdomen. Therefore, if you tend to 

experience these types of symptoms, this chapter on angina is 

for you as well.  

Although living with angina might feel like a major 

limitation, I’m here to tell you that it does not have to control 

your life! On the contrary, there is no reason why you should 

not still live a full and active life, even with angina. In this 

chapter, I will discuss the many things you can do to take 

control of your angina, instead of letting it take control of 

you. 

L 
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Angina Essentials 

Nitroglycerin Protocol 

If you currently are prescribed nitroglycerin for your angina, 

the following are things that you might already know to do. 

But let us go over the essentials of how you should typically 

use your nitroglycerin when you get an episode of angina (of 

course, if your health care professional has special 

instructions for you, follow that advice instead). 

NITROGLYCERIN PROTOCOL 

1. Always carry your nitroglycerin with you. 

2. When you get angina, immediately stop what you are 

doing and rest. 

3. If your angina does not go away quickly with rest, take a 

dose of nitroglycerin.  

4. After 5 minutes, if you continue to have discomfort, take 

another dose. 

5. If your angina is not better after 3 doses of nitroglycerin, 

consider seeking medical attention. 

Angina Triggers 

While sometimes angina can be unpredictable, certain things 

are known to increase your chances of having an angina 

episode. Why? These things trigger your symptoms by 

increasing your heart’s need for oxygen. When your heart 

cannot get enough oxygen through the blood (because your 
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heart’s blood vessels are narrowed due to heart disease), you 

end up having angina. 

Because each of these things stresses your heart out a 

little, it is no surprise that if you are exposed to more than 

one trigger in a short period of time (such as eating a large 

meal and then going for a walk in the cold), you will also 

increase your chances of triggering symptoms. For example, 

you might find yourself experiencing more frequent angina 

or have an episode with more severe symptoms.  

COMMON TRIGGERS OF ANGINA 

■ Eating a large meal 

■ Exercise 

■ Strong emotions (especially emotional upset) 

■ Extremely cold weather 

■ Very high blood pressure 

■ Smoking (causes immediate spasm and narrowing of 

blood vessels) 

Taking Control of Your Risk Factors 

If you experience angina or have had a heart attack in the 

past, chances are you also have some degree of heart disease. 

Heart disease (also called coronary artery disease, or CAD) 

is caused by the buildup of fatty deposits along the walls of 

the arteries (blood vessels) that supply blood and oxygen to 

the heart. Things that make these fatty deposits worse will in 

turn worsen your heart disease; these are called risk factors. 

Like putting weights on a balance, you can easily tip the scale 
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one way (help worsen the disease) or the other way (help 

stop or reverse it) simply through making conscious 

decisions to change some lifestyle habits. By doing your part 

to reduce these known risk factors, you will not only have 

more control over your angina, but you will also be helping 

to prevent a serious heart attack or stroke (which is like a 

‘heart attack of the brain’) from happening in the future. 

Risk Factors that You Can Control 

Cigarette smoking 

One of the many ways that smoking harms your body is 

through injuring the walls of your arteries and stressing your 

heart out by increasing its need for oxygen. When you stop 

(or even cut down) your smoking, not only will your angina 

improve noticeably and your chances of a heart attack 

become lower, but your heart disease will also start to 

improve. 

High blood pressure 

High blood pressure stresses out your heart and forces it to 

work harder. If your blood pressure is in the normal range 

(around 120/70), this will help out your heart tremendously, 

and, as a result, help you to have fewer angina episodes. As 

will be discussed in the next chapter, you can lower your 

blood pressure by eating less salt, taking your heart and 

blood pressure medicines as prescribed, getting regular 

physical activity, and practicing relaxation techniques (also 

covered in a later chapter). 
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High blood sugar  

High blood sugar worsens heart disease by adding to the fatty 

buildup in your arteries as well as causing or worsening other 

chronic conditions. You can prevent diabetes (or improve 

your existing diabetes) by eating healthy foods, keeping your 

weight down, and getting regular exercise. This is something 

that I will go into more detail in the chapter “Taking Control 

of Diabetes.”   

Being overweight  

Have you ever heard that a large waistline is particularly 

dangerous to your health? It is actually true. When you have 

extra weight around your abdominal area, all your organs 

need to work harder. This includes your heart. Even being 

overweight in general, your heart has to work harder to 

pump blood to all the parts of the body. Studies have shown 

that losing just 5 to 10 pounds can significantly improve your 

blood pressure, cholesterol, and blood sugar level. What does 

this mean in terms of angina? This means you will have less 

angina symptoms as well. 

Bad cholesterol  

When doctors say “bad cholesterol,” they are mainly referring 

to high levels of LDL cholesterol. The other kind of 

cholesterol—HDL—is actually very beneficial for your health 

and can protect your heart (therefore, the higher the HDL, 

the better). Triglycerides (fat in your blood) are also 

something that is bad at high levels. Together, they are a 

major cause of narrowed arteries; they essentially make up 

the building blocks of the fatty deposits that stick against the 

blood vessel walls and clot them. You can improve your 
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cholesterol by eating a heart-healthy diet, maintaining a 

healthy weight, and getting regular physical activity. If you 

work with me and try to follow all the tips in this book, you 

should have no problem getting there. 

Stress 

High levels of stress (especially chronic stress) have a number 

of negative effects on your body, can increase the severity 

and occurrence of angina symptoms, and can even increase 

your chances of getting a heart attack or a stroke. In a later 

chapter, I will discuss practical ways in which you can both 

lower your stress level as well as handle the stresses you do 

encounter easily and effectively. 

Sedentary lifestyle  

Physical activity is one of the best things you can do for 

yourself. This is because studies have shown that when you 

sit for long periods of time, the effects on your heart can be 

almost as damaging as smoking. But does this mean that you 

need to go run a marathon? Absolutely not. Actually, the best 

and easiest thing to do (if you find yourself sitting for long 

periods of time) is just to stand up and walk around for a few 

minutes every hour. Just by doing that, you can improve your 

heart health and decrease your risk factors. 

Tracking Your Angina 

One of the main ways you can take control of your angina 

and stay as active and healthy as possible is by keeping track 

of it. By keeping a record of your angina, you will be helping 

out both yourself and your health care provider. For you, it 
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will make you more aware of the patterns of your symptoms 

and as well the triggers that are causing it. For your health 

care provider, it can provide important information about 

whether your angina is changing, how it is changing, and 

whether something needs to be done about it. 

In the back of your book is a personal Angina Log for you 

to help get you started, but you can use any journal or phone 

app that you find enjoyable to use.  

HOW TO TRACK YOUR ANGINA 

1. Write down the day and time it occurred. 

2. Identify what you think caused it (the trigger). 

3. Rate how severe your angina felt.  

4. Note how long your angina lasted. 

5. Record what you did to make your angina go away. 

RATING YOUR ANGINA 

When rating your angina, use a scale of 1 to 10 as follows: 

 1 = very mild 

 10 = worst that you have ever had 

IF YOU HAVE ANGINA THAT IS 5 OR HIGHER 

1. Stop what you are doing 

2. Take your nitroglycerin according to the Nitroglycerin 

Protocol or as directed by your physician.  

3. If you still have angina after 3 doses of nitroglycerin or 

after 15 minutes, consider seeking medical attention. 
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While it may take some effort to track your angina 

episodes at first, I encourage you to stick with it, as it is an 

essential tool that will help you gain a deeper understanding 

of your health as well as help guide you in more effectively 

managing your symptoms in general. 

Dealing with Feelings about Angina 

When you have angina, it is normal to feel afraid, frustrated, 

depressed, or just overall discouraged. You may wonder, 

“When will I have my next angina episode?” or “Will I have a 

serious heart attack and die?” Many people stop doing the 

activities they enjoy doing in hope of stopping their angina, 

but this leads to further feelings of discouragement and 

frustration. If you have ever felt this way, it is important to 

realize that you are not alone. These are all normal and 

common feelings for people who live with angina. 

What You Can Do About It: 

 Speak up: Share your feelings with friends and family 

members. 

 Reach Out: Connect with others also living with angina 

(you can find a local or online support group by visiting 

your community center or searching the internet).  

 Relax: Learn and practice daily relaxation exercises such 

as deep breathing, mindfulness, and visualization. 

 Write it down: Make a list of your concerns and 

questions about angina, bring it to your next 

appointment, and give it to your cardiologist or health 

care provider (I wish all my patients would do this!).  
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 Do your part to live in a healthy way: Adopt healthy 

living habits (such as the things I have covered so far), 

and take all of your medications as instructed. 

What Your Family Can Do to Help: 

 Plan: Have a plan for getting medical help, including all 

important phone numbers and addresses. Write it down 

and put it on the refrigerator for easy locating. 

 Inquire: Simply expressing concern on a regular basis 

and asking how you are doing and how your angina is 

changing can be of great help. 

 Support: Let them help you follow a healthy diet. Recruit 

them to be your “cheer squad” as you start incorporating 

more healthy living tools or, if you smoke, ask them to 

support you in your efforts to cut down on smoking. 

 Listen: Let them know that sometimes, even though they 

might not be able to outwardly do anything about your 

angina, just being a good listener and talking to you about 

how you feel can make a real difference and relieve 

negative emotions.  

 Learn: Encourage your family to learn more about your 

condition or to learn the basics of cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation (CPR), so that even if an emergency 

situation were to occur, everyone would know what to do.  

Although angina can at times seem to get in the way of 

normal living, the more you know about it—what causes it 

and what you can do about it— the better equipped you will 

be at preventing it from getting in the way of leading a 

fulfilling life and doing what you want to do every day. 
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

Describe the different things that can trigger angina. What 

can you do to prevent your heart disease from worsening 

(what risk factors do you have control over)? 

Angina Tracking 

Using the Angina Log, practice logging your last episode of 

angina, making sure to include the day and time, the trigger, 

the grade, duration, and what you did to relieve it. 

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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Liberation 
 

Like a dove in the cleft of rocks 

tranquilly enveloped 

suffocated 

with a slumber 

assuaged by silence 

beneath the breath 

of crescent glow. 

Catch her 

Save her 

Treasure her 

you whom her soul desires 

and let her be freed. 

• 
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Question for Thought:  

What does the term “silent disease” mean to you? 

 

 

 

 

igh blood pressure, or hypertension, is a condition 

that is often called the ‘silent disease,’ or even more 

bluntly, the ‘silent killer.’ This is because you can 

have dangerously high blood pressure and feel completely 

fine. But high blood pressure is serious; when not controlled 

well, it puts significant stress on all of your organs. This 

eventually leads to damage of the blood vessels, heart, 

kidney, and even eyes. If you already have a heart condition, 

high blood pressure worsens it while also increasing your 

chances of having a serious stroke or a heart attack. If you 

have diabetes, high blood pressure can lead to even more 

serious diabetes-related complications, such as neuropathy, 

kidney failure, and vision loss. In men, hypertension can also 

lead to erectile dysfunction. All this is to say that high blood 

pressure that is not adequately controlled will lead to 

worsening of your chronic conditions as well as cause new 

health problems. On the other hand, by doing your part to 

make sure that your blood pressure is in a healthy range, you 

can stop many diseases from worsening and even help 

reverse their course.  

Fortunately, there are many things that you can do—in 

addition to taking your prescribed medications—to help take

control of your high blood pressure. In this chapter, I will 

discuss what these are. 

H 
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Blood Pressure Essentials 

How High is Too High? 

 

BLOOD PRESSURE 

CATEGORY 

 

SYSTOLIC 

upper number 

(mm Hg) 

  

DIASTOLIC 

lower number 

(mm Hg) 

 

Normal Less than 120 and Less than 80 

Elevated 120 – 129 and Less than 80 

High Blood Pressure 

(Stage 1 Hypertension) 
130 – 139 or 80 – 89 

High Blood Pressure 

(Stage 2 Hypertension) 

140  
or higher 

or 
90  

or higher 

Hypertensive Crisis 

(consult doctor immediately) 

Higher than  

180 
or 

Higher than  

120 

 

When you are already on blood pressure medications, it is 

easy to assume that your blood pressure is always in the 

healthy range. However, this is not always the case. 

Sometimes, a person can be on blood pressure medications 

and still have a blood pressure that is too high. This is usually 

because their medication regimen has not yet been 

optimized. However, the person may be unaware that their 



Taking Control of High Blood Pressure 
 

87 
 

blood pressure is high, because they feel alright. Therefore, 

the first step in taking control of your blood pressure is to 

know whether it is at a healthy level or an unhealthy level. In 

addition to getting your blood pressure checked at your 

health appointments, I strongly encourage you—if you 

haven’t yet—to invest in a digital blood pressure monitor, so 

that you can check your blood pressure at home.  

Checking Your Blood Pressure 

Because so many factors can affect your blood pressure (such 

as talking, laughing, and the positioning of your body), it is 

important to know how to check it properly. Once you are 

ready to start monitoring your blood pressure at home, 

follow the sequence that is detailed below. 

HOW TO CHECK YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE  

1. Measure at the same time every day. Take your blood 

pressure once in the morning and once in the evening, at 

the same time each day.  

2. Rest beforehand. Do not smoke, drink caffeinated 

beverages, or exercise within 30 minutes of measuring 

your blood pressure. Empty your bladder and sit still for 

at least 5 minutes before measuring.  

3. Get into position. Sit in a chair with your back straight 

and supported (avoid sitting on a soft sofa). Uncross your 

legs and put both feet flat on the floor. Your arm should 

be supported on a flat surface (such as a table) with your 

upper arm at chest level.  
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4. Roll up your sleeves or wear a short-sleeved shirt. 

Avoid placing the cuff over your clothes.  

5. Put the cuff on your arm. Make sure the bottom of the 

cuff is placed right above the bend of the elbow and that 

the cuff is not too loose or too tight.  

6. Take a reading. Do not talk during measurement. 

7. Rest for 1 minute. After taking the first measurement, 

allow the cuff to loosen and then rest for one minute.  

8. Take your blood pressure again.  

9. Write it down. Write your blood pressure readings on 

your personal Blood Pressure log (provided for you in the 

back of the book).  

Habits that Help Your Blood Pressure 

In addition to taking your prescribed blood pressure 

medications, there are several things that you can do to help 

improve your blood pressure naturally:  

Cutting down on salt 

Salt is not only one of the most significant contributors of 

high blood pressure, but it is also the one that you have the 

greatest power to control. Even a small reduction in salt 

consumption can noticeably improve your blood pressure.  

Taking a daily walk 

Physical activity is one of the best things you can do for your 

blood pressure and overall health. Exercise helps to make 

your heart stronger and more efficient at pumping blood; 

this lowers the pressure in your blood vessels. Regular 
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physical activity—something even as simple as a daily walk—

can lower your blood pressure considerably. How much 

exercise should you get? While a generally recommended 

goal is 30 minutes of daily activity carried out 5 days a week, 

every step counts when it comes to physical activity.  

Doing daily relaxation exercises  

Relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing, meditating, 

visualization, and progressive muscle relaxation, can be a 

very effective way of quickly lowering your blood pressure. 

This is because when your body is in an excited or stressed 

state, your blood pressure instantly becomes higher. By 

incorporating regular relaxation exercises into your days, you 

will not only feel better overall, but you will be helping to 

improve your blood pressure and heart health.  

Maintaining a healthy weight 

If you are overweight, your extra body mass is putting more 

burden on your heart, organs, and blood vessels. Studies have 

shown that even losing 5% of your body weight can 

significantly lower high blood pressure. The effect is even 

greater when weight loss is paired with exercise. 
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

What are some of the health consequences of poorly 

controlled high blood pressure? 

 

Blood Pressure Tracking 

Using your home blood pressure monitor, check your blood 

pressure by following the protocol presented in the chapter. 

Log your readings on the Blood Pressure Log provided in 

the back of the book. 

 

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 

 



 

141 
 

 

 

Taking Control of  

Chronic Lung Disease 
 

  
CHAPTER  

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
 

CHAPTER 10 

 

  



 

142 
 

 

 

 

Pearl 
 

Twilight rent by a glittered moon 

betrays truth of a latent fear. 

A gilded smile, a heart once proud, 

joys tarnished by the salt of tears. 

Captivate this wearied soul, 

serenade her with a love divine. 

Let the grains of silt that wounded her 

be patterned for a jewel’s design. 

 

• 
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Question for Thought: 

How does having a lung condition affect your everyday quality 

of life? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

aving chronic lung disease—whether it’s COPD, 

emphysema, or asthma—can feel like a constant 

battle. This is especially true when you have other 

health issues on top of it. Like any other chronic condition, 

having the diagnosis of lung disease changes a person's life 

and forces you to adjust to a new way of being in the world. 

For example, you may have been active for most of your life, 

but now you simply cannot do all the things you once 

enjoyed. While before, you were spontaneous and quick-

paced, now you feel slowed down and limited. 

If this somewhat describes the way you feel, be 

encouraged. By learning how to become an active manager of 

your condition, you can stop being controlled by it and start 

taking back your life. What does it mean to actively manage 

your lung condition? It means learning more about it and 

then making the decision to start living your healthiest. 

When it comes to chronic lung conditions, healthy living 

includes avoiding triggers and irritants, using medications 

properly, and learning proper techniques for breathing and 

lung clearing. By doing this, your lungs will work better, and 

you will experience fewer symptoms. Let’s get started! 

H 
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Avoiding Triggers 
Aside from being on the proper medications, avoiding lung 

triggers and irritants is the single best way to control your 

chronic lung disease. While it may not be possible to avoid 

everything, by taking proactive measures to avoid the things 

you can avoid, you will notice a considerable improvement in 

your symptoms. 

Common Lung Irritants and Triggers 

Smoking 

Both smoking tobacco and being exposed to secondhand 

smoke can significantly worsen your symptoms. It does so by 

drying your airways, constricting them so that they are 

narrower, and also by causing inflammation of your airways. 

If you experience shortness of breath and you smoke, 

consider cutting down or quitting.  

Air pollution 

On days when there are air pollution advisories, avoid or 

minimize the time you spend outdoors, and avoid exercising 

outside. 

Cold weather 

Cold air constricts your airways and causes them to spasm. 

On cold days, if you notice shortness of breath, use a scarf, 

handkerchief, or a cold-weather mask to breathe through. 



Taking Control of Chronic Lung Disease 
 

145 
 

Allergens 

An allergen is anything that causes an allergic-type reaction 

in your body. While it is nearly impossible to avoid all 

potential allergens, there are some things that you can do 

that will significantly decrease the amount you are exposed 

to: 

■ Keep windows closed during times when outside 

pollen and molds are more of a problem (during the 

spring and summer). 

■ To minimize dust mites, vacuum your mattress and 

wrap them in an airtight cover to prevent dust mites 

from hiding within the fibers. Wash all of your 

bedding weekly in hot water. 

■ Change heating and air conditioning filters monthly. 

Medications 

Certain medications (such as beta blockers and some pain 

medications) can constrict the airway and make breathing 

more difficult. If you think your symptoms are an effect of 

your medications, do not just stop taking them. Confer with 

your doctor first to see if that is really the cause and, if so, 

what changes need to be made. 

Emotional stress 

Negative emotions and stress can cause your airways to 

narrow and make your symptoms worse. I would encourage 

you to put into use all the stress management techniques 

that are presented in this book. Remember: practice makes 

perfect, even when it comes to managing the stresses in your 

life. Keep at it, and you will notice a difference. 
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Breathing Techniques 
People are usually surprised to hear that proper breathing is 

a skill that needs to be learned, but it is true. Normally, when 

people take a breath, they do it in a way that is shallow and 

that barely utilizes their lung capacity. It is also common to 

subconsciously hold one’s breath at times of nervousness and 

stress—moments when the body actually needs more oxygen. 

For most people, this does not cause a noticeable problem, 

but for those who already have underlying lung disease, it 

can lead to uncomfortable symptoms. This is why learning to 

breathe properly is a practical tool that is part of effective 

chronic lung disease management.   

Diaphragmatic Breathing 

The diaphragm is an important muscle for breathing. It is a 

large, dome-shaped muscle located at the base of your lungs. 

Your abdominal muscles help move the diaphragm and give 

you more power to empty your lungs. 

When you have lung disease, especially chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) or emphysema, air 

often becomes trapped in the lungs, pushing down on the 

diaphragm. The neck and chest muscles must then work 

harder to bring air into your lungs. This can leave the 

diaphragm weakened and flattened, causing it to work less 

efficiently. 

One of the main reasons why people with chronic lung 

conditions feel short of breath is because too much stale air 

gets trapped in the lungs. Diaphragmatic breathing forces the 

lungs to squeeze out that old air. 
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This breathing technique (which is also called 

abdominal breathing) not only can make you feel better, 

but if done regularly, it also works to strengthen the muscle 

of the diaphragm. This subsequently helps your breathing in 

the long run. It also slows your breathing rate, which helps to 

lessen the effort that your body needs to put into breathing. 

This is important, because when you have conditions such as 

COPD and emphysema, your body easily gets tired out from 

putting all its energy into taking inefficient breaths. 

With that said, let’s try a diaphragmatic breathing 

exercise. Because this method is different than the way you 

usually breathe, expect it to feel unnatural at first. But like all 

skills, keep at it, and you will eventually reap the benefits.  
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DIAPHRAGMATIC BREATHING EXERCISE 

1. Sit up in a chair or lie on your back on a flat surface (If 

you are lying down, you can use a pillow under your 

knees to support your legs). 

2. Place one hand on your upper chest and the other just 

below your rib cage. This will allow you to feel your 

diaphragm move as you breathe. 

3. Breathe in slowly through your nose so that your stomach 

moves out against your hand. The hand on your chest 

should remain as still as possible. 

4. Tighten your stomach muscles, letting them fall inward as 

you exhale through pursed lips. The hand on your upper 

chest must remain as still as possible. 

When you first learn this technique, it is often easier to 

do it lying down. As you gain more practice, you will be able 

to easily do the breathing technique while sitting in a chair.  

As I mentioned before, you may notice at first that it 

takes a lot of effort to use the diaphragm correctly, and you 

might actually get tired while doing this exercise. But keep at 

it! With continued practice, diaphragmatic breathing will 

become easy and automatic. 

I encourage you to practice this breathing exercise for 

five minutes at a time, doing it about 3 to 4 times a day. As 

you get more accustomed to it, gradually increase the 

amount of time you spend doing this exercise. To help 

strengthen your diaphragm even more (which in turn will 

help you breathe more easily), you can also choose to do a 

more challenging version of this exercise by placing a book 

on your abdomen. 
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Positions for Better Breathing 
In addition to stopping and resting, when you are feeling short 

of breath, getting into certain positions can help relieve your 

symptoms and give you a chance to catch your breath.  

 

SITTING POSITION 1 

With your feet flat on the 

floor, lean your chest forward 

and rest your elbows on your 

knees. Relax your neck and 

shoulder muscles and take 

slow, deep breaths.  

 

 

 

SITTING POSITION 2 

With your feet flat on the floor, 

lean over and rest your arms 

over a table. Rest your head 

either on your arms or on a 

pillow. Close your eyes and 

take slow, deep breaths.  
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STANDING POSITION 1 

Stand in front of a table and 

rest both your hands on it. 

Leaning slightly forward, allow 

some of your weight to be 

supported by the table. 

Depending on the height of the 

table, you may also rest your 

head on your forearms. Relax 

your neck and shoulders and 

take slow, deep breaths.  

 

 

 

STANDING POSITION 2 

Stand in front of a wall with your 

feet shoulder-width apart. Leaning 

your hips back, bend your upper 

body forward and allow your arms 

to dangle in front of you. Relax your 

shoulders and take slow, deep 

breaths.  
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LYING/SLEEPING POSITION 1 

Lie on your side, keeping your back straight. Put a pillow 

between your legs and one or two pillows underneath your 

head. Your head should be slightly elevated. Close your eyes, 

relax your body, and take slow, deep breaths.  

 

 

 

LYING/SLEEPING POSITION 2 

Lying flat on your back, place two pillows underneath your 

knees. Your legs should be slightly bent. Place one or two 

pillows underneath your head, slightly elevating it. Relax your 

body and take slow, deep breaths.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Being Empowered for a Healthy Heart 
 

152 
 

 

Clearing Your Lungs 

When you have a condition such as COPD, your airways have 

difficulty mobilizing and clearing out the mucous within 

them. This results in an accumulation of thickened mucous 

within your airways that lead to uncomfortable symptoms 

and difficulty breathing. One way to help your lungs clear 

out the thick mucus that may be plugging the airways is to 

stay properly hydrated. If you do not have heart failure or a 

health reason to limit your fluid intake, drinking 6 glasses of 

water a day can help thin out and loosen the mucous, which 

can help you breathe easier. 

Another effective technique that you may already 

subconsciously be doing is using the coughing maneuver to 

clear your mucous. Follow the instructions below and give it 

a try: 

CONTROLLED COUGHING EXERCISE 

1. Sit on the edge of a chair or bed with your feet flat on the 

floor. 

2. Hold something (such as a pillow) firmly against your 

abdomen. 

3. Take a few slow, deep breaths, inhaling through your 

nose and slowly exhaling through your lips, bending 

slightly forward and pressing the pillow into your belly. 

4. On the 5th breath, make 2-3 strong coughs (without 

taking a breath in between) 

5. Repeat this 3 times 



Taking Control of Chronic Lung Disease 
 

153 
 

Monitoring Symptoms 
Because lung disease can change over time, you may have 

more symptoms on certain days than others. By knowing 

what symptoms to watch for and how to act, you can predict 

when a flare-up may be coming and be able to seek help 

when necessary. The following are signs and symptoms (of 

COPD, emphysema, bronchitis, and asthma) that you should 

be looking for that indicates that you should make an 

appointment with a health care provider.  

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF AN UPCOMING FLARE-UP 

■ Worsening of shortness of breath or wheezing 

■ Persistent coughing that is not getting better 

■ Chest tightness 

■ Worsening of fatigue 

■ Increased or thickened sputum 

■ Increased need for quick-relief medications such as 

albuterol, or you are using it more than twice a week (not 

counting use during exercise) 

■ Your symptoms are causing you to wake up several times 

during the night 

■ Your symptoms are interfering with work or home 

activities 
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Exercising Tips 
Many people with lung disease are apprehensive about 

exercising, as they are worried about triggering their 

symptoms. However, it is possible to still do the physical 

activities that you enjoy, even with COPD or asthma. The key 

is to have the right approach. 

■ Prepare your lungs beforehand. Use your inhaler (if 

you have one) before you start exercising. This will 

open up your airways to allow you to exercise longer 

with less shortness of breath. 

■ Take your time. Take your time warming up and 

cooling down by slowly walking around while doing a 

few minutes of diaphragmatic breathing. 

■ Work your legs. Be aware that arm and upper body 

exercises can cause you to tire out or feel short of 

breath sooner than leg exercises, so take that into 

account when deciding on an activity. 

■ Avoid the cold. Cold, dry air makes breathing and 

exercise much more difficult. If you find that this is a 

limiting factor for you, consider a water-based activity, 

such as water aerobics. The warm and humid air will 

actually help your breathing. 

■ Do not rush. Sometimes, people with lung problems 

will try to get somewhere quickly before their breath 

runs out. Instead of doing this, pace yourself by 

moving slowly, being conscious to takes deep, slow 

breaths as you go. This may be counterintuitive at 

first, but soon you’ll find yourself being able to go a 
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longer distance and feel more comfortable while doing 

it.  

■ Find your pace. People with lung disease are limited 

by how much air they can get in and out of their lungs 

and how much oxygen they can put into their blood. 

When exercising, your muscles pull oxygen out of 

your blood. When this happens faster than your lungs 

can put oxygen back into the blood, you feel short of 

breath. The key is to find your pace. Your pace is the 

point at which your exercise level matches the speed 

in which your lungs can supply the oxygen that you 

need. This is a trial-and-error process that requires 

you to feel out over time. To find your pace, start slow 

and increase your activity gradually. You will 

eventually reach your perfect pace. As your diaphragm 

becomes stronger through regular physical activity 

and breathing exercises, you will find that your pace 

will also increase. 

■ If you need oxygen to exercise—use it! Using 

supplementary oxygen does not diminish the benefit 

of the exercise at all. In fact, it is far better to exercise 

with oxygen, than to not exercise without oxygen. 

Make sure to discuss with your lung doctor how much 

oxygen to use when exercising. 

 

While living with chronic lung conditions may feel limiting, 

it does not have to limit your enjoyment of life or deprive you 

of the activities you want to do. At this point, you should feel 

comfortable doing the breathing exercise described in this 

chapter. I encourage you, like with all the tools in this book, 
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to really make an effort of incorporating it into your daily life.  

By using these techniques regularly, you will not only be able 

to manage your symptoms more effectively, but you will 

slowly strengthen your breathing muscles, leading to benefits 

for years to come.  

 

Recommended Resources 

 American Lung Association, www.lung.org  

 COPD Foundation, www.copdfoundation.org  

 Asthma and Allergy Foundation, www.aafa.org  

  

http://www.lung.org/
http://www.copdfoundation.org/
http://www.aafa.org/
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

What are the common allergens and triggers for people with 

chronic lung disease, and how can you avoid or minimize 

exposure to them? 

Practicing New Techniques 

Practice the diaphragmatic breathing technique, both lying 

in bed and sitting up. What difference do you feel after doing 

it? 

 

Practice the controlled coughing technique three times a 

day this week. 

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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Journey 
 

Veiled by shadows ‘neath verdant timbers, 

woolen skies’ tears dissolve to mist. 

Fears immured by fragrant breezes, 

doubts enfold with tendered kiss. 

A promenade from frond to bloom, 

a gentle nudge down path unknown. 

Through sacred sites, its secrets saved, 

this one she takes—she takes alone. 

 

• 

 

 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTE 
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R 

Question for Thought:  

What things in your life cause you stress? How does having 

chronic conditions affect your level of stress? 

 

 

 

 

 

t is no secret that stress is a part of human life. As we all 

have experienced at one time or another, stress—in small 

doses—can be extremely helpful, such as when we need 

to prepare for an upcoming exam or a work deadline. This is 

because when we are faced with a stressful situation, our 

body’s “alarm system” goes off, causing stress hormones—

one of which is adrenaline—to be released. The immediate, 

short term effects you feel when you are suddenly stressed—

the quickening heartrate, fast and shallow breathing, 

sweating, tense muscles, and dry mouth—are the result of 

adrenaline’s effects on your body, the purpose of which is to 

prepare you to think and act quickly. 

This physiologic response, termed the “Fight or 

Flight” response, can be extremely beneficial and even 

lifesaving when utilized for short periods at a time (imagine 

being chased by a bear). Under ideal circumstances, once this 

short-term stressor is gone, your body automatically shuts 

this alarm signal off, and you are then able to go back to your 

normal calm and relaxed state. 

I 
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Chronic Stress & Your Health 
However, what happens when you feel stressed out, all the 

time? Perhaps you have a stressful job with little down time. 

Perhaps you have personal worries that follow you wherever 

you go. Whatever the cause, the result is that your body 

simply cannot shut that stress response off. Indeed, when a 

person is constantly in a stressed state—either because of 

environmental circumstances (e.g., a stressful job) or a 

physical illness (e.g., depression or chronic pain)—your body 

believes it needs to remain in a constant state of high alert.  

As a result, your body floods itself with persistently high 

levels of stress hormones. In addition to adrenaline, the other 

important stress hormone is called cortisol. Over time, high 

levels of cortisol wear down your body, worsening the 

chronic conditions you may already have and causing 

a number of other health problems. 

The following gives you an idea of the numerous 

unwanted health effects of chronic stress and high cortisol: 

Effects of Chronic Stress 

■ Increased level of tiredness and chronic fatigue 

■ Elevated blood pressure  

■ Poor quality sleep 

■ Increased hunger and weight gain 

■ Joint pain 

■ Worsening of existing depression or increased risk of 

developing depression  

■ Worsening of chronic pain symptoms and increased 

sensitivity to pain 
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■ Headaches and migraines 

■ Acid reflux (heartburn) and stomach ulcers 

■ Weakened immune system (making it easier to catch 

colds and infections) 

■ Decreased metabolism (harder to lose weight) 

As you can see, the amount of stress that your body 

perceives plays an immense role when it comes to both your 

physical and emotional health. And while it is not always 

possible to control the sources of your stress, you can control 

the way your mind and body react to it. This is where effective 

stress management comes in. By equipping you with 

practical stress management tools, you will be able to not 

only better control the level of stress in your life, but even 

more importantly, be prepared to handle any stressful events 

you may encounter—confidently and effectively. 

Stress Management Tools 

Stress Journal 

Everyone’s circumstances are different, and each person in 

this world has his or her own personal situations that cause 

stress. Sometimes the stressors are obvious: a new job, 

financial hardship, or taking care of a sick loved one. 

Sometimes they are invisible (such as in depression, anxiety, 

or post-traumatic stress disorder). Other times, the causes 

are seemingly minor tasks that simply take up time and 

energy, such as having to cook, clean, or mow the lawn. 

Because stressors are not always obvious, the first step to 

effectively controlling your stress is to know exactly where 
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they are coming from. One of the best ways to do this is to 

create a Stress Journal. 

The purpose of a Stress Journal is to help you identify the 

specific stressors in your life, as well as the ways you 

currently deal with them. In the back of the book is a 

personal Stress Journal for you to use. Each time you feel 

stressed out, write it down. As you keep a daily log, try to 

find patterns and common themes. 

STRESS JOURNAL COMPONENTS 

1. Date and time it occurred  

2. The cause of stress (make a guess if you’re unsure) 

3. How it made you feel (physically and emotionally) 

4. How you coped with it (What did you do to make 

yourself feel better?) 

Looking over your Stress Journal, try to identify things 

that you did that would be considered unhealthy coping 

strategies. Unhealthy coping strategies are activities that may 

help you feel better temporarily, but that either do not 

effectively deal with the source of stress or that harm your 

health in the long run. Ask yourself: Do any of the following 

unhealthy coping strategies apply to you? 

UNHEALTHY COPING STRATEGIES 

■ Binging on junk or comfort food 

■ Procrastinating 

■ Zoning out for hours looking at your phone 
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■ Smoking or using pills and drugs to relax 

■ Drinking alcohol to feel better 

■ Withdrawing from friends, family, and activities 

■ Filling up every minute of the day to avoid facing 

problems 

■ Sleeping too much 

■ Taking out your stress on others 

Are you guilty of some of these? If you are, rest assured, 

you are not alone. Even if you find that your methods of 

coping with stress are not contributing to your 

greater emotional and physical health, you have already 

taken the first step by identifying them.  

But where do you go from here? In the next section, I will 

start equipping you with essential tools that will empower 

you to take control of your stress.  

The Four A’s of Stress Management 

Now that you know how harmful chronic stress is to your 

health…what can you do about it? The necessary next step 

(after recognizing what is causing your stress) is to make the 

decision to take control of it. The decision to take control 

simply means that you are determined to start 

making positive, proactive changes in your life to effectively 

manage your stress—as opposed to allowing yourself to feel 

discouraged while merely trying to cope with it. This 

difference in mindset matters and is the difference between 

feeling like you are keeping pace while staying ahead in a 

race as opposed to lagging behind, trying to catch up. But 
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what does this all mean? Let’s continue, by going over the 

four A’s of stress management… 

AVOID Unnecessary Stress 

While you should not try to avoid facing a stressful situation 

that absolutely needs to be addressed, you will be surprised 

at how much stress is brought on by situations that could 

have been avoided. Therefore, take some time to reflect over 

your life in order to identify what stressors in your days you 

can reasonably eliminate. 

 Learn how to say “no.” Know your limits and stick to 

them. Whether in your personal or professional life, 

taking on more than you can handle is one of the 

ways to guarantee stress. Before taking on a task, ask 

yourself: “Is this something I must do or is it something 

that I could or should do?” 

 Prioritize your To-Do List. Analyze your schedule, 

responsibilities, and daily tasks. If you’ve got too 

much on your plate, drop tasks that are not 

truly necessary to the bottom of the list, or eliminate 

them entirely, if possible. You will be surprised at the 

weight that falls off your shoulders. 

ALTER the Situation 

If you cannot avoid a stressful situation, a lot of times it is 

possible to alter it. Often, this involves changing the way you 

communicate with others or respond to events in your daily 

life. 

 Take control of your environment. For instance, if 

watching the news makes you anxious, force yourself 

to do something other than watch the usual nightly 



Stress Management 
 

179 
 

news as part of your evening routine. If getting stuck 

in traffic makes you tense, try taking a longer but less-

traveled route as part of your morning commute. The 

point is to make an effort to find alternative ways to 

approach stressful tasks. While this takes some 

planning, once you find something that works for you, 

you will be surprised how much relief it brings.   

ADAPT to the Stressor 

If the cause of stress is both unavoidable and unalterable, 

turn the focus onto yourself by working to adapt to it. When 

you make the effort to change your own expectations and 

attitude, you will not only feel a sense of control but, often 

times, you will find that many things are really not as 

stressful as they appear. 

 Reframe problems. This means adjusting your own 

view of the stressful situation to see it from a more 

positive perspective. For instance, if your morning 

commuting route is simply unavoidable, start 

approaching the situation from a different angle. 

Instead of dreading the unavoidable traffic jam, try to 

look at it as an opportunity to pause and regroup, 

where you can listen to your favorite radio station or 

audiobook as well as enjoy some alone time. 

 Look at the bigger picture. For every situation that 

brings frustration or stress, always ask yourself: How 

important will this actually be in the long run? Take 

some time to gain perspective of the actual situation. 

Will this matter in a month? In a year? Is it really 

worth getting upset over? Often times the answer is 

no. If this is the case, refocus your energy elsewhere. 
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 Adjust your standards. Perfectionism is a major 

source of avoidable stress. Stop setting yourself up for 

disappointment by demanding it—both of yourself 

and of others. Instead, set reasonable standards and 

learn to be okay with “good enough.” Does this mean 

that you should become careless in what you do? Not 

at all. Rather, by giving yourself a break, you will find 

that you’ll be able to better focus on whatever task is 

at hand, helping you end up with even better results.  

 Practice gratitude. When stress is getting you down, 

take a moment to reflect on all the things you 

appreciate in your life—including your own 

positive qualities and gifts. This is important, because 

normally, negative emotions like stress, anxiety, and 

depression tend to distort the way we look at 

ourselves and our environment. Because of this, it is 

important to be cognizant of the many wonderful 

things around you and to be proud of your personal 

accomplishments. This simple strategy is a powerful 

way to help you keep things in perspective. 

ACCEPT the Things You Cannot Change 

Unfortunately, sometimes stressful situations arise that are 

not only unavoidable but are also impossible to reframe or to 

dismiss. This can include serious illnesses, a death of a loved 

one, or even a bad economy. In such cases, the best way to 

cope with stress is to just accept things as they are. 

Acceptance can often be difficult, but, as mentioned earlier, 

it is not the same as giving up. Rather, it is a mental exercise 

to help you manage events in your life by freeing up your 

emotional energy, so that you can refocus it elsewhere.  
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 Discover a way to benefit from each 

situation. When facing major challenges, try to look 

at them as opportunities for personal growth. Once 

you start approaching situations in this way, you will 

find that every challenge that life brings actually does 

have a silver lining. Sometimes, the stresses we face 

are brought on by our own missteps. If that’s the case, 

use it as a valuable learning opportunity and put it to 

your advantage by reflecting on it, learning from it, 

and then moving on.   

 Learn to forgive. We live in an imperfect world 

where people make mistakes. If someone has wronged 

you, the best thing that you can do for yourself is to 

let go of bitterness and resentment; this frees you up 

from the negative energy of that memory. Similarly, if 

you have lingering guilt from past mistakes, it’s okay. 

Learn to forgive yourself. By doing this, you will be 

able to look forward and press onward. 

 Don’t bottle things up. If certain things or situations 

are bothering you, find a way to communicate this to 

someone—such as a friend, confidant, or counselor. 

By doing so, you are taking a proactive measure to 

prevent the buildup of future resentment. If talking to 

someone is not an option, write your feelings out in a 

journal. Sometimes, even composing a letter to 

someone (without intention of actually sending it) can 

be an immensely therapeutic tool to cope with 

negative feelings. I encourage you to utilize the “My 

Journal” section in the back of this book to help get 

you get started. 
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Starting today, I encourage you to take the first step to put 

these tools into use. Even if it does not seem to make a 

difference at first, give it a chance. Even stress management 

is a skill that needs to be practiced and perfected.  

Making Time for Fun and Relaxation 

As stress builds up and you get busier with life’s obligations, 

it is often easy to forget about your own needs. Therefore, 

one critical component of stress management is the 

prioritization of self-care. Remember: nurturing yourself is a 

necessity, not a luxury. If you regularly make time to take 

care of yourself, you will be in a better place to care for 

others and to handle whatever stressors you may encounter 

in life. 

 Schedule in leisure time. Include rest and relaxation 

in your daily schedule by writing it down on your 

calendar, even if it is merely for 5 or 10 minutes. Do 

not allow other obligations to encroach upon this 

time. This is your time to take a break from all 

responsibilities and to recharge your batteries. 

 Keep your sense of humor. This includes the ability 

to laugh at yourself. Additionally, the very act of 

laughing has a positive therapeutic effect on your 

body and mind. 

 Do something you enjoy, every day.  It can be 

anything—small or big; the point is to always have 

something relaxing in your day to help you recharge. 

 Do relaxation techniques regularly. Activities such 

as deep breathing, mindfulness, or visualization 

activate your body’s relaxation response, which is 
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a state of restfulness that is the direct opposite of the 

Fight or Flight stress response. In the next chapter, 

you will learn several relaxation techniques—ones 

that bring instant relief which you can do anyplace 

and anytime as well as more complete methods of 

relaxation that you can do in the comfort of your 

home. 

Creating a Stress Relief Toolbox 

The purpose of the Stress Relief toolbox is to ensure that you 

always have something enjoyable to do, regardless of the 

situation. Your Toolbox can be as simple or as creative as you 

wish it to be; it could simply be a written list of enjoyable 

activities or a jar with slips of paper with various activities 

from which you draw. For example, take a look at the 

following example: 

EXAMPLE OF A STRESS RELIEF TOOLBOX 

Spend 10 minutes in nature 

Sweat out tension with a workout 

Write in a journal for 10 minutes 

Work in the garden for 20 minutes 

Read a chapter out of my favorite book 

Listen to some music for 10 minutes 

Call up a good friend 

Take a long bath 

Light scented candles 

Savor a warm cup of tea 

Play with a pet 

Get a massage 
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Once you have your toolbox, make a promise to yourself 

that you will treat yourself to one thing, regardless of how 

busy you are or how you feel. By doing this, you are taking 

control of the situation by prioritizing self-care, which will 

put you in a better position to manage life’s stresses. 

Get Moving 

When you are stressed, the last thing you may feel like doing 

is getting up and exercising. However, physical activity is a 

huge stress reliever; it releases endorphins that make you feel 

good, improves sleep, raises self-esteem, and relaxes 

muscle tension. In fact, physical activity is one of the most 

effective stress management techniques out there. 

While just about any form of physical activity can help 

melt away tension and stress, rhythmic activities (such as 

walking, swimming, and cycling) are especially effective. 

Whatever you choose, make sure it is something that you 

enjoy, so you will be more likely to stick with it. 

MINDFULNESS TIP 

The act of exercising can be even more therapeutic if you 

practice mindfulness while doing it. What this means is that 

you make a conscious effort to pay attention to your body 

and all the sensations you experience as you are moving. For 

example, try focusing on coordinating your breathing with 

your movements, or pay attention to how the air or sunlight 

feels on your skin. Adding this mindfulness element helps 

you to break out of the cycle of negative thought that often 

accompanies overwhelming stress. 
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Utilize Time Management 

Poor time management can cause a lot of stress. When you 

are feeling like you are stretched too thin or are running 

behind, it is hard to stay calm and focused on the task at 

hand. 

 Break projects and goals into small steps. If a large 

project seems overwhelming, make a step-by-step 

plan and use the Action Planning technique to 

make short-term, achievable goals for each step. Allow 

yourself to focus on one manageable step at a time, 

rather than trying to take on everything at once. 

 Delegate responsibility. Believe it or not, many 

times, you actually do not need to do it all yourself; 

this applies both at work and at home. Let go of the 

desire to control or oversee every little step. This may 

be a challenge at first, but over time, you will 

experience immense relief by letting go of 

the unnecessary stress.  

Connect with Others 

Unlike stressors that trigger your body’s Fight or 

Flight response, wearing you down over time, 

meaningful face-to-face interactions release a cascade of 

hormones that counteract this effect. Being with a friend or a 

loved one is like nature’s own stress reliever and mood 

booster. Therefore, no matter how busy you become, make it 

a priority to connect regularly—and in person—with your 

support system. 
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Now that you know the essentials of stress management, I 

encourage you to start incorporating these techniques into 

your daily life. Remember: you have nothing to lose, except 

the stresses in your life. 

 

Recommended Resources 

 American Institute of Stress, www.stress.org  

 Mental Health of America, www.mentalhealthamerica.net  

  

http://www.stress.org/
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

How does chronic stress affect your health? Name three 

things you can do to take control of stress. 

Make a Stress Relief Toolbox 

Take some time to create your own Stress Relief Toolbox. 

Get creative! Then, select one item to do immediately. 

Document your progress in your Journal.  

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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A Season’s Parting 
 

Diffused in haze, pristinely breezed 

dances autumn amidst the blooms. 

A frore caress, its moonlight kiss 

beneath the cloak of morning dew. 

Misted rainbow, painted frost- 

chilled whispers of a promised hope. 

Silvered winds through golden skies 

weave bouquet upon a kindled soul. 

 

• 
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Question for Thought: 

What does relaxation mean to you? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hen you are stressed or anxious, your body turns 

on the Stress Response, which affects your 

heartrate, breathing, blood pressure, muscle 

tension, and level of concentration. When you perform 

relaxation techniques, you are directly counteracting this 

Stress Response by eliciting the Relaxation Response: 

Stress response 

■ Pounding and racing heartrate 

■ Fast and shallow breathing 

■ Rising blood pressure  

■ Tight and tensed muscles  

■ Anxiety and inability to think clearly 

W 
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Relaxation response 

■ Slow and steady heartrate 

■ Deeper and more even breaths 

■ Normalized and stable blood pressure 

■ Loose and relaxed muscles 

■ Increased oxygen delivery to the brain 

Even when equipped with effective Stress Management 

skills, sometimes it is necessary to take an immediate break 

from the stresses of a busy day, right in the middle of the day. 

These relaxation techniques are powerful stress busters that 

you can reach for anytime. Whether you struggle with 

anxiety or are in the middle of an uncomfortable situation, 

these exercises can be a fast and effective tool to help you 

achieve a relaxed state by triggering the Relaxation Response, 

so that you can confidently face the tasks of the day. Go 

ahead—take some time to try them all several times a day for 

two weeks and see which ones work best for you. 

Quick Relaxation Techniques 

Breathing Techniques 

Time Needed: 30 seconds 

These techniques counteract the effects of stress 

by slowing the heart rate and lowering blood pressure. If 

done correctly, you should immediately feel a difference. Try 

both of the following breathing techniques to see which one 

is right for you. 
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DEEP BREATHING 

1. Sit back in a comfortable position. 

2. Place one hand on your belly, so you can feel it rise and 
fall with each breath. 

3. Breathe in slowly through your nose for 4 seconds. 

4. Hold the air within your lungs for 6 seconds. 

5. Pucker your lips, and slowly exhale through your mouth 
for 8 seconds. 

6. Repeat several times. 

FOCUSED BREATHING 

1. Sit back in a comfortable position. 

2. Begin breathing slowly and naturally. 

3. As you slowly breathe out, quietly whisper, “I am at 

peace.”  

4. Repeat this several times. 

5. Feel your entire body relax into the support of your chair. 
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Mindfulness 

Time Needed: 1 minute 

Rather than worrying about the future or dwelling on the 

past, the act of mindfulness switches the focus to what’s 

happening right now, allowing you to be fully engaged in the 

present moment.  

Use this technique when you are at work, home, or even 

when you are doing activities such as walking, exercising, or 

eating—whenever you need a dose of calmness. 

 



Relaxation Techniques 
 

195 
 

MINDFULNESS EXERCISE 

1. The first time you try this, get in a comfortable position—

sitting in a chair or cross-legged on the floor. 

2. Focus on an aspect of your breathing, such as the 

sensation of air flowing into your nostrils and out of your 

mouth, or your belly rising and falling. 

3. Now, begin to widen your focus. Notice the sounds you 

hear, the sensations you feel, the objects you see. 

4. Embrace and consider each thought or sensation without 

judging it negatively or positively. 

5. If your mind starts to race, return your focus to your 

breathing and repeat the exercise.  

 

Tensing & Relaxing 

Time Needed: 1 minute 

When we hold onto worries and stresses, our muscles 

unconsciously tighten. Most of the time, we don’t even notice 

how tense we are–until the tension leads to aches, pain, and 

exhaustion. 

This technique is about helping your body let go of all 

that tension. By first tensing your muscles and then 

consciously loosening them, you force your body to release 

the tension within. 
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TENSE AND RELEASE EXERCISE 

1. Sit or lie in a comfortable position. 

2. While taking a deep breath in, tense your entire body by 

squeezing every muscle you can–from your face down to 

your toes. 

3. Hold this tension and your breath for 5 seconds. Notice 

the heaviness and tightness. 

4. While exhaling, relax all of your muscles, imagining all 

the built-up tension and stress in your body melting away 

into the ground. Notice the lightness of your body. 

5. As you take slow, deep breaths, continue focusing on how 

soft your muscles are and how relaxed you feel. 

6. Continue this until you feel completely relaxed. 
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Full Relaxation Techniques 
In contrast to the previous techniques that can be done 

anywhere and anytime, these full relaxation techniques are 

most effective when you have 10 to 15 minutes where you will 

not be interrupted. Do them as part of your nightly bedtime 

routine and you will see what a difference it makes in your 

sleep.  

Tips for Successful Relaxation 

To get the maximum benefit from these relaxation 

techniques, do the following: 

■ Wear loose, comfortable clothing. 

■ Find a quiet space where you won’t be interrupted for 

at least 15 minutes. 

■ Dim the lights. 

■ If there is unavoidable noise, put on some background 

music or nature sounds. 

■ Turn off the phone and give yourself permission to 

devote some time to self-care. 

■ Sit or lie down in a comfortable position, with legs 

uncrossed and extended. 

■ Don’t feel discouraged if you don’t achieve a given 

result the first few times. 

■ Remember that you are practicing a skill – like playing 

the piano. The more you practice, the more effective 

your relaxation skills will become. 
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

Time needed:  5-10 minutes 

This technique works by increasing your awareness of 

the muscle tension that occurs during stress, and then 

forcing yourself to release that tension. 

PROGRESSIVE RELAXATION EXERCISE 

1. Sit back or lie down in a comfortable position. Close your 

eyes. Take a few slow, deep breaths. 

2. Beginning at your face, notice how your muscles feel. Are 

they tense or relaxed? 

3. Tightly tense the muscles in your face by squeezing your 

eyes shut and tightening your lips. 

4. Hold this tension for 10 seconds. 

5. Now, release the tension from your face, allowing it to 

fully relax. Notice how relaxed your facial muscles feel. 

6. Move down your body slowly and repeat the tense-and-

release process with each group of muscles: shoulders, 

arms, hands, chest, abdomen, buttocks, thighs, legs, and 

feet. 

7. With each cycle, continue taking slow, deep breaths, 

taking note of how relaxed your muscles feel.  

8. After you have completed all muscle groups, continue 

lying quietly while taking slow, deep breaths. Pay 

attention to the movement of air through your nose and 

mouth and the feeling of lightness in your body.  
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Visualization 

Time needed: 5-10 minutes 

Visualization is a powerful tool that involves using 

mental imagery to achieve a more relaxed state of mind. It is 

similar to daydreaming, in which you use the power of your 

imagination. 

VISUALIZATION EXERCISE 

1. Close your eyes and imagine a restful place, such as a 

dock on a quiet lake. 

2. Picture it as vividly as you can—everything you can see, 

hear, smell, taste, and feel. Incorporate as many sensory 

details as possible. 

3. See the sun setting over the water. 

4. Hear the birds singing. 

5. Smell the pine trees. 

6. Feel the cool water on your bare feet. 

7. Taste the fresh, clean air. 

8. Enjoy the feeling of your worries drifting away as you 

slowly explore your restful place. 

9. When you are ready, slowly open your eyes and come 

back to the present.  

Recommended Resources 

 National Sleep Foundation, www.sleepfoundation.org  

 Mental Health of America, www.mentalhealthamerica.net  

http://www.sleepfoundation.org/
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/


Being Empowered for a Healthy Heart 
 

200 
 

 

Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

What is the difference between the Stress Response and 

the Relaxation Response? Name one quick relaxation and 

one full relaxation technique that you can use in your daily 

life. 

Practicing Relaxation 

Take 10 minutes and do the Visualization Exercise. Where 

is your restful place? After the exercise, write how you feel 

in your Journal.  

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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Departure 
Standing before the haze 

beckoned by the lull 

of a path familiar 

an alkaline warmth 

of regrets relinquished 

of a naiveté stripped 

of moments dimmed 

to budding flames 

and conquered fears. 

Swathed by memories, 

to familiar grounds  

she longs to return. 
 

Standing before a precipice 

caressed by a breeze 

laced with mist 

its etheric kiss 

a betrayal to the  

trepidation within- 

a reminder of  

today’s treasures 

tomorrow’s storms 

and eternity’s promise. 

Shed of leaden sheath, 

she lifts her wings 

and departs. 

• 
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Question for Thought: 

How are you feeling right now? 

 

 

 

or those living with chronic conditions, depression is 

not uncommon. And for those who have lived with or 

currently live with depression or anxiety, you know 

very well the effects they can have on your daily life. 

Depression drains not only your physical energy, but also 

your hope, motivation, enjoyment, and personal drive. You 

may be aware of all the steps to getting better, but you just 

cannot get yourself to take even the first one. If this sounds 

all too familiar to you, you are not alone. And there is hope.  

While overcoming depression is neither quick nor easy, 

it is possible, and there is life after depression. In this 

chapter, I will discuss essential tools that will help empower 

you to take control of many of your symptoms. This chapter, 

however, is not a substitute for professional mental health 

care. If you are currently feeling very depressed, to the point 

where you are thinking about death or dying, please reach 

out to a friend or a loved one immediately. If anonymity is 

important to you, call the helpline below right now: 

 

HELPLINES YOU CAN TRUST 

National Hopeline Network: 1-800-SUICIDE (784-2433) 

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255) 

F 
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The road to recovery when you have depression is often 

like a Catch-22, where the things that would help you the 

most are the ones that are the most difficult for you to do. 

With that said, I want to encourage you that there is a huge 

difference between something that is difficult and something 

that is impossible. When you feel depressed, just the basic 

self-care tasks may seem incredibly difficult. But I’m here to 

tell you that it is not impossible. Actually, just by picking up 

this book to read this chapter, you have already taken the 

first step to overcoming your symptoms. So, keep on reading, 

and I’ll take you a few steps further as I discuss the small but 

positive steps that you can start incorporating into your days. 

Remember, you do have control, and the fog will lift, and you 

will find yourself happier, healthier, and more hopeful again.  

The Symptoms 

SYMPTOMS OF DEPRESSION  

 Feeling sad, empty, or anxious 

 Feeling helpless, worthless, or guilty 

 Feeling hopeless 

 Feeling irritable 

 Loss of interest in activities you used to enjoy 

 Having no energy 

 Have trouble concentrating 

 Sleeping too much or having trouble sleeping 

 Eating too much or not wanting to eat 
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What is Causing Your Depression? 

Before I go further, I want to make something clear: 

depression is not a form of weakness. Even though the 

symptoms of it can make you feel weak and helpless, 

depression is not caused by personal weakness, nor is seeking 

help a sign of it. However, what can play an active role in 

causing symptoms of sadness and depression are your 

physical chronic illnesses. This can be further compounded 

by feelings of frustration, loss of control over your life and 

your health, and anxiety or fear about the future.  

When you have depression, it can feel like a cycle that 

never ends. Because you feel depressed, you may withdraw 

and isolate yourself. You may become less physically active. 

You may drive away friends and family that ask to help. As a 

result of doing this, you feel even worse. Sometimes, the 

symptoms may get so bad that you feel as if there is no way 

out. You may ask yourself, “Will I ever feel happy again?” 

I am here to tell you that the answer is yes. It is possible 

to break out of this cycle. It is possible to feel normal again. 

And it is possible to gain the joy back into your life. However, 

because depression is something that is very real and very 

complex—it essentially boils down to a combination of 

external stressors with an imbalance in brain chemicals—the 

treatment for it is also multi-faceted. In this chapter, I will be 

discussing one facet of depression management, and that is 

how to boost your mood through self-care.  

While I will not focus on antidepressant medications in 

this book, I do want to clarify a common misconception 

about them: just because a person needs an antidepressant 

now does not mean that they will need it a year from now…or 
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two years from now. Sometimes, a person may only need 

medication to help them get through a difficult period of 

time in their life. Sometimes they may need it a little longer. 

Every person’s situation is unique, but the truth remains the 

same: being on an antidepressant is not a sign of weakness.  

With that said, I will now focus on a crucial aspect of 

depression management: self-care. 

Managing Depression 

Step 1 – Make the decision to take control 

When it comes to overcoming depression, ultimately, you are 

the one who is in control. However, until you realize this 

power and make the active decision to use it, everything will 

seem out of reach. So, I encourage you, right now, to tell 

yourself out loud, “I choose to take control of my 

depression.” Once you do this, you’ve already empowered 

yourself to take the next step.  

Step 2 – Reach out and stay connected 

While for many people, the first impulse when feeling down 

or anxious is to withdraw and isolate, getting the right 

support is a crucial step forward that can help you break out 

of any negative cycle that you may be trapped in. Rather than 

feeling ashamed or guilty of your situation, realize that 

reaching out is a sign of strength, and by doing so, you 

should be proud of yourself.  

 Prioritize personal contact. In this world of texting, 

social media, and emails, while we may feel like we are 
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always communicating with others, it can actually make 

us feel even more isolated. Instead, have coffee with a 

friend or meet with a counselor or pastor. The important 

thing is to get with people who make you feel safe and 

cared for and to spend time with them.  

 Find ways to help others. It has been shown that the 

simple act of helping others can actually improve our 

mood more than just passively receiving support. Do not 

be afraid to step out of your comfort zone to volunteer 

somewhere, help out a friend in need, or simply make an 

effort to do something nice for someone. It’ll warm your 

heart and boost your mood.  

 Get animal therapy. For many people, being around 

animals is immensely therapeutic. While nothing can 

replace the human connection, if you do like animals, 

consider caring for a small pet or make the effort to be 

around them.  

 Join a support group. Sometimes, we just need to know 

that we are not alone in our situation. The mutual 

support and connections that come from support groups 

can make an immense difference in your outlook and 

emotional state.   

Step 3 – Identify your negative thoughts 

Do you feel as if your situation is hopeless? That you’re 

powerless to do anything? When you have depression or are 

feeling down, all your thoughts are processed through a 

“depression filter,” which impacts the way you feel about 

yourself, the world, and your future. Take a moment to look 

at the following list. Do any of these apply to you? 
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DEPRESSION THOUGHT FILTERS 

■ Overgeneralization – Generalizing from a single 

negative experience (“I can’t do anything right.”). 

■ Diminishing the positive – Coming up with reasons 

that minimize the positive (“My boss said I did a good job, 

but he was just being nice.”). 

■ Emotional reasoning – Thinking that the way you feel is 

actually the truth (“I feel like a loser. I am a loser!”) 

■ All-or-nothing thinking – Looking at everything as 

being black and white (“If I don’t get this promotion, I’m a 

total failure.”). 

■ Labeling – Labeling yourself based on perceived 

shortcomings (“I’m a failure, because I can never make my 

wife happy.”). 

■ Jumping to conclusions – Thinking that you can read 

other people’s minds and foretell the future (“My boss 

hates me; I’ll never get a promotion.”). 

■ The negativity filter – Ignoring your accomplishments 

but focusing on your mistakes 

 

From now on, whenever you start thinking in one of the 

above ways, realize that this is simply a symptom of your 

depression, and that it is not reality. And then go onto the 

next step… 
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Step 4 – Put your negative thoughts to the test 

Now that you know what to look for, whenever you identify 

one of the Depression Thought Filters, stop and ask yourself 

the following questions: 

 “What concrete, objective evidence do I have that 

this thought is really true?” 

 “Is there an alternate explanation of this 

situation?” 

 “What would I tell a friend who had this kind of 

thought?” 

 “How might I look at this situation if I didn’t have 

depression?” 

Step 5 – Get your daily dose of sunlight 

Getting enough sunlight is essential, because it not only 

boosts your serotonin levels (the brain chemical that boosts 

your mood), but your body also uses sunlight to produce 

vitamin D. When your body is deficient in vitamin D, it can 

cause depression or worsen existing depression.  

 Make sure to get outside daily, ensuring that your 

arms and legs are exposed to the sun for about 15 

minutes each day. 

 When indoors, open your windows to let the 

sunlight in.  

 Consider getting a light therapy box if you are 

unable to get enough daily sunlight. 
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Step 6 – Get moving 

Physical activity has been proven to improve mood by 

helping to release several brain chemicals that have powerful 

antidepressant effects. While getting daily physical activity is 

the best, every step counts.  

 Make an Action Plan to go on a 10-minute walk 

this week. 

 Be mindful during the activity. Practice the 

mindfulness exercise discussed in the Relaxation 

Techniques chapter while you are walking or doing 

your activity. This can further help you combat any 

negative thoughts that might be intruding into 

your head.   

Step 7 – Make a Wellness Toolbox 

Similar to the Stress Relief Toolbox that was discussed in the 

Stress Management chapter, I encourage you to make a 

personal Wellness Toolbox of 10 to 20 things you enjoy 

doing. Every day, no matter how you feel, select something 

off the list and do it. By incorporating this into your days, you 

are helping yourself prioritize self-care, which will make a 

considerable difference in your well-being.  

 Create your Wellness Toolbox. Things that you can 

include are: 

■ Journal your thoughts for 10 minutes 

■ List 5 things that you like about yourself 

■ List 5 things that you have accomplished 

■ Read a chapter out of a good book 
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■ Watch a funny movie or TV show 

■ Take a long, hot bath 

■ Play with a pet 

■ Talk to a friend or family face-to-face 

■ Spend 10 minutes in nature 

 

Depression is not an easy disease to overcome, but it is 

absolutely possible to take control of it. If you are feeling 

depressed, have an honest conversation with a trusted health 

care professional on what your next step should be and what 

treatment options are most appropriate for you. Remember, 

there is light at the end of the tunnel, and you will get there.  

 

Recommended Resources 

 National Institute of Mental Health, www.nimh.nih.gov  

 PsychCentral, www.psychcentral.com  

 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
http://www.psychcentral.com/
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Exercises for Empowerment 

Strengthening Knowledge 

What is a Depression Thought Filter and how does it apply 

to you? List some Thought Filters that you have 

experienced recently. 

Taking Steps to Take Control 

Choose any 3 tasks that are mentioned in this chapter and 

put them into practice today.  

Action Planning for Success 

This week, I want to:  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

 

...and my confidence level is a __________________. 

 

 Check Here When Completed! 
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS  
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Personal Health Plan 

My top health concerns: 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

 

My personal healthy living goals:  

1.     

2.     

3.     

4.   

 

My personal barriers to achieving goals: 

1.     

2.     

3.    

4.   
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Appointment Notes 

Date / Topic My Questions / Concerns / Notes 
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Blood Pressure Log 

Date 

Blood 

Pressure 

(AM) 

Blood 

Pressure 

(PM) 

Heart 

Rate Symptoms 
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My Angina Log 

Date/Time Trigger 

Rating 

(1-10) 

How 

Long It 

Lasted 

What You 

Did For It 
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My Heart Health Diary 

Date/Time Weight 

Blood 

Pressure 

Heart 

Rate Symptoms 
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My Salt Tracker 

Meal Food 

Sodium 

(mg) Notes 

Breakfast 

   

   

   

   

Lunch 

   

   

   

   

   

   

Dinner 

   

   

   

   

   

   

Total Sodium (mg)  
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My Meal Planner 

Meal Food 

Carbohydrate 

Serving 

Grams of 

Carbs 

Breakfast 

   

   

   

Total Carbs   

Lunch 

   

   

   

   

   

Total Carbs   

Dinner 

   

   

   

   

   

Total Carbs   

Total Daily Carbohydrate 
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My Fitness Log 

Date/Time Activity How Much? How I Felt After 
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My Stress Journal 

Date/Time 

Cause of 

Stress 

How it Made 

Me feel How I Responded  
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My Action Plans 

Action Plan #1 

 Check when completed!                   Date: _________  

This week, I will:__________________________________  

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

My confidence level = ______ 
  

Action Plan #2 

 Check when completed!                   Date: _________  

This week, I will:__________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

My confidence level = ______ 

 

Action Plan #3 

 Check when completed!                   Date: _________  

This week, I will:__________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

My confidence level = ______ 
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