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THE ELASTIC, THE BOX, AND THE TABLE

Stress can be thought of as the tension between what we expect and our perception of reality. This can be
physical (like blood sugar balance) or psychological (like enjoyment of our job). Like an elastic band, the right
amount of tension can help motivate us to create the reality we want (have a snack! Look for a new job!). But if
the tension is too great, we risk breaking. One strategy to relieve unbearable tension is to examine our
expectations and/or challenge our perceptions, loosening one side or the other (or both!) of the elastic band.

Describe the situation as objectively as you can. Who is/was involved? Where were/are you? What is/was
happening? What emotions and body sensations arise when you sit with this situation?What thoughts bubble up
for you around this scenario. These are your perceptions. (Revisit the BASIC compassion worksheet for support
with this).

Now write down your “expectations.” These could be your wants, needs, or wishes, and may be just the opposite
of your perceived reality (example: I want a job that is fulfilling and pays well; I want to have enough money to
travel; I need more time with my family).
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Critically challenge your expectations:
• Are your expectations feasible and realistic?
• Who created this expectation? You? Your parents? Society?
• What would you say to a loved one who communicated this expectation?

Imagine, then write down what you want to be true. If you were to wake up tomorrow, and this were to be your
reality, what would that be like (e.g., relaxed, excited, my life has meaning)? Write down or in some other way express
what thoughts and feelings come up for you when you imagine this coming true.

What needs to happen to make this so? Break it down into as many pieces as you can (e.g., to get a new job, I need to
update my resume, find an appropriate posting, and be hired). Transfer these to individual slips of paper, one per slip.
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Imagine a box, and a table. Even better, find an actual box and a table.

● From the steps you identified above, place all the ones that you can control on the table.
● Look at them again - are you sure you can control each one? Is there anything there that is fully or partially

out of your control? If so, break it into smaller steps; leave only those steps that are completely within your
control on the table.

● Place all the things you can’t control into the box.
● Imagine closing the box, taping it up, and putting it away someplace safe. Even better, do it for real! You don’t

need it right now. There’s nothing you can do with the things that are inside. Choosing to set these aside can
alleviate some tension.

● Take one thing from the table, and set a SMARTER goal to address it (specific, measurable, attainable,
realistic, time bound, evaluate, reward/reassess). Write it down.

○ In the next (week/month), I will (name the specific action relevant to the goal). I’ll know I’m
successful when (what is the result of your action).

○ In order to be successful, I have to do the following to overcome barriers:

○ After the time you chose has passed, evaluate your success. If you were successful, tackle an
additional piece from the table. If you are not successful, reflect on what got in the way, and set a
modified goal.
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