Managing uncertainty
Given the events of the past 12 months, most of us can probably relate to experiencing some level of uncertainty, whether that be
about health, finances, loved ones or disrupted and postponed plans. The world as we knew it has been turned upside down.
So, what is it about uncertainty that causes such emotional discomfort? As humans, the most primal part of our brain is still
responsible for constantly scanning and taking in information from our environment. It helps us to make judgements about what is
safe and what is not. When our brain cannot anticipate what is around the corner, it can’t take action to keep us safe therefore a
feeling of uncertainty can arise, this is our stress response being activated in order to regain control as a way of seeking safety.
To make sense of this and attempt to regain control our mind can make up stories, assume the worst, jump to conclusions, and overpersonalise the threat. These attempts to gain certainty and ease anxiety can often add to our suffering.
But what do we do when the threat cannot be resolved quickly and the anxiety and stress of uncertainty lingers? Below is a list of
psychological strategies proven to assist when uncertainty becomes challenging to sit with:

Be Kind to Yourself:
We all have a different level of tolerance for sitting with uncertainty. It is therefore important not to compare yourself to those around you, this can lead to
self-criticism and negative self-talk which has the effect of making you feel worse.

It can be helpful to take some time to feel and acknowledge your emotions and remind yourself that it is perfectly normal to
experience such emotions in times of uncertainty. Formulating a compassionate phrase to read or recite to yourself can be a useful
tool, an example may be something like “I acknowledge I am feeling worried about my future at this time, this is okay because I
understand it is just my mind’s way of trying to keep me safe.”

Take Your Own Good Advice:
Imagine a friend came to you with this same worry, what would you likely say to them? Its unlikely you would be critical towards a
friend, you would more likely be compassionate and encouraging. So, practice being your own best friend and turn your
compassionate voice inwards. This practice also helps you to see your situation from the outside thus gaining new perspective.

Reflect on Past Experiences:
Life is full of ups and downs so there is a fair chance that you have dealt with some challenges in the past. It can be helpful to take
some time to reflect on how you overcame these challenges. Were there skills and personal strengths that helped you move through
it? What resources did you employ? What was unhelpful last time that you have learnt from?

Focus On What Is Within Your Control:
As highlighted, in times of uncertainty our mind can set about trying to gain control through unhelpful narratives around the worstcase scenario. Trying to break this cycle of ruminating and focusing on the negative is helpful. To do this redirect your focus to things
which are within your control. This can be as simple as redirecting to a self-care activity, knocking off something on your to do list or
putting energy into a problem which can be solved in the present moment. Creating daily routines involving activities within your power
can assist with regaining some sense of control and alleviate stress.
Where there is a problem which can be solved in the present, the best approach to take is to break it down into steps to make it more
manageable. The steps involved in problem solving include:
1.Identify and define the problem
2.Brainstorm solutions
3.Weight up the pros and cons of each solution
4.Decide on which solution will likely be the most helpful
5.Make a plan then put it into action
6.Reflect and review the process, decide upon the next steps
Some people find they work through problems best when alone, others find this process easier to do with the help of a trusted person in
their life.

Engage in Self-Care:
During stressful times it can be easy to let our routine slide whilst we are caught up in the emotional turmoil. Engaging in self-care
activities and healthy routines can be one of our best defences to stress as it helps to build emotional resilience. The three most
important self-care practices to pay attention to are eating well, exercising, and ensuring you have a regular sleeping pattern.
In addition to these core wellbeing activities each individual will have their own preferences for the things which give them joy, rest and
allow for relaxation and rejuvenation. Some examples include:
·Taking some time read a book
·Get outside in nature
·Watch a movie
·Listen to a podcast or music
·Play a game
·Meditation and mindfulness activities
·Spend time alone or in the company of friends/family
The list really is endless and a personal choice for each individual, the important factor is ensuring you take some time to recharge
your batteries.

Remember to Breathe:

Taking long, slow, deep breathes will induce a calming response in your nervous system allowing your body to regulate the stress
response. Even focusing on your breathing for one minute when feeling overwhelmed will allow for this calming effect. Focusing on
your breath is something you can do discretely anywhere, anytime therefore making it a quick and effective strategy for times when
you can’t engage in other self-care activities.

Seek support from those you trust:
It is important to maintain social connection, in any form, in times of uncertainty. When feeling stressed or anxious many people
withdraw from their social circle, but social support is important to help ground us, provide reassurance, validation, and normalise your
experience.
Seek Professional Support:
Reach out and ask for help if you continue to have trouble managing the stress and anxiety that comes from uncertainty. Our
psychologists at Groundwork Psychology are specially trained to help guide and support people through such times.
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