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Mental Health Life Hacks 

Second Edition  

! �                                                                                                                                                                      1



Forward 
!
I've read every self-help book. Okay, that's obviously not the case, but sometimes it feels 

that way. I'd mosey around Barnes & Noble and ultimately find myself in the self-help 

section. I'd look at the books and think, “Hey! There’s one about depression! OCD! ADD! 

Anxiety! Schizoaffective Disorder! I hope they have some helpful tips!” 

!
Eagerly, I read the book hoping to consume some sort of insight about the desperation I 

felt. However, I always felt like these books were written for someone who was much 

healthier than I was. I couldn't even get dressed. I could barely fix my own meals. I hadn't 

slept for days. I'm sure meditating and cutting down stress and taking long runs are 

helpful, but they seemed unachievable for me. In addition, the suggestions were too vague 

or ambitious for me. Cut down on stress? I have a full-time job, school, and a life. How is 

that possible? 

!
I also didn't want to rely another people. Whether it be because I was too ashamed or I 

didn't want to admit that I needed help or just that I felt like I should be able to do it on my 

own, I wanted to be able to take care of myself. While it can be helpful to have friends, 

family, and support network to help you, ultimately you have to rely on yourself. 

!
In the years since my diagnosis, I've come up with a few tips that I use on a daily basis to 

manage my symptoms and make my life easier. I embrace the design and psychological 

concept called "desire lines.” 

!
Desire lines generally refer to worn paths where people naturally walk—the beaten 
path that trails off the sidewalk, usually as a shortcut to a destination—but can be 
applied more broadly to any signs or traces of user activity in an object or 
environment. The implicit claim of desire lines is that they represent an unbiased 
indication of how an object or environment is used by people, which is valuable 
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information that can be applied to the design or, in some cases, redesign of the 
object or environment. 
		 	 	 - Universal Principles of Design by William Lidwell, Kristina Holden, 		
		 	 	 and Jill Butler !

I decided to apply this concept to my everyday life. I asked myself, “What do I do and 

need on a daily basis?” I noticed where I put my trash or where places in my home got 

messy or what activities typically made me anxious. Using this information, I attempted to 

address each one of my “desire lines.” 

!
I’ve compiled these “life hacks” and, with additional tips from the internet, have assembled 

them into this small guide. 

!
Good luck and enjoy! 

!
About Me 
I’m a young adult living with ADHD, Anxiety, OCD, Panic Disorder, and Schizoaffective 

Disorder (Bipolar Type). I hold down a flexible full-time job and live with my boyfriend and 

cat. I still rely on a variety of medications and my support network (family, friends, my 

psychologist, and my psychiatrist).  

!
Note: I am not a doctor or licensed in any way. I can only speak to my 

experiences and convey what I’ve learned. If you have any questions, please talk 

to your physician. 

!
Note: I am not sponsored or compensated in any way by the products or 

companies I recommend in this guide. I simply like them and use them. 

!
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Food 

• Pack your pantry and freezer with healthy easy-to-prepare meals. Always go for the 

least processed option and try to avoid white sugar and especially white flour. Soups, 

baked beans, etc. are a good start, along with frozen fruits, vegetables, and meat. The 

priorities here are to get stuff that is non-perishable, easy to prepare with a minimum of 

effort, and provides decent nutrition. You check the end of this guide for my go-to 

recipes. I sorted them by level of work required.  

• Have an emergency supply of self-stable food that will last at least a week. Don’t use 

these items unless you have to, so if your mental health does decompose you are 

stocked up. 

• Get yourself a supply of paper plates, bowls, baking dishes, and cutlery. Biodegradable 

products are freely available, and the ones made out of strengthened paper can be 

reused if not soiled. This allows you to eat with some dignity without having to worry 

about washing them, as you can dispose of everything afterwards. This is not optimal 

for the environment, but we are looking at temporary hacks while you are unwell. 

• Likewise, purchase disposal oven trays. Aluminum is fine, but the reinforced paper ones 

are best, as they come with plastic lids so cooked food can be placed straight into the 

refrigerator once cool (but don’t wait longer than two hours after it’s cooled!) 

• Have one of those heavy plastic under-the-bed storage boxes that can fix nicely in a 

cupboard under the sink or on the kitchen bench. Half fill it with water, detergent, and 

salt. Give your dishes a quick rinse and deposit them into the bucket. This soaking will 

remove all grease etc. and with a lid will not invite bugs/flies/mold or smell. When full, fill 

your sink with water deposit the items in it. Rinse and then allow to dry. This way there 

are never any used dishes around your house or filling up your sink to lower your self 
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esteem further. In addition, if surprise people should visit, the place continues to look 

reasonably ok. 

• Supplements such as a multi-vitamin, high dose fish oil, vitamin D, and 

a multi B vitamin all have some evidence and worth considering if your 

diet is insufficient. 

• Protein shakes make a great meal if you cannot stomach the idea of 

eating solid food. If you often rely on shakes, make sure you choose 

ones that are nutritious and not too sugary (a giant pitfall of a liquid 

diet). I drink vegan Orgain quite a bit. It has 16g of protein, only 6g of fat, and 9g of 

sugar. It also doesn’t have to be refrigerated. Not many stores carry 

it, but you can buy it online in bulk. 

In addition to Orgain, I also drink PlantFusion powder mixed with 

low-fat milk or almond milk (both of which have shelf-stable varieties). 

It’s dairy, soy, and gluten free (in case that matters to you) and 

doesn’t taste too bad. It boasts 21g of protein, 2g of fat, and 4g of 

sugar. I mix my powder in a Blender Bottle and then carry the drink 

with me. The other benefit to a Blender Bottle is that it’s easy to clean. 

Put a little dish soap in the bottle, fill with warm water, put the cap on 

it, shake it up, and rinse it out. The key is to make it as easy as 

possible to consume nutritious food with as little work as possible. 

• If you do feel like cooking, salad bars are a good resource for vegetables and proteins. 

You can buy the exact amount you want without having to prepare them and store any 

extra. Sometimes, this extra step is enough to make the difference between cooking an 

easy, healthy meal and ordering out. 

• Eggs are your best friend (unless, of course, you don’t like them). They are relatively 

cheap, last quite awhile (3-4 weeks past sell by date), very healthy, and super easy to 
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prepare. At the beginning of each week, buy a carton of eggs. Preheat your oven to 

325°F (165°C). Place one egg in each of the sections of a muffin tin. Then, pop them in 

the oven for 30 minutes. When the eggs are done, lift them out of the tin using tongs 

and drop them into a large bowl of ice water. Leave them in there for about 10 minutes, 

dry them off, and put them back in the egg carton. You now have a dozen hardboiled 

eggs to eat during the week. You can eat them with a little salt or mash them up with 

some mayo and onion powder for egg salad. And, because they last for so long, you 

can buy eggs in bulk, ensuring that you’ll always have a least one easy, protein-rich, 

healthy snack/meal. 

• Now that I can cook more, I use a service called Eat This Much (eatthismuch.com). It 

can be difficult to organize, plan, and shop for meals, but this website streamlines the 

process. It’s not free (about $7.00 USD a month), but it’s worth every penny. You can 

input your favorite foods, foods you don’t like, nutritional needs, and typical meal sizes. 

The service then generates a meal plan based on your preferences. Every week, you 

get an email with the meal plan, directions, estimated cost, and grocery list prepared for 

you. If you happen not to like a meal, you can go back and change it. The set-up can 

be a bit of a hassle, but if it works for you, it’s one less thing to worry about. 

• I love frozen fruits, vegetables, and meats. You can buy them at your local grocery 

store, and they’re generally pretty cheap (vegetables are usually under $1.00 USD). 

Frozen produce is much healthier than its canned counterparts, and it lasts a long time. 

This way, if you change your mind about cooking or can’t bring yourself to eat a full 

meal, you don’t have to worry about wasting fresh food.  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Clothes & Linens 
• Go out of your way to buy clothes that don’t need to be dry-cleaned or ironed. If you 

find an article of clothing you like, buy several of that item in varying colors. If you don’t 

have the time or space to stock up, you can take a picture of the tag in case you want 

to buy it later. 

• It’s helpful to establish a “uniform” for yourself. This cuts down on the number of 

choices you have to make when getting dressed, allowing you to focus on other, more 

important decisions. This is surprisingly easy to do — the key is to dress in layers and 

mix-and-match. 

Men 
You will need: 

• A few unmarked t-shirts (varying colors) 
• A few pairs of dark-wash jeans 
• A few dark-colored polo shirts 
• A couple pairs of light khaki slacks 
• One navy sport coat, nice white shirt, and blue striped tie 
• One pair of dark sneakers 
• One pair of dark dress shoes 
• Several pairs of dark socks 
• Sweater 
• Underwear 
• Comfortable swimsuit

Casual T-Shirt + Jeans + Sneakers

Casual Event Polo + Jeans + Dress Shoes

Business Casual Polo + Slacks + Dress Shoes (+ Sport Coat)

Formal Dress Shirt + Slacks + Sport Coat + Tie + Dress shoes

Menswear doesn’t change much based on the season, so these basic 
combinations last throughout the year. You can always add a sweater to an outfit if 
it is cold out. If you are in need of something more formal, such as a black tie event, 
you can rent a tux from a local vendor.
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!
!
Women 
You will need: 

• A few plain, short-sleeve tops (varying colors) 
• A few pairs of dressy jeans/slacks 

                        and/or 
• A few skirts with a few pairs of leggings/heavy tights 
• A few cardigans (neutrals- some light, some dark) 
• One black sundress (short-sleeve/sleeveless) 
• One black “nice” dress (short-sleeve/sleeveless) 
• One pair of flats 
• One pair of “nice” sandals 
• One pair of decent-looking boots 
• One scarf (color or neutral) 
•  A few pieces of costume jewelry 
• Underwear 
• Comfortable swimsuit

Casual (Warm) Shirt + Pants/Skirt + Sandals or Flats

Casual (Cool) Shirt + Cardigan + Pants/Skirt and Leggings/Tights + 
Boots

Casual Event (Warm) Sundress + Sandals or Flats + Jewelry

Casual Event (Cool) Sundress + Cardigan + Flats or Boots + Scarf

Business Casual (Warm) Dress + Flats + Jewelry

Business Casual (Cool) Dress + Cardigan + Flats + Jewelry

Women’s wear isn’t nearly as simple as menswear, but once you’ve established 
your body type*, preferences, and basic wardrobe, it gets easier. The key is to 
pair the same clothes in different ways in order to fit the season and occasion. 
You also want to make sure the big items (tops, bottoms, and dresses) are 
neutral and the accessories (shoes, jewelry, and scarves) have some color. !
* If you don’t know how to dress your body type, turn to graphic at the end of the 
guide.
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• Divide your clothes into three groups. Almost everyone, regardless of their coloring, 

looks good in dark colors; the black and grey spectrum. Likewise, most people look 

good in the white/light color spectrum. Decide which color spectrum really suits you. 

Ask for advice if you are unsure. 

• Rearrange your clothes storage along these color lines. If you don’t have a lot of space 

or money, buy cheap but sturdy boxes from a storage place then tape them together so 

they function like a multi level cupboard. You can cover it with a nice sheet or decorative 

throw. 

• Put all of your white underpants/socks/t-shirts and casual pants in one box. Fill another 

with your darks and another with your colors. Hang up all your shirts, coats, sweaters, 

pants, etc grouped by color in your wardrobe. The aim here is to ensure that when you 

wear an outfit everything you have on can be washed together. 

• At the end of the day, instead of throwing everything into your dirty linen basket or on 

the floor, just deposit everything into the washing machine directly. Continue to choose 

items from the same color grouping until the washing machine is full. Then, throw in the 

cleaning products and press the button. This way there are never any dirty clothes lying 

around the house or sitting unwashed, getting smelly, in a basket. It also eliminates the 

task of separating whites from darks etc. and limits the need to do multiple loads. 

• Then just throw them in the dryer. For one person this should mean that you only need 

to do one to two loads of washing a week and you already have an organized system of 

boxes to put the dry clothes away. This should take up about 30-45 minutes of work a 

week. It also relieves you of having to look at mess that will further lower your mood. It 

provides a powerful message to your brain that even if you are depressed, you can still 

get things done. Not to mention that looking at increasing mounds of dirty clothes can 

overwhelm you with the prospect of work, which can make it, more unlikely you will 

clean. 

• Find and use quick-drying towels. Some of the best ones are made out of microfiber. 

This way, you can go for longer periods without having them smell or get moldy. You 
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can match the colors of towels to you wardrobe and throw them in with your clothes 

when you wash them- just don’t put the microfiber ones in the dryer! 

• Likewise, find and use bed sheets that are roughly the same color as your clothes and 

towels. This way, you can wash everything together. It’s best to have two pairs of 

sheets. You can then put the clean sheets on the bed while your dirty sheets are in the 

wash. I’ve found that if I wait for the dirty sheets to be cleaned, they often don’t wind up 

on the bed and instead sit in a crumpled mess on the floor. 

• Always remember to buy a large surplus of underwear and socks. While you can wear 

some clothes a few times before washing them, clean underwear and socks are a must. 

When they get too old or have holes, you can throw them out and grab a new pair from 

your stash. In addition, if you buy all one color (such as white or black), you don’t have 

to bother matching lone socks.  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Keeping Clean with Minimal Effort 
!
• For any area you normally snuggle and remain in for a while get some ultra cheap bath 

mats or even single bed sheets from a second-hand store. You can usually get these for 

a few bucks. Place them on the floor so it completely surrounds the area. This way you 

won’t need to vacuum or worry about crumbs, etc. When you have the energy and it is 

getting dirty. Lift it up by its corners so all debris is safely caught and shake it outside. If 

possible have more than one for each area so if you do ruin it you can just throw the 

entire thing out and still have a spare. 

• Buy one of those streak free no scrub shower products. Every time you have a shower 

spray everything at the end. The next time you shower the entire place will sparkle with 

no effort. Do this at the end of every shower. 

• We all have socks that we need to get rid of. Don’t. Every morning after your shower, 

drop a bit of floor cleaner or eucalyptus oil on the floor and go over the bathroom floor 

while wearing your “cleaning socks.” Don’t have any? Buy them for a dollar at a cheap 

or second hand shop. 

• Every morning squirt the toilet bowl with a toilet cleaner and just leave it until the next 

time you use it. This way your bathroom should generally be presentable and clean. 

This is very mood lifting when you need to use it and a big comfort if someone drops 

round. Most people will forgive a messy house but expect the silent judgment treatment 

if they need to use your bathroom and it resembles something at a truck stop. This 

should take an extra five minutes of work a day. 

• Keep a container of cleaning wipes by commonly used surfaces, such as by your 

bathroom sink, tables, etc. Every so often, use a wipe to wash the surface. This will 

keep your area clean without much effort and without having to look for cleaning 

supplies. 
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• Get a bin for every single room you frequently use. Plastic shopping bags are free and 

work just great. Have one everywhere hanging on a door knob or the edge of furniture. 

When you don’t have the motivation to get off the couch, your waste can be put in the 

bag and when you do have five minutes of energy instead of having to pick up a whole 

lot of junk from the floors throughout your place or vacuum you only need to collect all 

the bags and place in the council pick up bin. 

• Keep a plastic bag, container of wet naps, and air freshener in your car. It makes for a 

quick and easy way to clean and refresh your car. 

• Keep a lint roller by the chairs, couches, bed, etc where you usually relax. The lint roller 

is great for picking up crumbs without the required energy and loud noise of a vacuum. 

You can stock up at a dollar store, or even use masking tape. 

• If you live with your family or roommates and you divvy up the chores, see if they’ll 

accommodate you. Ask for a task that doesn’t trigger you and isn’t time dependent. For 

example, I find that working with trash triggers hallucinations, so I ask someone else to 

do that. I get nauseated when I wash dishes, which makes me anxious, so I try to avoid 

that. Instead, I cook (which can be replaced with take-out), do the laundry (which can 

be deferred to the next day), etc.  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Hygiene  
• Unfortunately, hygiene is one of the first things to suffer when you’re sick; however, it’s 

also one of the easiest things to fix. Keep a basket of toiletries next to the spot where 

you usually sit. Fill this with: 

• Colgate Wisps (tiny, disposable toothbrushes) 

• Deodorant 

• Dry Shampoo (you can usually find this in a pharmacy) or Baby Powder 

• Face Wipes 

• Hand Lotion 

• Lip Balm 

• Nail Clippers 

• There’s no rule that you have to wear make-up, but if you would like to, it’s actually 

easier than you might think. You only need: 

• Oil-Free Moisturizer (SPF 15) 

• Concealer (looks like a crayon) 

• Foundation Powder (usually comes with a brush) 

• Dark Eyeliner (Mascara optional) 

The e.l.f. brand has a cheap, good quality make-up. Start with a light coat of 

moisturizer. Next, lightly rub concealer on the darkest parts of your skin, such as acne 

scars or dark circles under your eyes. Then, using the powder brush, lightly coat your 

skin. Apply eyeliner half-way along the bottom of your eyelid and along the top of your 

eyelid. If you have especially thin or light eyelashes, finish the look with a dark mascara.  

This method is simple, cheap, and takes almost no talent.  

• Get the easiest possible haircut to deal with. Try to aim for the shortest length you’re 

comfortable with. Firstly, hair gets progressively easier to deal with the shorter it gets, 
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and secondly, you can go for longer periods of time without getting it cut. Also, if it’s a 

simple hair cut, it doesn’t take long to get ready in the morning, and you can cheap out 

when it comes to hair dressers. If it’s really short, you can always buy a set of clippers 

and have a friend cut it. It’s almost impossible to mess that up. 

!
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Buy in Bulk and Stockpile 
• Buy enough of the following to last a month, at least: 

• Toilet paper 

• Tooth paste 

• Soap  

• Deodorant 

• Shaving cream and razors  

• Shampoo and conditioner (including dry shampoo) 

• Laundry products 

• Non-perishable foods 

• Feminine products  

• Eye care supplies 

• Pet supplies 

• OTC Medications (Advil, Tylenol, etc) 

• If you don’t have storage for these products, get some boxes for free from shopping 

outlets or grocery stores and store them under sofas, beds, or in the back of 

cupboards. You will never run out of essentials again. 

• Choose brands you enjoy. Select flavors you find good or scents you find soothing. It’s 

a simple choice that may make a big difference. 

• Plan what you need beforehand. That way, you might be less stressed when you shop. 

After you’re done, save the list for later shopping trips. 

• If you feel like you can’t leave the house, Amazon has a service called Subscribe & 

Save. If you join the service, you can select from a variety of items and have them 

delivered monthly, bi-monthly, etc. You can save 15% on your order, and it comes with 
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free shipping. The program is great for toiletries, vitamins, pet supplies, household 

cleaners, etc. This way, you have everything you need shipped to you automatically— 

no need to remember anything at all. 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Simplify 
• Get a sign for your mailbox stating no unsolicited or junk mail. Cannot afford one? 

Create one on a public library computer, print it off and get them to laminate it. It should 

only cost a couple of dollars. 

• Do the exact same thing for your front door. Make it polite and simple. “No visitors 

requesting charity/money/surveys/ promoting politics, religion etc. 

• Place your phone number on the “no-call” list for surveys/sales/insurance etc. If you 

have a mobile phone then use it, if possible, as your only point of contact for family/

friends/health care providers/work and turn off voice mail and activate the mechanism 

where every voice message has to be transferred into text. Anyone who rings you for 

something unimportant won’t bother leaving a message and if someone does it is often 

less intimidating, when you are consumed with anxiety, to read a text then listen to a 

message. 

• When going out to eat, plan ahead. Look at the menu online and write down what 

you’d like to eat. This will save you from having to make a quick decision on-the-spot. 

You can even hand the note to your waiter if you are feeling especially anxious, 

withdrawn, or confused. When I do this, the waiters usually appreciate it a lot. 

• Similarly, save take-out menus from local restaurants. Circle a few items on each menu 

that you wouldn’t mind ordering. That way, when you are unable to cook or even make 

a decision, you can order something you know you like. Some restaurants even allow 

you to order food online. 

• Store as much information as you can on your smartphone, especially in dedicated 

apps. There’s an app for pretty much everything, and many apps sync across devices. 

This way, you don’t have to manage bits of paper or keep ideas in your head for any 

length of time. Some devices support dictation, so you can even just tell your phone to 

remember something for you. 

! �                                                                                                                                                                    17



Examples of things you can manage on your phone: 

• Address Books (Most devices come with this functionality) 

• Event Calendars (Most devices come with this functionality) 

• Lists (There are a million apps for this) 

• Manuals (You can download PDFs of user manuals and open them on your 

tablet, phone, or desktop) 

• Mood journals, symptom logs, etc (Grid Diary) 

• Store loyalty and gift cards (Apple’s passbook or some store apps) 

!
• If your best ideas come to you in the shower, invest in some shower crayons. You can 

usually find them in the baby area of Target or Walmart for pretty cheap. If you keep 

them in your shower, you can write your notes on the tub walls and not have to 

scramble to remember fleeting thoughts. 

• Unsubscribe from junk email. Filter your inbox with the word “unsubscribe,” and you 

should see a list of all the emails from which you can opt-out. It also might be helpful to 

create an account just for customer loyalty programs and websites that are sure to 

spam you with email.  

• Create a “charging station” for your devices. Find a USB outlet power strip or surge 

protector. You can find these in stores or on Amazon. It will look something like this: 

!
!
!
!

Most devices are charged using USB power cords. Keep these power cords by the 

adaptor. That way, when you need to charge your device, you can just plug in the cord 

without having to look for a separate adaptor each time. 
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!
• Create QR codes to function as reminders. I use the service scan.me. You can print the 

QR codes on address labels and stick them on related items. For example, you can link 

the QR code an object’s user manual and then stick the QR code on that item. When 

you scan the code, the usual manual will appear on your phone. You can also use these 

for chore lists. You can embed the directions on how to clean something in the code, 

and then scan it when you need the list. What’s the benefit of using QR codes as 

opposed to tape and paper? Once you scan the code, the information remains on your 

phone until you delete it. This means you can carry the phone with you while you 

complete tasks. And, since the codes are always with their related items, you always 

have the information on-hand. Plus, it’s more fun this way. 

• I use Siri dictation tools all the time. If I need to remember something, I just ask Siri to 

remind me of what I need to do. You can even tailor the reminder to locations and 

times. For example, I can say, “Remind me to empty the dishwasher when I get home.” 

When I arrived at the location I’ve defined as “home,” a notice will appear on my phone. 

I also like to use the dictation feature to compose texts and notes to myself. 

• I use a health monitoring app and wristband called Fitbit. While I use the device mainly 

for health concerns, one feature that I really like for mental health hygiene is the vibration 

alarm. You can set the alarm to go off at any time, and it’ll silently alert you using a quiet 

and peaceful vibration. 

• Sometimes, I find it hard when I'm driving to focus and keep my eye on the 

speedometer. If I'm driving a long distance, I will activate cruise control to make sure I'm 

doing under the speed limit. I also can set up a warning on my car that lets me know if 

I'm going too fast. 

• I organize all my bags’ contents in mix-and-match 

pouches. For example, all of my beauty products (such as 

hand sanitizer, concealer, moisturizer) go in one pouch. It 

helps me keep everything clean and then if I want anything 
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I can just reach for that pouch rather than fishing through my entire bag. I use a soft 

leather pencil case by Co Lab, but anything will do. You can grab a bunch of pencil 

cases after the back-to-school sales. 

• I always seem to forget critical information, usually long strings of numbers like PINs or 

my Social Security Number. It would be helpful to store it in my phone, but I worry that 

someone will see the information and steal it. The key is to store the information in plain 

sight. I created a fake contact (“Gabe Anderson”) in my phone, and I assigned a type of 

information to a field. For example, all of my banking account numbers are stored in the 

“work” phone field. My SSN is a home phone number. My PINs are classified as 

address numbers. In addition, if I need to flag something as important, I use “Attn: Gabe 

Anderson.” This way, the information I need is always at my finger tips, yet no one is any 

the wiser.  

• If you find that you’re having trouble managing medical services and doctor’s 

appointments, and unresponsive physicians, you can always try a concierge doctor 

service, such as MDVIP. It costs about $1,500 USD a year. With the service, you can 

choose a doctor and have around-the-clock access to him or her. Your doctor can write 

scripts, give you referrals… everything a doctor can do, but it gets to happen on your 

own schedule. If you travel, the service can connect you with another doctor wherever 

you are in case you need medical assistance. While I personally haven’t tried the 

service, I have heard good things about it. 

• If you find yourself in and out of inpatient treatment, try packing a hospital emergency 

bag. Grab yourself a duffel bag (or even a paper shopping bag- it doesn’t have to be 

fancy) and throw in: 

• Nonviolent paperback books or some magazines 

• Warm socks and shoes without laces 

• Comfortable clothes without removable strings (leggings may not be allowed) 

• A good blanket or pillow (may or may not be allowed) 
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• Change or a prepaid calling card (if there is a pay phone) 

• Plastic hairbrush, toothbrush, solid deodorant 

• Travel sizes of toiletries (nothing with alcohol) 

• Ear plugs 

• Plain paper with crayons or magic markers 

• A deck of cards 

• An unframed photo of your family and friends 

• A small tote back with your name on it (in case you need to check-in sharps) 

• A list of the phone numbers of family and friends 

• A list of your medications and doctor information 

!
Make sure the bag is easy for family and friends to find. You also might want to include 

notes on how to feed your pet (if you have one) or the names and numbers of people 

you want them to contact. 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Coping with Symptoms 
• For those with sensory processing challenges, the world can be an overwhelming place. 

Invest in a good pair of sunglasses and some earplugs/headphones. These can be life 

savers in crowded and bright places. Don’t be afraid to wear these inside stores — no 

one really minds. Also, try to choose fabrics that you find pleasant. I personally like 

cotton in a waffle-weave pattern, and I try to avoid stiff leather, suede, and satin. When 

temperature is an issue, try to ease into the new environment. For example, after a 

warm shower, wrap yourself in a robe and socks. It helps lessen the shock of a 

transition. If you find certain smells to be an issue, wear a scarf that you can subtly 

press against your nose. 

• I also try to avoid overhead lights, especially florescent ones. At home, I mostly use 

table lamps for light, and all of our overhead lights have dimmers on them. 

• If you tend to forget or lose critical items, try to make duplicates and store them in 

different locations. For example, I always carry two wallets with me. Each wallet has at 

least a valid driver’s license and a charge card. If, for some reason, I don’t have one 

wallet, I at least have a back-up. If you always seem to forget money, buy a few generic 

gift cards and store them in your backpack, gym bag, at work, etc. It saves you the 

embarrassment of being unable to pay for a shopping trip or constantly borrowing from 

friends. This method works with a number of things, such as house keys, hair ties, 

device chargers, bottle openers, lighters, headphones, lip balm, pens, scissors, etc. For 

items that come in pairs (e.g. socks, gloves, plastic storage containers), buy several of 

the same type so they can all match with each other. For example, if you buy all white 

socks, you don’t have to spend time searching for a lost a lost one’s mate. 

• Another way to remember critical information is to take a picture of what you need to 

remember, such as a location. It doesn’t take as long as writing it down and you have 

other information (such as color and spacial clues) to guide you as well. 
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• If you experience night terrors, you might find it difficult to shake the feeling of panic and 

attempt to fall back asleep. To combat this issue, I usually keep a clean tee-shirt, a 

glass of water, and an electronic device next to my bed. When I wake up in a panic, I 

change out of my shirt (which is usually wet with sweat), take a long drink of water, and 

turn on my phone or television. I try to regulate my breathing and calm down while 

distracting myself enough to forget the subject of the night terror. Then, I flip my pillow 

to the opposite side and attempt to fall asleep again. 

• Sometimes, I’m in the middle of a conversation and find myself unable to speak 

correctly or think clearly. If I’m in this scenario, sometimes I force myself to cough. After 

several coughs, you can say, “Oh wow, there must be something in the air. I’ve been 

coughing all day! I can’t even remember what I was talking about.” This allows you to 

get a few minutes to collect your words or pass the conversation to a new person 

without creating an awkward situation. People are more likely to understand the 

disruption of a cough than the disruption of a thought disorder. 

• With paranoia, it can sometimes feel like someone is following you. In order to manage 

this worry, I sometimes stop on the sidewalk and rest my back up against a building, 

tree, or fence. I take out my phone and pretend to look at it, briefly gazing up a few 

times to watch the people pass or to assess my surroundings. Once I feel safe, I start 

walking again. 

• If you feel the urge to self-harm, try to direct it into a similar but 

safer tactile activity. For example, plastic guitar picks feel very 

similar to a razor or knife, but they don’t piece the skin or cause 

any danger. If you feel an urge to hit a portion of your body, do so 

with a sponge or soft stress ball. In addition, coating your skin with 

eucalyptus oil or rubbing alcohol wipes creates a tingling sensation. 

I’ve found that a spiky dryer ball does the trick.  

• When I’m feeling psychotic or especially anxious, I have a hard time following directions 

or remember how to do basic tasks. I’m also not able to read and comprehend large 
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amount of data or instruction lists. To help this, I’ve collected a series of infographics 

that provide simple information along with visual cues. I’ve included some of the most 

helpful ones at the end of this guide. 

• One of the best things I've ever done for myself is to 

get a cat. He calms me down when feeling anxious. 

Sometimes when I'm feeling manic, he comes and sits 

on my lap and I'm reluctant to move him because he's 

sleeping. I also use him to check for hallucinations. If I 

see something, I throw a toy in its direction. If my cat 

notices it on his way to fetch the toy, that means it's 

real. If he passes by it, then I know that it's a 

hallucination. It’s not a fool-proof method, but in my 

experience, it works. 

• Similarly, you can investigate getting a psychiatric service dogs. These animals are 

unlike companion dogs in that they are trained to perform a particular set of tasks. And, 

unlike companion dogs, by law they are allowed to follow you everywhere you go. To 

learn more about the service, you can visit www.mentalhealthdogs.org. 

• I’ve found that the best way to lessen my auditory hallucinations is to always listen to 

music or television. Whether I’m at work, at home, or even falling asleep, I alway have 

something on. I find that my brain attaches voices and sounds to the TV or music and I 

don’t notice them as much. This works better when combined with medication to tone 

down the hallucinations. 

• I love scary films and thrillers, but I find that they can trigger night terrors. I don’t want to 

stop watching the movies, so I’ve found that If I watch a comedy show before I go to 

bed, it wipes my brain and puts me in a good mood before I go to sleep. 

• I often get depressed when I compare myself to my peers, think about the person I 

used to be, think about my situation, or get caught up in obsessions and anxieties. 

Even though I logically know that there’s nothing I can do to change it, I can’t help but 
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ruminate. And, since I can’t do anything about it, thinking those thoughts doesn’t help 

at all. Since it’s so hard for me to get out of that thought process, I do my best to not 

enter it in the first place. Of course, this is a lot easier to talk about doing than it is to 

actually do; there’s always something in me that wants to get caught into the anxiety 

riptide. However, I work hard to avoid those traps. 

!
Ignoring them didn’t work for me. I admire the people who can clear their minds, but it 

only works to stress me out further. I also like to talk about things, but even my closest 

friends and family (understandably) get exhausted when I loudly obsess about the same 

things again and again. Instead, the only thing that works is to stay away from triggers 

and distract myself when I do encounter them. This takes a lot of trial and error. For 

example, over the years I’ve found that looking at old photos triggers depressive moods 

for me. Knowing this about myself, I loaded them all on an external hard drive and 

deleted them from my computer. I still have them if I need them, but it’s more work to 

access them. I also try to avoid social media overdoses. I don’t like to spend more than 

15 minutes on Facebook before I switch to doing something else. Logically, I know that I 

can’t compare myself to others, but it’s hard to remember that when I look at a screen 

of people who seem to have everything going perfectly. Long stretches of alone time 

can draw my brain into a pit as well. 

!
Sometimes, avoiding triggers just isn’t possible. In this case, I distract myself. It can be 

hard, but I try to throw myself into an activity that will consume me enough to save my 

mind from itself, but not too engrossing that it becomes an obsession itself. Again, I turn 

to TV. I have a few shows that I love and can watch again and again. Netflix is great to 

stream shows. It’s not a longterm solution, but at least it’s enough to distract me until 

bedtime. I also like to learn more about the world. I like the Teaching Company’s Great 

Courses series (which you can purchase online or borrow through the library), and there 

are free services from iTunes U, the Khan Academy, and TED talks. I download them 
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onto my phone and I listen to them during my commute, in waiting rooms, or in stores. 

When I’m busy thinking about things that are bigger than I am, things that aren’t related 

to me or my health or my life, I find that it’s easier to stay happy and healthy.  

Some of my favorite distractions: 

• Television shows and movies 

• Online courses 

• Looking at stupid pictures online 

• Read an easy novel 

• Mindless video games- Even if you don’t have a gaming console, you can play skill 

less games on your computer like Tetris or Farmville.  

• Cook from a baking mix 

• Walk around the mall 

• People watch 

• Throw a ball at the wall and listen to the rhythm it makes 

• Play with your pet 

• Do something mindless with your hands, like peel all of the white stuff off of an 

orange or cut magazines into tiny bits of paper 

• Read trashy magazines, like People or US Weekly 

• Organize things 

• Read the reviews on Amazon products (some of them are really funny!) 

• Make themed mix tapes of songs 

• Make a wish list of things you want to buy 

• Watch terrible videos online 

• Work overtime at your job 
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!
Of course, this isn’t a fool-proof plan, and you may like to do different things. However, 

as long as you distract your mind from itself, you can cut down on the number of traps 

you fall into. 

• When all else fails, I take an OTC sleep aid and fall asleep. [NOTE: Please consult 

with your doctor first to make sure this is ok.] It’s not my go-to solution, but it’s 

better than launching myself into a psychotic episode that might last for days.  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Keep Your Mood Up 
• Every day do at least one thing from the following list: 

• Something for pleasure that does not involve drugs/alcohol/self-injury or anything 

else dangerous to your mood. On days where everything is “too hard,” then this 

might just be re-watching a favorite TV show or movie or listening to the radio, on 

other days go for a walk, etc. 

• Do a duty. This is stuff that might not be fun but has to be done. Always set this 

task to your level of motivation and energy. If you are consumed with distress and 

overwhelmed then just pick a single fork from your dishes, waiting to be washed, 

and wash and dry it and put in the drawer. 

• Link up with someone who genuinely cares for you. If you don’t have the energy to 

talk, then send a text or a Facebook message or email or something similar. Write 

a card and send it. But stay connected. If you have no energy then write it in such 

a way to dis-invite an immediate return phone call or follow up texts. It is OK to 

stretch the truth – although I never recommend lying. “Hi, just texting to say I love 

you/thinking of you/hope you and your family are doing well. I’m about to collapse 

into bed speak soon.” Obviously, if you are in a more powerful or confident state 

then actually do ring someone. 

• Change the screen background on your phone or other devices to something you enjoy 

or find funny. That way, every time you look at your screen, you’ll be reminded of the 

good in life. 

• Create a playlist of music for each of your moods. For example, this might be calming 

songs if you are anxious/manic or uplifting songs if you’re depressed. When you’re 

feeling especially emotional, you (or a friend) can start the playlist. 

• Invest in some soothing décor for your surroundings. You can do this very cheaply by 

finding pictures in nature magazines or old calendars and buy a nice frame. Fake plants 
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work well, too. Plants are known to make people feel calmer, and you don’t even have 

to remember to water the artificial ones. 

• If you feel like you can’t leave the house, open a window for awhile. Try to stand or sit 

next to it. Smell and feel the air. Listen to the sounds. It’s a non-threatening way to 

experience the outdoors when you’re especially vulnerable. 

• If you’re feeling up to it, try to do something active once a day. This doesn’t mean you 

have to go to a gym or run ten miles. Taking a small walk outside or lifting some weights 

is good enough. 

• Keep a book, photo album, or file on your computer of funny images or photos. Any 

time I see something that makes me laugh, I save it as a bookmark on my computer. 

My bookmarks sync on all of my devices, so any time I need an emergency pick-me-up, 

I can consult my bookmark folder. 

• Change your clothes and wash your face every day. Even if you do nothing else, this will 

help signify a new day and lift your spirits. 

• I go out of my way to avoid commercials. I'm not quite sure why this works. Maybe it 

reduces distraction. Maybe it makes me feel better about myself. Whatever the reason, 

it helps. Sometimes this involves spending a little bit more money for the service. If 

finances are tight, this may not be an option. However, if you do have some spare 

change, I highly recommend it. I watch Netflix and Hulu rather than regular television. I 

also listed to Spotify, SiriusXM satellite radio, and my iPod rather than the radio. I also 

pay for apps to get rid of the ads.  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If on Medication 
• Do not run out. Most pharmacies will allow you to purchase more than one script at a 

time if you explain to them that you won’t be able to get back in time to refill your next 

one. 

• Ask your doctor for some sample packs with your scripts. Save these. So if you find 

yourself in the situation that your meds have run out and you are too unwell to go to the 

doctor or pharmacy you have backups. A lot of pharmacies will happily keep your 

scripts on file and for a small fee send out your meds when you are getting low – 

especially online businesses. 

• Keep a detailed list of your medications, what they treat, and how often you take them. 

You can use an app (such as Health Vault) or keep a handwritten list with you. Make 

multiple copies of the list and keep a few with you so you can give them to doctors, 

family members, etc when you need to. I find this method especially helpful with 

medications I take PRN.  

• Keep an emergency kit of daily meds with you in your purse or pocket. This way, you 

can take your pills when you need to, regardless of where you might find yourself. You 

can use a contact lens carrier to hold a bunch of them in disguise. 

• If you forget to take your medication, set reminders on your phone or watch. This is also 

one of the tasks that a psychiatric service dog can remind you of. 

• Have small snacks (like a few crackers or a granola bar) and some small bottles of 

water on hand with which to take your medication. This way, if you don’t feel like 

moving from a chair or getting out of bed, you’re still able to take your medication on 

time. 

• Missing doctor’s appointments can be really devastating, especially if you’re on your last 

few pills and need the script refilled quickly. To help avoid this, I try to schedule all of my 

appointments on the same day. I’ve scheduled appointments this way for years, and 
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now I have a mental note that Wednesday is my “Doctor Day.” When Wednesday 

comes along, I pay special attention to my calendar to make sure I don’t miss anything. 

Plus, it makes it easier to take time off of work or school.  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Managing Side Effects 
• If you find it hard to wake up in the morning, keep some very strong mints or gum on 

your bedside table. When you first wake up, chew on the gum or mint. The chewing 

motion will start to alert you, and the peppermint flavor stimulates your senses. If you 

can get out of bed, try washing your face with some cool water. 

• I also set multiple alarms for the morning. I have a few audio cues on my phone, and I 

set my Fitbit to vibrate. Usually some combination of the two will wake me up. If you 

happen to have a psychiatric service dog, you can train him to wake you up, too. 

• As soon as I manage to wake up, I use all of my energy and throw myself out of bed. 

Even if I stand next to the bed for a minute or two, it is usually 

enough to jolt me out of falling asleep again. 

• Invest in dry mouth toothpaste, mouth wash, gum, and hydrating 

gel. I like the Biotène brand. They’re pricier than regular dental 

products, but it’s worth it. Sometimes you can find coupons for 

them at their website. 

• You can also carry around a small bottle of water with you (such as a lunch box size 

bottle, a travel lotion container, or flask). This way, when dry mouth strikes, you don’t 

have to scramble to find drinkable water or risk choking. 

• Many anti-psychotics can cause an extreme desire to eat. When I experience this side 

effect, I try to find drinks that fulfill a certain craving. For example, if I’m craving 

something sweet, I drink low-fat chocolate milk. If I want something savory, I drink 

broth. While it doesn’t always work, it can help. 

• I also try to establish regular meal times. This serves a number of purposes. One, it’s a 

psychological cue that I eat during that particular time and at no other point. Two, it 

allows me to see the exact amount I’m eating. That way, I’m not mindlessly snacking all 

day. 
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• Now that I’m feeling better, I use the MyNetDiary (www.mynetdiary.com) service to 

monitor what I eat. This is a great service for tracking a number of different items. Not 

only can you track your food, but you can also record medication usage, blood glucose 

levels, symptoms, vitamins, weight, macronutrients, micronutrients, and more. It can be 

daunting at first, so I don’t recommend it if you’re already feeling overwhelmed. 

However, if you have the opportunity, it can be a great resource for tracking your food 

intake and monitoring how you feel at various points during the day. It also syncs with 

Fitbit in case you use that, too. 

• One of the side effects I experience is night eating. I found that the best way to combat 

this is to have a snack before I go to bed to raise my blood sugar. I like to have a 

banana with a little peanut butter on top. That way, my snacking is defined, and I’m less 

likely to wake up in the middle of the night. 

• Try to find snacks that are close to the foods you enjoy and crave, but are a little 

healthier. When I first started to revamp my diet, I tried to replace my favorite foods with 

vegetables. If I craved Cheetos, I’d grab some carrots. However, it 

was really disappointing and frustrating to crave Cheetos and 

munch on carrots. After too many rounds of this, I’d get so pissed 

that I’d just buy Cheetos and ditch the carrots all-together. As you 

can imagine, this didn’t help at all- if anything, it made me more 

depressed. While I still keep carrots in the house, I also have a 

variety of healthy junk food exchanges. My “healthier” versions 

have to meet one or both of my two criteria: They either have to 

taste roughly equivalent to my unhealthy versions but made with 

better ingredients or they are similar in both taste and nutritional value, but take longer 

to eat. i’ve yet to find a food that really excels in both categories, but it’s not impossible. 

It might take some time to find the exchanges that work best for you, but once you 

know what to look for, it does get easier. One of my favorite exchanges is to replace 

Cheetos with Original Tings by Robert’s American Gourmet Food.  
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!
!
 

!
The easiest way to determine a good exchange is to compare the nutrition facts and the 

ingredients list. The two biggest differences between these two are the fat content and the 

sodium. By replacing one food with another, you can minimize the terrible weight gain 

associated with psychotropic medications. 

!
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You can find more of these exchanges in the Eat This, Not That series of books by 

David Zinczenko and Matt Goulding. Some of the commentary in the books is a little 

harsh; however, if you ignore the words, you can glean quite a few good tips. They tell 

you a few of the most unhealthy options and suggest other items that are similar, but 

healthier. 

• Another thing that helps is to deliberately slow down how you eat. If you want a snack, 

grab some shelled pistachios. Try eating with chopsticks. Let candy dissolve on your 

tongue rather than chew it. Separate large bags of food into smaller bags of food and 

put them far away so if you want more, you have to get up. When you slow it down by 

adding challenges, you’ll naturally eat less. 

• I’ve also had issues with nausea. To combat this, I’ve 

developed a number of tricks. One, try to sneak ginger into 

your diet. One brand of ginger ale that I drink is Zevia. It has 

real ginger in it, and it’s sweetened with stevia, so it has no 

calories. If you don’t drink Zevia, check the ingredients of the 

soda before you buy it. There are many brands of ginger ale 

that don’t have any ginger in them at all. I also use Iberogast, 

which you can find on Amazon. It doesn’t taste very good, but I like to put it in coffee, 

which disguises the flavor.  

• Experiment with your medication time frames. [NOTE: Please consult with your 

doctor first to make sure this is ok.] For example, I’m on two doses of a stimulant 

that decreases my appetite, so I try to time lunch between them. I take my sedating 

night medications (such as antidepressants and antipsychotics) at night, generally 

around 10:30pm. I’m in bed by 11:00pm, and hopefully asleep around 11:30-11:45. If I 

take them earlier, I notice that I’m more likely to want to eat. If I take them too late, I’ll be 

groggy the next morning. For me, a 15 minute bracket of time can make all the 

difference. Now that I’ve established times that work for me, I set reminders on my Fitbit 

to make sure I fit in that 15 minute window. 
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• When I experience muscle spasms or tremors, I try to do something active. It’s not that 

effective if the spasm are severe, but for mild shakes, it helps distract me. 

• Just give in sometimes. I always seem to feel like I’m fighting side effects, and when I 

allow myself to have an afternoon of napping or eating crap food on the couch, it 

makes it a little easier to fight the next day.  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Visitors & Social Events 
• I always seem to be dodging social events and invitations. I like to go out, but it’s not 

always feasible. While my closest friends and family know about my struggles and I’m 

honest with them, I don’t always want to share this information with acquaintances or 

strangers. For this reason, I have a mental list of polite declines for invitations. These are 

my best ones: 

• “I think I caught a bug. I don’t want to get you sick!” This also works with food 

poisoning. Anything with bodily fluids, really. 

• “My parents won’t let me go.” A great fallback if you’re young. 

• “I can’t find a babysitter.” Great if you have kids. 

• “Sorry, I already have plans.” It’s even better if you can get a friend on-board with 

it. My boyfriend usually doesn’t mind covering for me. 

• “I have an appointment, and it’s really hard to get an appointment at that place!” 

	 The possibilities are endless. 

	 Pro Tip: Don't update social media or talk to other friends while you're dodging the 	

	 invite. It's really easy for that information to get back to the person/people you're 	

	 trying to avoid. You don’t want to ruin a friendship. 

• When surprise visitors drop by, if you have put in place the “bin in every room” hack, 

then all it takes is about three minutes to collect and deposit all of them in the council 

bin. Your house may need vacuuming or dusting, but it won’t be littered with rubbish. 

Have some cheap but pleasant incense or aerosol/spray bottle essential oils to remove 

that “lived in” aroma within seconds. 

• Have an emergency box for visitors. Don’t use the contents unless you absolutely must 

and, if so, replace them. It can be awkward and embarrassing when people drop by 

and you have to basically tell them, “Sorry, I have nothing to offer you.” 
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	 Examples: 

• Samples of good quality tea, both normal and herbal. These can often be 

picked up at hospitals/hotels, etc. Or, when round at your parents’ or 

friends’ homes, comment that the tea they served was fantastic and ask if it 

would be ok to take two or three bags. If they are foil sealed, wonderful. If 

not, cover in foil or put in zip lock bag. 

• Smallest bottle possible of a decent instant coffee (Starbucks Via isn’t bad, 

and it looks fancy.) 

• Long life milk/unrefrigerated soy or nut milk. 

• Individual samples. You can generally get these for free at restaurants, coffee 

shops, etc. Individual packets are generally more shelf-stable so you won’t 

have to use/throw out a whole bottle of something. I try to find: 

	 	 If you don’t want to take these for free, you can pick them up online as well. 

•  A nice, clean set of dishes (so you don’t have to scramble to clean 

anything). You can also get a decent set of disposable dishes as  well. 

• A packet of decent cookies, crackers, or chips 

• Frozen finger food that can be heated within 15 minutes in your disposable 

oven tray and served up in a disposable bowl. French fries are good for this. 

If you need something fancier, the Archer Farms brand at Target has some 

decent frozen appetizers. 

• Another winner is to have a packet of corn tortilla chips, jar of salsa, and 

shredded cheese (stored in the freezer). Bang it all together on a large 

Sugar/Sweeteners/Honey Ketchup, Mayo, Mustard, Relish

Dipping Sauce (BBQ, Honey 
Mustard)

Dairy Creamers

Salad Dressing Jams/Jellies/Marmalades/Syrups

Hot Sauce Soy Sauce
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disposal plate pop in microwave and within three minutes – simple but 

delicious nachos. You can always add a tin of jalapeños or canned chili (I like 

Amy’s brand) for bulk. 

• Microwavable popcorn 

• It is not uncommon for birthdays and holidays to sneak up on you when all your energy 

is going into keeping your head above water. Again, those two-dollar shops are a 

lifesaver. 

	 Examples of items: 

• A number of blank cards that can be used for any occasion. Pictures of 

beautiful scenery or cute animals generally cover any situation and can be 

picked up for about a dollar. Sometimes you can find these in bulk. 

• Wrapping paper – again, buy on special or after a holiday event has passed 

and shops are selling holiday paper at about 90% off. No one is going to 

mind if their birthday present is wrapped in green and red. There’s also the 

old fallback of the cartoon portion of the newspaper. 

• A mix of cheap but useful gifts. It is difficult to offer advice here as everyone 

has different people with different tastes in their life. No one wants a box of 

cheap chocolates or socks though. 

• Various gift cards to restaurants or local stores and a gift card tin 

• Cheap but really delicious bottle of red or white wine. You can get a good 

bottle for under $10.00 USD. This is a handy guide: http://

www.foodandwine.com/150-best-15-dollar-and-under-wines 

• Handmade soap from markets. etsy.com carries some good stuff, and you 

can have it delivered to your home. 

• Some scratch lottery tickets (the one dollar kind) 
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• Some stamps. The USPS sells forever stamps so you don’t have to add 

more than one, regardless of the current cost of stamps 

• Some nice stationary, thank you cards, pens 

• This way, you always have on-hand the ability to send a card to someone, maybe slip in 

a scratchie, or write a letter on nice stationary about how much you value them (often 

more meaningful than any present). And if you need to go to a party you have a bottle of 

wine, some nice soap, and whatever else you have on hand to use as a gift. Other 

useful gifts could be good balsamic vinegar or make your own garlic or chili infused olive 

oil in a decorative bottle from a two-dollar shop. None of these go out-of-date and can 

save your bacon when you are under pressure. 

• Buy gourmet item samplers and separate them for presents. 

You can find these really easily after Christmas. I’ve picked up 

candy, hot sauce, lotion, preserves, and collector’s mugs. You 

can then use those items to add on to other gifts and it'll look 

like you put way more thought into than you actually did. For 

example, I like to pick up Crabtree & Evelyn hand lotion (which 

I also happen to love) variety packs when I see them on sale at 

a discount store for about $10.00 USD. These are my bread 

and butter for girls’ gifts and forgotten Mothers’ Days. I pair 

them with gift cards, flowers, lip balm, tea, etc. If you're really at a loss, you can pair a 

bunch of the small things together and make it look like a gift bag. I’ve done this with 

special salts, flavored oils, etc. 

• If you have to buy a lot of children’s presents, try bulk-buy party favors, candy, and gift 

bags. You can pick these up at the dollar store. Disperse the party favors and candy 

among the bags, and you have gifts for any number of kids. 

• If you happen to be shopping around and find something that you know someone in 

particular would like, buy it and save it for the next occasion. This way, gift-giving 

pressure (both emotional and financial) is dispersed and presents are more meaningful. 
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If you can’t afford it or don’t have the space for it, take a picture of the item and attach 

that to their contact information on your phone. 

• If you really find yourself having trouble with gifts, cards, or social events, offer to go in 

on them with a mutual friend. For example, tell a coworker that you’ll contribute some 

money and a card toward a fellow coworker's gift. Offer to bring refreshments and 

decorations to a friend’s house if that friend is willing to host the party. Most people 

won’t mind, and it’s much easier to only handle half of the responsibility. 

• Before a party, try to arm yourself with conversation tidbits. For example, check out 

some updates on Facebook, look at some photos on Instagram, or look at recent 

news/celebrity sightings/sports scores. That way, if someone corners you and attempts 

to engage you in conversation, you have something timely and generic to talk about. 

• When I started taking medication for my illnesses, I gained about 60 pounds in a year 

and a half. I felt terrible, and the last thing I wanted were people taking pictures of me. 

When I would tell people I didn’t want pictures taken of me, people would claim, “Oh, 

come on. You look fine!” Luckily, I happened to like photography. I realized I could 

dodge pictures by offering to be the “official” photographer in social situations. If you 

nominate yourself to be behind the camera, you can limit yourself from being in front of 

the camera with little resistance from well-meaning friends. 

• Sometimes, you might find it difficult to join classmates/coworkers at lunch. 

Unfortunately, people might think it’s weird or rude that you suddenly don’t want to sit 

with them and enjoy their company. In addition, you might not want to tell them exactly 

why you aren’t eating with them. If you’re in school, one way to avoid confrontation is to 

bring homework with you to the cafeteria. Tell your friends that you forgot to complete 

an assignment or that there’s a test to study for. This doesn’t mean that you actually 

have to study, but it does mean that people won’t want to bother you and won’t mind 

that you’re sitting away from your social group. This method also works if you don’t 

normally sit with people. Your classmates will think you’re just being studious rather 
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than think you have no friends. If you’re in a work environment, tell your coworkers you 

have a tight deadline and have to work through lunch. 

• If you find yourself in an anxious group situation (such as a family get-together or 

meeting), set an alarm on your phone that will go off a minute after you set it. Make sure 

this alarm has the same sound as your ring tone. When the alarm rings, look at your 

phone and remark, “Sorry, guys, I have to take this.” This will allow you to leave the 

room for awhile to collect your thoughts. It also won’t draw the same concern as an 

extended bathroom break might. 

• Always keep in mind your limitations. For the longest time, I wanted and tried to please 

everyone, so I always said yes. The only problem was that, when I overcommitted, I 

wouldn't be able to follow through, and I'd let people down. In my experience, people 

are generally pretty understanding when you tell them upfront I can't do something. 

However, they are not as understanding when you give them two hours notice that you 

can't do something you committed to. It took me a long time to realize that people 

rarely remember me saying no, but they almost always remember when they really 

depend on me and I cancel at the last minute. 

• Make a list of the stores that you frequent the most. Next, find out the least busy time to  

visit that venue. You can do this by “staking out” your local shops or looking online. For 

example, the mall is least crowded right before open and close. If you are a member of 

a gym, try to avoid mid-morning (8-11 am) and early evening (4-7 pm). If you need to 

shop for groceries, Friday night is a good time. Even theme parks have a slow season 

(September). Then, you can try to run errands without the crowds and rush. If you are 

feeling especially anxious, try shopping online! Amazon is a great resource to find an 

assortment of goods at reasonable prices. 

• I also find stores that have personal checkouts so I can avoid 

talking to people, yet still pickup the things I need. One store I 

often go to is Stop and Shop. In my area, the prices are a little bit 

more expensive than other stores, but they have a critical benefit: 
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the Scan It! mobile app. Using this app, you can scan the barcodes of your items, and 

then scan your card at the register. Then, all you have to do is pay for the items you’ve 

scanned! You scan as you go, bag as you go, and leave quickly without ever talking to 

anyone. 

• When you enter a room, always look for a way out. Stare at it and lock it in your head. 

This way, you can quickly duck out in an emergency or if you need to catch your breath. 

There’s nothing worse than getting lost among a crowd of people when you’re having a 

panic attack. 

• Similarly, I try to avoid situations where there is no “out.” I tend to avoid boats, trains, 

busses, and airplanes. This isn’t always an option, but every little bit helps. 

• I also like to orient myself closest to the exit. For example, I try to sit right along the aisle 

at the movies or at the edge of a restaurant booth. If someone presses you as to why 

it’s important, tell them you have a small bladder. Everyone understand the sudden 

urgency of a bathroom break, and they also won’t want to get up too often. When all 

else fails, tell them you were sick earlier and that you want to be able to get out in case 

you have an urge to vomit. There are a thousand different excuses if you don’t feeling 

like sharing your anxieties.  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Business/School Life 
• Automate as much as you can. This might include emails, computer back-ups, calendar 

updates, etc. The key is to take away as much responsibility as possible in order to 

focus on what you need to while at the same time avoiding being fired. This will take 

some set-up time, but it’s a life saver when times get tough. 

• Stick to one brand of technology. I happened to choose Apple, but Google and 

Windows are also options. For a while, I tried using a Mac computer, an iPad, and the 

Motorola Droid (Android). I had a really difficult time managing all my calendars and 

contacts and other things when I was trying to cross between two platforms. When 

your energy and mental processing power are at a minimum, small inconveniences 

make a huge difference. 

• If you work in an office building, invest in a good set of headphones or ear plugs. This is 

critical if you easily get distracted. You can also ask coworkers to email you rather than 

drop by your work space. This way, you can address issues on your own time rather 

than being interrupted and find yourself unable to return to your previous task. You also 

have a written record of the conversation in case you need to consult it later. If you’re at 

school, you might be able to ask for this accommodation. 

• If you find yourself addressing the same comments and questions again and again, 

create email, voicemail, or memo response templates. This way, you only have to 

change a few words and can complete the task quickly and completely. This method 

also works for school assignments. You can draw words, phrases, and inspiration from 

old essays in order to address new ones. 

• Every thirty to sixty minutes, take a break from your work and walk around. I try to justify 

it by walking to the bathroom, going to the printer, or refilling my water bottle. 

• One of the best things I’ve done is establish a support network at work. I feel 

comfortable telling them when I’m feeling lousy and need to take a break. They also 

help me remember tight deadlines and establish my priorities. 
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• This may not be feasible depending on your job, but the ability to work from home can 

be immensely helpful. While I try to go into work every day, I have the ability to still get 

work done. 

• I often try to bring snacks and lunch into work; however, if I pack reusable containers, 

the dirty ones inevitably find their way into the back seat of car and grow mold. To stop 

the trend, I try to wash any reusable containers while I’m at work. If there’s no sink, you 

can bring individual packets of dish soap with you to the bathroom. This way, even if I 

forget my dishes somewhere, at least they're clean. 

• I love half days. If I can, I try to take half days if I'm feeling lousy. It's very alluring ton 

want to just completely stay home from work. However, I feel like I'm more depressed 

when the day ends if I spend all day in bed. With a half day, I can wake up in the 

morning and take a few hours to recuperate and feel better. Then, I head into the office 

and work for the afternoon. I still get the same rest and recuperation time, but I also get 

the feeling of satisfaction and the benefit of leaving the house. 

! �                                                                                                                                                                    45



School Life 
• The best thing that helped me in school was to study in multiple ways. A lot of times, I 

would wind up at a test and was unable to think. I could have studied for hours, and by 

the time I needed the information, it was gone. After awhile, I tried to hedge my bets 

and think of information in a variety of ways. I used the theory of Multiple Intelligences to 

try to appeal to different parts of my memory. If I found myself unable to remember 

words, maybe I could remember an image. There is a diagram at the back of this book 

that illustrates the different intelligences. 

!
Once you start doing it, it gets easier. Let’s say you’re trying to remember the steps of 

mitosis. You can start by drawing a diagram of mitosis. 

!
Next, try to adapt the information into a song. I find it's easier if you can rhyme the 

words and/or it’s a catchy song. Think about Schoolhouse Rock. I put the first phase 

into “Secret Agent Man” by Johnny Rivers: 

	 It’s the interphase 

	 It’s the interphase 

	 The chromosomes duplicate 

	 Their copies stay attached 

!
It’s a hassle to do this with every bit of information, but it works if there’s a really 

important bit of information. 
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Continue to do this for some of the other intelligences. After awhile, you can usually 

whittle it down to two or three of the ones to which you respond best. When it comes 

time to take the test, try to picture the diagram in your mind. If you can’t do that, think of 

the song. Keep going down the list until one of them jogs your memory. 

!
The process is time consuming, so if you’re struggling, I would save it for the toughest 

subjects.  

!
• If you’re in school, chances are good that you’ll be asked to read some sort of novel or 

short story; however, not everyone is a verbal/linguistics learner. If you find it difficult to 

envision the plot, characters, or setting, look for pictures online or in magazines that 

match up with the elements of the story. For example, if the novel tells the story of a girl 

on a farm, look for an image of a girl and a farm. Keep those pictures next to you, and, 

as the story progresses, envision the words of the story as the images you’ve chosen. 

When you have the same information presented to you in two different ways, it 

becomes easier to understand and remember. 

• Color coding is your best friend, especially in school. Assign each school subject a 

color, and try to find supplies to match. Binders, book covers, Post-It notes, pens, 

flashcards, folders, paper clips, washi tape, and highlighters come in a variety of colors. 

Apple’s operating system MacOS X 10 supported tagging files, so you can even sort 

virtual files as well. To learn more about the process, visit http://www.macworld.com/

article/2059213/how-to-make-the-most-of-maverickss-finder-tags.html. 

• If you’re studying for a test, write down key facts or information on Post-It notes and 

stick them to parts of your living space. This way, you’ll see those facts repeatedly 

overtime. In addition, you can stick the notes to items that may jog your memory. For 

example, if you need to remember that the composer Georg Friedrich Händel was born 

in 1685, place it by the handle of your door. When you need to recall the date, recall the 

look of your door. 
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• Another use for the QR codes I mentioned is as a study tool. You can embed the 

answer to a question in a QR code. Then, you can quiz yourself and scan the QR code 

to see if you’re right. 

• One of the best things I did in school was to buy or rent all of my books online. For 

textbooks, I used CourseSmart (coursesmart.com), but it depends on where you can 

find them. For regular books, I used Amazon’s Kindle app. There are many benefits to 

going paperless when it comes to books. Firstly, you can’t lose them. Because they’re 

stored in the cloud, you can access your books from any device or computer you might 

have. Secondly, you can take notes within the app, and those notes are held within the 

cloud as well. Most reader apps have the ability to bookmark pages, highlight 

paragraphs (in multiple colors), and write comments. Later, when you need to consult 

your notes, it’s easy to search using key phrases. I also liked to copy key bits of 

information from the Sparknotes version of the book and paste them in my version. It’s 

much simpler to copy/paste than write them by hand. 

!
PRO TIP: Some teachers and professors won’t let you use mobile devices during an 

exam. If this is the case and you don’t have an accommodation, try printing out the 

chapter or two that you’ll need that day.  

!
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Helpful Apps 

!
Dropbox (Mobile, Desktop, and Web) 

This is a great app to use to sync files across all of your devices. I also 

like to use it as a backup. For example, if I need to bring a presentation 

to a meeting, I upload the presentation to Dropbox. If I happen to lose 

or forget my USB drive, I can easily download it from Dropbox. 

!
EasilyDo (Mobile App) 

This is the ultimate automation app. It has a lot of functionality that you 

can configure to remind you to do things, track packages, find out the 

weather, warn you about traffic jams, send birthday messages, etc. I 

especially like how it converts email reminders for bill pay or packages 

to action items. 

!
Epic Win (iOS App) 

When I was younger, I had a lot of difficulty doing housework because 

it was boring. Fifteen years later, there’s an app to solve that problem! 

Epic Win is a game that allows incorporates your to-do list into its 

game play. When you complete a task (or “quest”), you earn points in 

the game that you can use to enhance your character. 
!
Find iPhone (iOS App) 

This app is limited to Apple users, but I’m sure this type of app exists 

on other devices as well. Find iPhone allows users to locate their 

devices using another device they own. Even if the device is on silent, 

you can still have it play a loud sound. This is especially helpful for 

those (like me) who tend to lose everything they own. 
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!
Health Vault (Mobile App/Website) 

Created by Microsoft, Health Vault houses medical information. It 

takes awhile to enter new data into the system, but once you’ve 

established your account, you can easily check your medication list, 

print out emergency information, etc. It also syncs with CVS (maybe 

other pharmacies, too) to automatically updated the medications 

you’ve filled. It’s very helpful when you have constantly changing medical information and 

need to know specific dates. 

!
Homeslice (Mobile App) 

A very helpful app for managing chores, bills, and shopping items 

among roommates (or even family members). Everyone who has the 

app and is linked to the account can see a shared shopping, chore, 

and bill list. As people complete or add task items, the app updates 

everyone’s phone to show the task has been changed. 

!
Spotify (Mobile/Desktop App) 

Spotify is a music management service. They make it easy to build 

playlists based on moods, similarities, etc. While you don’t have to pay 

for each song, you can upgrade your account to premium to avoid 

commercials and listen to your playlists on your device.  

!
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Level Zero Recipes/Snacks 

No work required- open and eat food 
!
Cup of low fat cottage cheese Bottle of Orgain

Handful of almonds Bottle of Odwalla juice

Crackers and cheese A piece of fruit

A hard boiled egg Yogurt (Greek or Skyr is best)

Small bowl of frozen yogurt Toast with almond butter

Amy’s Canned Soup (you can eat this cold) Small bag of tortilla chips and guacamole

String cheese Feta cheese crumbles on cucumbers

Applesauce Pretzels

Popcorn Beef/Turkey Jerky

Protein Bars Cold cuts
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Level One Recipes 
Almost no work required 
!
Banana Burrito
Required: 
Banana 
Nut Butter 
Flour Tortilla

Directions: 
• Spread nut butter on tortilla 
• Peel banana and place it on tortilla 
• Wrap the tortilla around the banana

Deli Sandwich
Required: 
Cold cuts 
Cheese 
Lettuce, tomato 
Bread

Directions: 
• Assemble the fillings on your bread. You can add a spread 

like hummus or black bean spread for extra protein

Oatmeal
Required: 
Instant oatmeal 
Water or Milk 
Fresh fruit, nuts, or 
raisins

Directions: 
• Prepare the oatmeal according to the package. Top with fruit, 

raisins, nuts, shredded coconut, honey, or anything else you 
have.

Tuna Salad
Required: 
Can of tuna fish 
Spoonful of mayo or 
creamy salad dressing

Directions: 
• Drain the tuna fish and empty it into a bowl 
• Add a spoonful of mayo (or salad dressing for extra flavor)
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Level Two Recipes 
Minimal work required 
!
Flourless Pancakes 
Prep Time: 5 minutes | Cook Time: 5 minutes

Required: 
1 banana 
1 egg 
1 tsp cinnamon

Directions: 
• Mix the egg in a bowl. Mash the banana, and mix it with the 

egg. 
• Add cinnamon, then pour a small amount on a skillet 
• Cook as you would normal pancakes.

Protein Fruit Smoothie 
Prep Time: 1 minute | Cook Time: 1 minute

Required: 
Frozen fruit 
Fruit Juice 
Protein Powder

Directions: 
• Add some frozen fruit (any varieties) and fruit juice (any kind) to a 

blender. 
• Add unflavored or vanilla protein powder. 
• Blend until smooth.

Hard Boiled Eggs 
Prep Time: 1 minute | Cook Time: 30 minutes

Required: 
12 eggs

Directions: 
• Preheat the oven to 325°F. 
• Drop each egg (shell still on) into a section of a muffin tin. 
• Bake for 30 minutes. While the eggs are baking, grab a medium 

size bowl and fill it with water and ice. 
• When the eggs are done, pick them up with tongs and place 

them into the bowl of ice water. After about ten minutes, take 
them out of the water and put them in the fridge.
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Level Two Recipes 
Minimal work required 
!
English Muffin Pizzas 
Prep Time: 2 minutes | Cook Time: About 5 minutes

Required: 
English Muffins 
Tomato Sauce 
Shredded Cheese

Directions: 
• Separate the muffins into halves. Spoon tomato sauce on the 

halves and top with cheese. Bake in the over or toaster over.

Black Bean Quesadillas 
Prep Time: 1 minute | Cook Time: About 10 minutes

Required: 
Can of black beans 
Tortillas 
Shredded Cheese

Directions: 
• Drain and rise the black beans in a colander. 
• Top a tortilla with cheese and some of the beans. Rest another 

tortilla on top. 
• Bake in the oven or toaster oven until the cheese has melted.

Egg Sandwich 
Prep Time: 5 minute | Cook Time: 10 minutes

Required: 
An egg 
English Muffin 
A slice of cheese

Directions: 
• Half the english muffin and toast it. 
• Fry the egg in a skillet. 
• Take the muffin out of the toast and layer with a slice of cheese. 

Then, top with the egg.
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Level Three Recipes 
Some work required 
!
Vegetable Soup 
Prep Time: 5 minutes | Cook Time: Variable

Required: 
Vegetables 
Chicken Broth

Directions: 
• Collect an assortment of seasonal vegetables. Squash, carrots, 

celery, tomatoes, and onions are usually easy to find. 
• Slice them up and put them in a pot. Cover vegetables by about 

1-2 inches with broth. 
• Bring the liquid to boil and then reduce to a simmer. Cook until 

the vegetables are tender. Blend if desired.

Foil-Wrapped Hamburger 
Prep Time: 5 minutes (+ hour for marinade) | Cook Time: 30 minutes

Required: 
1 lb hamburger 
1 onion, sliced 
Teriyaki marinade 
Garlic Salt 
Pepper 
Oregano

Directions: 
• Marinade the hamburger meat in the Teriyaki marinade for about 

an hour or so. 
• Preheat the oven to 350°F. Divide into 3 or 4 patties and place 

each patty on a separate piece of foil. 
• Layer onions on top of the meat patty and then sprinkle with 

garlic salt, pepper and oregano. Grab each corner of the foil 
and make a cone-like shape. Place on a cookie sheet and bake 
at 30 minutes.

Chicken Fingers 
Prep Time: 20 minutes | Cook Time: 20 minutes

Required: 
10 boneless, 
skinless chicken 
tenderloins 
2 cups Panko 
1 tsp. garlic powder 
1 tsp. onion powder 
3 eggs

Directions: 
• Preheat oven to 450 degrees. In a shallow dish, combine 

panko, garlic powder, onion powder, Mix well. 
• In another shallow dish, beat the 3 eggs together. 
• Take the chicken strips and dip them in the egg mixture then 

cover with the Panko mixture. 
• Lay the strips next to each other on the baking sheets. 
• Bake for 20 minutes.
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Level Three Recipes 
Some work required 
!
Go-To Chicken and Couscous 
Prep Time: 5 minutes | Cook Time: 45 minutes

Required: 
2 chicken breasts 
1 tbsp dried rosemary 
1 tsp ground oregano 
Olive Oil 
1 box instant couscous mix

Directions: 
• Preheat oven to 375°F. 
• Place chicken in glass baking tray. Drizzle olive oil 

over chicken and toss herbs over the top. 
• Bake uncovered for 45 minutes or until the juice run 

clear. 
• While the chicken is baking, make a box of instant 

couscous.

Baked Pesto Alfredo Raviol 
Prep Time: 5 minutes | Cook Time: 45 minutes

Required: 
1 (25oz) bag of frozen ravioli 
1 (26oz)  jar of marinara sauce 
2 cups shredded mozzarella 
½ (15oz) jar of Alfredo sauce 
3 tbsp pesto 
Parmesan cheese

Directions: 
• Heat oven to 400°F. Spray bottom and sides of a 

9×13 rectangular baking dish with cooking spray. 
• Mix the Alfredo sauce and pesto together. 
• Spread 3/4 cup of the pasta sauce in baking dish. 

Arrange half of the frozen ravioli in a single layer over 
the sauce; top with half of the remaining pasta 
sauce, half of the Alfredo sauce and pesto, and half 
of the mozzarella cheese. Repeat layers once: ravioli, 
remaining pasta sauce, remaining Alfredo sauce and 
pesto, and remaining mozzarella cheese. Sprinkle 
with Parmesan cheese. 

• Cover with aluminum foil and bake for 30 minutes. 
Remove foil; bake uncovered for 10 to 15 minutes 
longer or until bubbly and hot in the center. 

• Let stand for 10 minutes before serving.
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