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The Stress Bucket: Understanding How Stress Builds – And How To Manage It  

Dr. Brendan Meagher – Clinical Psychologist 

 

Imagine you carry a bucket. Every demand, frustration, worry and pressure adds to it. When the level 

stays manageable, we function well. When it rises too high, we experience symptoms such as 

irritability, anxiety, anger, withdrawal, poor concentration, sleep problems, or physical tension. 

- Understand what fills your bucket 

- Recognise when your bucket is getting full 

- Develop strategies to manage your bucket 

What fills your bucket? 

Stressors come in two forms:  

- Daily drips  

- Major pours 

Daily drips are the small, cumulative pressures: 

 Time pressure and rushing 

 Interrupted sleep 

 Workload 

 Parenting demands 

 Low-level conflict 

 Digital overload 

 Financial worries 



                                       

  

These are often underestimated because they are “normal”. Yet daily drips steadily raise the level of 

your stress bucket. It is often the accumulation of small pressures — not one big event — that leads 

to overwhelm. 

Major pours: 

 Illness or injury 

 Relationship challenges or breakdown 

 Job loss or career uncertainty 

 Financial crises 

 Loss of a loved one 

 Major life transitions 

 Exams and performance reviews 

Reflection 

What are the main inflows in my life right now?  

Daily Drips Major Pours 

    

    

    

 

Warning signs your bucket is filling up 

Are your body and mind giving you signals that your bucket is becoming full?  

Warning signs include: 

 Reduced patience  



                                       

  

 Irritability 

 Feeling flat or disengaged 

 Tight shoulders, headaches, gut tension 

 Racing thoughts or difficulty concentrating 

 Procrastination 

 Withdrawing socially 

 Changes in sleep (sleeping more or less) 

 Increased reliance on short-term relief behaviours (doomscrolling, alcohol, comfort habits) 

These are indicators that your system is under strain. Learning your personal early warning signs is 

crucial to manage your bucket well. Some people externalise (anger, blame, restlessness). Others 

internalise (rumination, self-criticism, shutdown). Recognising these signs early allows you to act 

before the bucket overflows. 

Bucket Size: Why Capacity Changes 

Your ability to handle stress is not fixed. At times when you are well rested, supported, and 

physically well, your capacity is larger and stress feels more manageable. When you are tired, 

unwell, or stretched, your capacity shrinks and even small pressures can feel overwhelming. This is 

why the same situation can feel very different at different times. Managing stress is not only about 

reducing what goes in — it is also about protecting and restoring your capacity. 

Protective Factors That Lower the Level 

Protective factors act like drainage holes in the bucket. They lower the level and increase your 

capacity to cope. Some of the most powerful protective factors include: 



                                       

  

Supportive relationships 

Feeling understood, respected, and not alone is one of the strongest buffers against stress. Even brief, 

meaningful contact matters. 

Sleep 

Consistent, sufficient sleep increases emotional regulation capacity. Poor sleep effectively shrinks the 

bucket. 

Physical movement 

Regular movement reduces physiological stress hormones and improves mood regulation. 

A sense of agency 

Feeling that you have some control — even over small areas — lowers perceived stress. 

Clear boundaries 

Saying no when necessary prevents unnecessary inflow. 

Meaning and values alignment 

Stress feels different when connected to something purposeful. 

Self-compassion 

Responding to difficulty with understanding rather than harshness reduces internal pressure. 

Protective factors do not eliminate stress. They change how much water the bucket can hold and how 

quickly it drains. 

 

 

 

 



                                       

  

What to do – Strategies to manage your bucket  

Reducing stress shouldn’t be a one-off event. Aim for small, consistent actions: 

Daily ways to lower the level 

• A short walk without your phone 

• Five minutes of slow, quiet breathing 

• Brief journalling to get thoughts out of your head 

• A deliberate pause between work and home 

• A short, honest conversation with someone you trust 

• Noticing what is filling your bucket and making one small adjustment 

Weekly ways to create space 

• Exercise that raises your heart rate 

• Time in nature 

• Meaningful social connection 

• Reviewing your commitments and adjusting what is unrealistic 

When your bucket is getting too full 

• Addressing a problem you have been avoiding 

• Saying no to one non-essential demand 

• Resetting a boundary that has slipped 

• Prioritising sleep and recovery 

• Seeking professional support if patterns persist 



                                       

  

Note: Not all coping strategies actually reduce stress. Some only numb the feeling temporarily. The 

key difference is this: does the strategy restore capacity for tomorrow, or simply provide distraction 

for tonight?  

Examples include:  

- Exercise vs. alcohol 

- Addressing a problem vs. avoiding it 

- Sleep vs. late-night scrolling 

A Quick Bucket Check-In (3-4 times per day) 

Pause and ask yourself three simple questions: 

 How full is my bucket (give it a %, i.e., 60%)  

 What has been filling my bucket recently? 

 What could lower the level slightly today? 

Emptying your bucket completely is impossible. Aim to notice how full your bucket is and respond 

before it rises to 80 or 90%. Over time, this builds awareness and allows you to intervene earlier and 

more effectively. 

Key Idea 

Stress becomes manageable when you notice what is filling your bucket, protect your capacity, and 

regularly lower the level. 

 


