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This handout has been created to accompany the Back Lounge 
workshop, Touring 2.0: Achieving better mental and physical health 
on tour, presented by psychotherapist Jodi Milstein (of Rockstar 
Therapy and MITC) and Roadie Medic, Dr. S. Arun Castro (BAPAM 
and MITC) on 17.02.22.

Inside this handout you will find an overview of the topics covered 
in the workshop. This includes some of the stressors and lifestyle 
factors that can impair physical and mental health on the road. It 
also provides suggestions for how you can make life on tour more 
healthy and enjoyable.

This handout is intended for the recipients of the workshop only -  
please do not share the contents of the workshop or the handout, 
as they are protected by copyright. Replicating any or all of this 
handout is strictly prohibited.

Copyright Music Industry Therapists Ltd, 2022.



How does touring stress the body?

Touring presents us with a perfect storm of physical stress tests that have the 
potential to disrupt health. The most common symptoms that you might encounter on 
tour relate to fatigue, physical pain and mental health conditions such as anxiety, 
depression, panic attacks, burn-out, addiction relapses and mental health crises.

Some of the stressors you may encounter on the road include:
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● Travel and changing  time zones

● Long hours / split shifts 

● Working late / night work

● Sensory (over)stimulation 

● Pressure to regularly perform highly on tight schedules

● Lack of time to plan diet choices and exercise

● Access to unhealthy stress-relievers (alcohol, drugs, low nutrient snacks)

● Lack of downtime/opportunities to rest and recuperate

● Apprehension, waiting and boredom

● Lack of personal space 

● Interpersonal tension or complex dynamics

● Separation from loved ones and home self-care practices

● Loneliness and lack of deep personal connection

● Putting off health issue / appointments / forget medications  

● Job insecurity - you’re “only as good as your last job” 



Touring requires endurance. It’s a marathon not a sprint!

The physical impact includes:

● Disrupted sleep patterns (circadian rhythm disruption) leading to 

tiredness, fatigue, exhaustion, jet lag

● Migraine headaches from “excessive” sensory input

● Tension headaches - from excessive Mental Load. There is stress linked to 

cognitive bandwidth e.g., juggling multiple moving parts, multi-tasking and 

problem-solving

● Burn-out and stress related conditions

● Hearing loss or tinnitus from inadequate ear protection

● Greater vulnerability to infections 

● Poor diet (low nutritional value)

● Weight gain

● Dehydration

● Back pain from poor sleep conditions

● Joint and muscular injuries such as repetitive strain injuries (Physical 

Load)

● Heart palpitations and chest pains

● Gut disturbances

● Dizziness - motion sickness

● Anxiety - feeling anxious or insecure due to a psychologically unsafe work 

environment - high stress, high job uncertainty
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Circadian Rhythm vs Touring Rhythm

Touring can disrupt your body’s sleep-wake pattern. 

The circadian rhythm is a natural body clock system set by the hypothalamus in 

your brain. This is more than just about being awake or being asleep - it impacts 

your mood, metabolism, cellular recovery, and the bodily processes that keep you 

healthy. Your circadian rhythms are set by variations in light exposure as we move 

through day and night.  

The health implications of disrupting your circadian rhythm includes jet lag, shift 

worker syndrome, insomnia and increased risks of hypertension, cardiovascular 

disease, diabetes and obesity.
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Quick Tips for Better Sleep

Establish a consistent sleep routine

Include more whole foods in your diet, 
and try to eat at least a couple of 
hours before you sleep

Digital detox - no screens an hour 
before lights out

Remove light sources - total darkness 
is best for melatonin production

Relaxation - reading, breathwork and 
meditation work well

Practice Yoga for sleep- 'legs up the 
wall' Viparita Karani pose is a good 
start

Temperature (sleep cool - 16-18C ) 

Consider incorporating some CBT 
practice into your routine

Air quality - an air purifier or a couple 
of house plants can make a difference

Napping can be beneficial when 
schedules allow

Keep noise levels very low where 
possible 

Social support and feeling safe are 
important  

Sound tools for sleep - Breathonics app 
is popular

Keep a sleep diary

Sleep Kit
 
● Earplugs - customised total blockers and eye mask
● Sleep sprays or balms 
● Neck pillow for flying 
● Sleep and relaxation Apps 
● Sunglasses 
● Blue light blocking glasses 
● Red LED USB powered light 
● Something that smells like home/family/friends
● Sleep journal - exercises 
● Consider caffeine timing
● Supplements -  Magnesium, Chamomile, Iron, Vitamin D, B Complex 

Vitamins, Calcium with Potassium, Vitamin E  
● Herbal remedies - Valerian, CBD oil (only if appropriate)

Still can’t sleep?  

● See a doctor (organic causes) / therapist (psychological factors) 
● Medication : Melatonin, Z-drugs (short term), timing of antidepressants
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Allostatic Load

Living things stay alive by balancing their biochemistry through multiple 

simultaneous processes. This is the concept of homeostasis. But life also 

tells us that this balanced, steady state existence does not pan out forever.  

E.g., your lifestyle doesn’t change but you develop hypertension.

But why? 

Allostasis happens when your body adapts and re-tunes to “new (abnormal) 

norms” after exposure to acute and chronic stress.  Allostatic load is the 

term used for the cumulative burden of the stresses you are exposed to.

Stressors experienced on  tour can increase your allostatic load.

Examples include:

● Lack of exercise 

● Eating out of sync with our circadian rhythms (see lab papers on mice 
and food timings and obesity)

Lifestyle choices 

High salt → blood pressure → heart & kidney disease

High carb → glucose resistance → diabetes → microvascular damage → 
eyes/kidneys/nerves

High cholesterol → arterial disease → Heart attacks, strokes

Alcohol → liver, memory, cognition, mood, lipids, sugar 

Cigarettes→ lung diseases, heart and vascular disease

Drugs → cocaine → vasospasm → heart attacks 

All of these physical symptoms can 
Contribute to circumstances that worsen 
your mental health.
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Routines - build in 30 minutes of moderate physical activity around 5 days/week

Flexibility & Balance - try 10-15 minute yoga/pilates exercises at the start of your day to 
improve your core strength and proprioception (joint position senses)

Joint stiffness - enact  5-10 min stretches (head and neck / lower back) a couple of times 
during your working day (e.g., 11am, 3pm). Especially if sedentary - travelling / desk work 

- consider seeing a doctor to check for B12 deficiency / Vitamin D deficiency that might require 
supplements

Sleep hygiene - Digital detox 1-2 hrs pre-bed, mindfulness practices, gratitude/worry lists

Tiredness - Consider seeing a doctor regarding organic causes of persistent fatigue e.g., 
anaemias (low iron/B12/folate), under/overactive thyroid function, heavy menstrual cycles, don’t 
forget pregnancy!

Headaches - Moderate caffeine intake < 3 cups a day; avoid after lunchtime (due to duration of 
action of caffeine on sleep cycle)

- Try a headache diary to identify triggers
-  if you have migraines - reduce/avoid chocolate/alcohol/cheese

Travel sickness (motion sickness) - Over the counter medications: Promethazine teoclate (long 
acting, sedating),  hyoscine hydrobromide  

Preventative measures:

➔ Get your Blood pressure & weight screened annually
➔ Smear tests every 3-5 years   

➔ STI checks 

➔ Lump and bumps ( breast lumps, testicular lumps, skin - mole maps)

Red Flags: These are the things to not ignore on tour 

Seek urgent medical assistance if you have:

➔ Palpitations (episodic or persistent fast or irregular heart beats)

➔ Chest pain / dizzy episodes

➔ Severe abdominal pain +/- vomiting (if it hurts if you cough / hop / walk get checked out)    

➔ Night sweats  

➔ Unintentional weight loss 

➔ Bony pain at night 

➔ Persistent fevers

➔ Unusual bleeding - Coughing up blood/ blood in your stool / blood in your urine

➔ Slurred speech / problems with coordination / muscle strength 

Tips for Physical Health on Tour
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Mental Health describes a person’s psychological well-being (their thoughts and  

emotions) and social well-being. Aspects of good mental health can include:

● Being able to understand, express and manage a wide range of emotions

● Being able to form and maintain healthy relationships

● Being aware of, and responsible for, the impact behavior has on others

● Being able to cope with stressors 

● Being able to self-soothe and practice self-care in healthy ways

● Having a healthy regard for one’s own needs

Poor mental health refers to a person’s reduced capacity to manage challenges 

including difficult emotions. They may be feeling, behaving or experiencing 

things differently during that time and might find it hard to rebalance. 

Mental illness is a recurring, persistent or severe conditions where emotional, 

cognitive or behavioral responses cause an individual ongoing distress.  Mental 

illness implies that a person may struggle with day-to-day functioning, 

self-regard and self-perception or how they relate to and communicate with 

other people. 
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Symptoms of Mental Illness

● Excessive worrying or fear

● Feeling hopeless or worthless

● Extreme mood changes, including uncontrollable “highs”

● Prolonged or strong feelings of irritability, despair or anger

● Avoiding social activities

● Difficulties understanding or relating to other people

● Changes in sleeping habits or feeling tired and low energy

● Changes in eating habits such as increased hunger or lack of appetite

● Difficulty perceiving reality (delusions or hallucinations)

● Physical ailments without obvious causes (such as headaches, stomach 

aches, vague and ongoing “aches and pains”)

● Thinking about suicide

● Inability to carry out daily activities or handle daily problems and stress

@wearemitc
© Music Industry Therapists Ltd 2022

Symptoms of Anxiety Disorder
● Excessive worrying or fear

● Agitation

● Restlessness

● Fatigue

● Muscle tension

● Difficulty sleeping

● Panic attacks

● OCD behaviors

If they experience anxiety, your artists might face: fear of flying, performance 

anxiety, social anxiety, fear of failure, body dysmorphia (which is a condition 

which causes persistent thoughts about perceived flaws in one's appearance) 

and intrusive thoughts.
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Depression causes a persistent feeling of sadness, hopelessness and loss of 

interest. People suffering from depression have trouble doing normal 

day-to-day activities, and sometimes may feel as if life isn't worth living.

Bipolar disorder causes extreme mood swings that include emotional highs 

(called mania or hypomania) and lows (depression). These mood swings can 

affect sleep, energy, activity, judgment, behavior and the ability to think clearly.

 

Noticing signs and symptoms early and getting your artist help (via therapy, 

medication or both) is critical.

Symptoms of Mania
● Increased activity, energy or agitation

● Exaggerated sense of well-being and 

self-confidence (euphoria)

● Decreased need for sleep

● Unusual talkativeness

● Racing thoughts

● Distractibility

● Poor decision-making and risky behavior
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Stress takes a toll on the body when it is continual, cumulative or intensive. A 

little bit of stress gets you going and an optimal amount helps you to perform 

at your best. But, there’s a fine line between optimum stress and overload. Too 

much stress, and not enough decompression, can lead to overload, panic, 

anxiety, exhaustion, burn-out and breakdown. 

When stress extends over long periods of time, the body experiences increased 

levels of the hormone cortisol, and reduced functioning in other bodily systems 

that aren’t deemed necessary for in-the-moment survival. That means that 

sleep cycles, sexual drive, digestion, metabolism and immunity are 

compromised in favor of things like vision and blood flow to muscles. 

Increasingly, we are finding that stress can contribute to cardiac and digestive 

issues, obesity, diabetes, lack of focus, mood swings, depression, anxiety, and 

decreased performance.

Stress
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Burnout 

According to the World Health Organisation burnout is an occupational 

phenomenon. It is a syndrome resulting from chronic workplace stress that has 

not been successfully managed and is characterized by:

● Energy depletion or exhaustion

● Increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativity or 

cynicism related to one's job

● Reduced professional efficacy

It occurs when someone feels overwhelmed, emotionally drained and unable to 

meet the demands of their workload. Burnout can also cause long-term 

changes to the body that increases vulnerability to physical illness.

Burnout not only impairs personal and social functioning, it also can overwhelm 

cognitive skills and hormone systems - eventually leading to distinctive changes 

in the anatomy and functioning of the brain.



Resilience

● Being resilient means being able to ‘roll with the punches’ – that is, being able to 
live through and recover from adversity (and we all sure have faced many challenges 
over the last two years). 

 
● Being resilient doesn’t mean ignoring or minimizing what happens to you or how you 

feel about it, instead it means facing the difficulty, seeing it for what it is, allowing 
yourself to feel whatever comes up, and where possible learning from it and 
growing from the knowledge it provides. It means not letting adversity pull down 
your self-perception and self-regard. It is an on-going, adaptive process which 
requires you to be courageous, flexible and creative. 

 
● Keep in mind: it is much easier to bounce-back from a single stressor than it is to 

bounce back from many stressors. Chronic stress takes a huge toll on us, both 
physically and psychologically and recovery will take time, so give that to yourself. 
And remember: our ability to respond to stressors is influenced by our inner sense 
of safety, our support systems and our ability to calm our bodies and minds. These 
are all areas you can improve.

● It is important to think of resilience as an ongoing process and not an end-goal. 

Everyone has their own ideas of what relieves their stress and builds resilience. 

You might find one or more of the following helpful: 

● Stress management techniques include having a healthy work-life balance, 
nourishing interests outside of work, finding ways to decompress and emotional 
connection.

Cont…
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● Learning how your body responds in times of stress is helpful. You might 

notice you clench your jaw, get an upset stomach, headaches or find it 

difficult to sleep. You might also notice you are stressed through your 

behaviors - perhaps smoking or drinking more, becoming more irritable, or 

people pleasing.

● Think about your schedule. What is essential for you to do and what can be 

done by someone else? Learn how to prioritize for yourself and delegate to 

others.

● Taking time off and being able to access a calm part of the mind is 

essential to achieve balance. Finding ways to regularly decompress will 

help to mitigate the impact of cumulative stress.

5-Stage Resilient Response

1. Slow down & pause. Ask your colleague to think 

about what has happened to them and help 

them see how it has affected their body.

2. Reflect - Invite them to focus on what’s 

happening in their mind. How has this situation

affected their thinking? How do they want to 

act on those emotions and thoughts? What is 

their impulse telling them to do?

3. Express - expressing emotions helps to reduce 

4. their intensity. Ask your colleague to vocalize their emotions rather than 

describing the situation.

5. Assess - Ask what their options are.  Are their initial impulses going to help 

them in the long-run? What is it that they need in this present moment to 

help them cope better?

6. Adapt - Explore with them what IS within their control in the current 

situation? Can they be flexible in their approach? How are they going to 

choose to respond to this? What can they learn from this experience?
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Decompression is a prevention strategy rather than crisis management. Time 

off and being able to access a calm part of the mind is essential for emotional 

regulation, health and creativity. Plan regular breaks after periods of stress. 

Keep off-days sacred - no travel, and no press! 

Think about your work-life balance and consider:

Movement - helps us to discharge stress hormones and increase feel-good 

endorphins. 

Body based therapies - like massages, acupuncture or floatation tanks engage 

the branch of the nervous system that helps us to wind down.

Winding down - meditation, mindfulness, breath-work, walking in nature and 

yoga - helps us access a deeper part of intuitive self

Finding inspiration - galleries, museums, book shops

Fun & Creativity - balance stress and pressure with light relief. How do you 

play? What makes you laugh? When are you creative?

Support networks are essential. Many studies have shown that nourishing 

relationships can be stress-relieving. 

Therapy - In addition to helping with mental health concerns, therapy has 

been shown to improve self-confidence and interpersonal skills, provide 

support through difficult transitions and stress, process unresolved pain or 

grief and even boost physical health. Therapy is not only for the mentally ill. 

Therapy is a helpful resource for anyone who wants to make changes in their 

lives and enhance their wellbeing. 
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Emotion Regulation

Emotion Regulation is effectively managing your emotions by expressing them in 

healthy ways.

Mapping out Anxiety
● When is anxiety most present? 

● H.A.L.T. - is it heightened when 

they’re Hungry, Angry, Lonely or Tired? 

● Expect, Accept and Allow anxious 

feelings. 

● Measure their anxiety 0-10

● Monitor anxiety levels

● Remember: Thoughts are not facts

The way you think influences whether you feel you can cope, or whether you feel 

defeated by setbacks. ‘Growth Mindset’ is a concept that can help.

Fixed Mindset: finds setbacks and disappointments very difficult to get over. The 

sense of rejection or failure may feel personal, as if they aren’t good enough. 

Growth Mindset: they won’t let failure define them as a person. With a growth 

mindset, setbacks are seen as problems to overcome and be learned from. 
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Extending the Exhale

Extending the out-breath is an effective way of regulating anxiety. Pick a method 

and see how far you can extend the out-breath. Try to make it longer each time. 

Use the technique as often as you need:

● Make a "Ssshhhh..." sound on the exhale and stretch it out for as long as 

possible

● Use vocal toning, e.g. sounding out a long loud “Aaaaahhhhh...” on the 

exhale

● Exhale through pursed lips, like you are blowing out a candle or cooling off 

a spoonful of hot soup

● Chant your favourite mantra, or repeat any word or phrase or affirmation

● Count out loud from 1 to 10, over and over again until you run out of breath. 

Don’t slur the words or take shortcuts - pronounce each number clearly

Coherent Breathing

When we feel anxious, slowing down and practising a few minutes of "coherent 

breathing" can calm our worried mind and foster more rational – rather than 

impulsive – decision-making.

● Breathing at the rhythm of five breaths per minute is the optimal breathing 

rhythm for rebalancing the body and accessing an inner state of relaxation 

that is both peaceful and restful

● Five breaths per minute corresponds to breathing in for 6 seconds and out 

for 6 seconds, linking the in-breath and out-breath in a relaxed way

Find a quiet spot where you can be undisturbed for several minutes. Soft light 

conditions or darkness will help you to relax. 
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● Sit or lie down in a comfortable position 

● Start progressively, breathing consciously and in a relaxed way for 3 

seconds in and 3 seconds out, until it feels comfortable

● Move on to breathing for 4 seconds in and 4 seconds out and progress at 

your own pace to 6 seconds in and 6 seconds out

● Once you feel comfortable with the practice you can apply it in a wide range 

of situations (sitting, walking, etc)

● Following the 3-6-5 approach (3 times a day, 6 breaths per minute, for 5 

minutes at a time) is a great start

● Even better, 20 minutes per day for a period of 21 days can help to 

rebalance and recalibrate the nervous system 

● Even one minute of coherent breathing can help lower cortisol levels, boost 

the immune system, make you calmer and stabilise your heart

Belly Breathing

When sitting:

Place your hands over your belly button and interlace your 

fingers very lightly. When you inhale, the breath should 

cause your hands to move apart. When you exhale, the 

hands should come together again.

When standing:

Place your hands on each side of your waist, above your 

hips. When you exhale, squeeze your hands toward your 

midline, and squeeze your fingers together. When you 

inhale, you should feel the breath moving your hands apart 

and spreading your fingers open. Gradually apply more 

pressure with your hands and fingers, in order to resist the 

expansion, and inhale against this external pressure.
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Signs your colleague might be struggling 

Mental Health Crises
A mental health crises is any situation in which a person’s actions, feelings, and 

behaviors can lead to them hurting themselves or others and/or a situation that puts 

them at risk of being unable to care for themselves or function in a healthy manner. 

A person in crisis may not be able to clearly express their thoughts, feelings, wants 

and needs, and may also struggle to understand what you are saying.

Key Crisis Management Principles

● Call local emergency services if anyone is in immediate danger of harming 

themselves or someone else. You can also go to ER or A&E.

● Create a plan with the person in crisis to seek additional help (doctor, therapist 

or mental health professional, trusted relative or friend, helpline).

● Your body language and tone of voice are critically important; communicate care 

and compassion.
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● Talk openly & honestly 

● Express concern 

● Ask them what they are experiencing

● If in danger of harming self or others - call 
emergency services

● Suicide Prevention Hotlines -
●  1-800-273-8255 (US) or 0800 689 5652 (UK)

● Do not argue or disprove how bad things are

● Collaborate on making a plan 

Suicidality

A panic attack is a sudden episode of intense fear that triggers severe physical 

reactions when there is no ‘real’ danger or apparent cause. A panic attack is a 

state of feeling unsafe, so it’s important to help the body regain a sense of 

safety. 

How to Help:

● Speak calmly and slowly

● Invite them to sit or lay down and close their eyes

● Breathe with them, and help them through a grounding exercise

● Once they are feeling calmer, collaborate on a plan to seek help
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Resources
Music Industry Therapists & Coaches (MITC) are a group of specialist therapists 

with direct music industry experience, working in the UK, US & EU. We work with 

musicians and music industry professionals who are struggling with mental health 

difficulties and addiction.

musicindustrytherapists.com 

More resources here:

● Healthy Touring Resources

https://healthy-touring.com/resources

● US National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
1-800-273-8255

● Crisis Text Lines - 
Text HELLO to 741741 (US) or 85258 (UK), 50808 (Ireland)

● US National Alliance on Mental Illness 
nami.org/help

● US SAMHSA Behavioral Health Treatment Services Locator: 
Findtreatment.samhsa.gov

● US The Trevor Project - offers support for LGBTQ+ young people specifically
thetrevorproject.org 

● Black Virtual Wellness Directory
wellness.beam.community

● UK - Help Musicians 24/7 
helpmusicians.org.uk/ 0808 802 8008

● UK - Music Support 
musicsupport.org/  0800 030 6789
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Touring and Mental Health: The Music Industry Manual

Published by Omnibus Press, October 2022

Edited and compiled by MITC founder Tamsin Embleton, the Manual provides 
fresh, relevant and clinically robust advice presented in an accessible, 
digestible and practical format.  

Sponsored by Michael Rapino President of Live Nation, it features a diverse 
array of world-renowned experts and chapters include: emotional regulation, 
crisis management, anger & conflict resolution, stress management, trauma, 
addiction (substance; sex & porn), eating disorders, anxiety (performance; 
flight; general), band dynamics, relationship counselling, health (hearing; 
vocal; sexual; general), optimal performance planning and trouble-shooting, 
media training, exercise, sleep, nutrition, meditation, breath-work, pre-tour 
preparation & post-tour recovery. 

The book includes original interview material from:

· Nile Rodgers · Philip Selway (Radiohead) · Frank Black (Pixies) · 
· Katie Melua · Will Young Rebecca Ferguson ·Pharoahe Monche · 

· Justin Hawkins (The Darkness) · Neil Barnes · 
· Chris Tait (Electric 6) · Kieran Hebden (Four Tet) · Taylor Hanson · 

Available in print and e-book
For more information subscribe to our newsletter

www.musicindustrytherapists.com


