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Everyone deals with some form of stress. These stresses can be physical 
and/or psychological demands. Stress typically occurs because of finances, 
moving your home, caring for a sick relative, as well as family life and/or 
job requirements. Today, 3 out of 4 Americans describe their work as being 
stressful, and many visits to healthcare providers may have a stress-related 
component.

Not all stress is bad, especially if those stresses are relatively brief. Some 
stresses can energize you and make you more focused and productive. 
To the right is a diagram that indicates that lower levels of stress actually 
increase the performance of a task, but when the stress becomes too high, 
it decreases performance as we become overwhelmed.

Our Response To Stress
Although we are living in the 21st century, our bodies evolved to be able 
to respond to attacks by predators, often known as the “fight or flight” 
response. Essentially our hormones, adrenaline, and cortisol (cortisone), 
start being pumped into our bloodstream. Although today’s stressors 
are different, our primitive responses remain unchanged. When we feel 
stressed, our adrenal glands release the same adrenaline and cortisol 
hormones to avoid danger as our ancestors did. As a result of these 
hormones, our heart rate, and blood pressure increase, and we become 
more alert. Instead of running away or throwing a spear at the charging 
lion, we try to cope with the situation in new ways. If the stresses continue 
or become too severe, stress can result in physical and/or emotional 
problems leading to chronic stress. The 24/7 demands of today’s busy 
lifestyle is a reason why stress management techniques are so important.

Stress Management
The term “stress” was defined more than 50 years ago by a 
Canadian Endocrinologist Hans Selye as, “the non-specific 
response of the body to any demand for change.”
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Chronic stress can result in physical problems. It is well established that 
chronic stress can cause blood pressure to increase, worsen cholesterol 
levels, and make us more susceptible to infection. Studies have linked 
higher levels of stress hormones with memory issues, less focus, and 
reduced problem-solving skills. There is anatomical evidence that stress 
causes brain cells to shrink and limit the healthy connections to other brain 
cells.

The more signs and symptoms you notice in yourself, the closer you may 
be to stress overload. Understanding the effects of stress may help people 
recognize when they need help and seek ways to learn to cope with their 
stressors.

Handling Stress
Why do some people seem to respond to stress better than others? First, 
recognize that each individual deals with stress in their own way. Some may 
cope better because of their genetics, past experiences, current habit or 
support. However, almost everyone can improve in how they handle stress. 
Two important features of coping with stress are how you feel about the 
situation and your personal abilities.

Stress vs Performance
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Those who feel more control of the situation and view it as a challenge, 
rather than a threat, have lower amounts of stress hormones. In addition, 
people with a strong sense of commitment and coping abilities do better 
in stressful situations. Your mental attitude is a factor in how you think 
about stress and how your body reacts.

Living a healthy lifestyle helps one cope with stress. Regular physical 
activity reduces the body’s response to stress hormones, and being in 
better physical shape allows you to more effectively deal with stressful 
conditions. Getting adequate sleep is also vital. We know that stress 
hormones are elevated among people who are sleep deprived. More 
restful sleep reduces those hormones and allows you to cope better. 
Higher levels of stress hormones can lead to wanting to eat greater 
amounts of high fat “comfort” foods, which can result in unhealthy weight 
gain. Maintaining a healthy diet and limiting alcohol use will allow you to 
better manage stress.

Another factor increasing stress levels is the “cubicle effect of modern life.” 
Because isolation can worsen stress, it is important to have or develop a 
network of people you talk with when you are feeling stressed. Research 
has shown that those with a larger network of social relationships live 
longer. What you do affects how you feel; do things you enjoy.

Other activities, such as meditation, hobbies and recreational activities, 
can help reduce stress. Many people use music to relax, for enjoyment, 
or to just change their mood. Research has shown that singing releases 
endorphins (these are opioid-like neurotransmitters in the brain that are the 
brain’s natural pain-killers) that can lower stress levels. Endorphins also can 
be stimulated by exercise and laughter. Dancing also has health benefits, 
the combination of physical activity and music.
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Learning To Relax
Although no one can completely eliminate stress, you may be able to 
control it. Relaxation techniques that use yoga, meditation and deep 
breathing activate your body’s relaxation response. Practicing these 
techniques help you remain calm even when feeling overburdened.

The bottom line is that you can help subdue the daily stressors in your life. 
It is important to 1. get enough sleep, 2. eat a healthy diet, 3. exercise 
regularly, 4. become engaged in relaxation techniques, 5. keep alcohol 
consumption to a minimum, and 6. develop a network of people you can 
turn to in difficult times.

If you still find yourself too stressed, talk to your healthcare provider or 
seek a referral to a mental health professional. There are many therapies 
that can be recommended. We live in a stressful world, but we can learn to 
control those stresses to make life more enjoyable.
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Signs & Symptoms of 
Too Much Stress

Cognitive Symptoms

Physical Symptoms

Emotional Symptoms

Behavioral Symptoms

Lack of concentration, 
Memory worsens, Lack of 

judgement, Negative outlook, 
Feeling anxious or worrying 

most of the time

Body aches, Diarrhea or 
constipation, Abdominal pain, 
Chest pain, Rapid heartbeat, 

Loss of sex drive, Fatigue

Moodiness, Easily lose your 
temper, Inability to relax, 

Overwhelmed feelings, Feeling 
lonely or isolated, Sadness

Significant weight gains or loss, 
Excessive or too little sleep, 

Isolation from others, Neglecting 
responsibilities, Feeling the need 

to use alcohol, cigarettes or 
drugs to relax
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A common breathing technique used to reduce stress

Step 1. Sit up straight on a chair. Your shoulders should be squared but 
relaxed as you become mindful and focused on your breathing. Close your 
eyes.

Step 2. Place your right hand on your lower chest and your left hand on 
your abdomen.

Step 3. Slowly inhale through your nose.

Step 4. As you breathe in, your left hand should rise slightly. As you 
breathe out, it will fall in. There should be little or no movement in your 
right hand.

Step 5. Keep your inhalations and exhalations at equal durations. Your 
breathing should be long, slow, and regular. It may take a little practice for 
breathing to become regular. Allow some unevenness in your breath in the 
beginning.

Ways You Can Reduce Stress

1. Get enough sleep

2. Be physically active

3. Eat a healthy diet

4. Don’t smoke or chew tobacco

5.  Don’t drink more than two alcohol
drinks/day for men and one/day for women

6. Don’t abuse drugs

7. Build and use your social network

8. Create peaceful times in your day

9. Practice deep breathing
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What Is Stress?
Stress involves different situations or circumstances to different 
people. What may cause stress for one person may not result 
in stress to another individual.

Importantly, stress is not necessarily 'bad' according to the Stress 
Management Society. The way people perceive the stress and how 
they respond to a stressful situation is based on their age, genetics, 
background, life experience, social situation and other factors. For 
example, while a fire may destroy someone’s home and cause a severe 
emotional reaction from one person, another individual may be happy to 
be alive and not be as severely affected.

Stress is often caused by a change. Positive stressful events include getting 
married, becoming pregnant, moving to a new home, obtaining a new job, 
or even winning the lottery. Certain types of stress can be helpful, like a 
deadline for a project can improve your focus and performance, helping us 
complete a task on time. Negative stresses, like a personal loss, financial 
burdens, watching unhappy news events or being in a natural disaster 
affect us in different ways. When stress causes us to be distracted and 
worry excessively, over time our response can be harmful to our emotional 
and physical wellbeing. Stress becomes a problem when it affects our 
personal relationships, job, school and other activities of daily living.

How we react to stress can begin with realizing what is causing the stress, 
how stressful we are and learning how to manage stress in a healthy way.

Stress Management
Volume. 2
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Symptoms of Stress
The Centers for Disease Control suggest that both emotional and physical 
stress reactions may occur immediately around the time of an event or take 
several weeks to appear. Some better-known reactions to stress include:

• Disbelief
• Sadness or helplessness
• Fear of the future
• Guilt
• Anger and irritability
• Difficulty concentrating and making decisions
• Crying, feeling depressed
• Low interest in usual or fun activities
• Wanting to be alone
• Loss of appetite, weight loss
• Sleep disturbance, either too much, too little or insomnia
• Flashbacks of the event or events
• Headache, back pain, and gastrointestinal problems
• Increased heart rate, palpitations and/or difficulty breathing

How Stress Affects Your Body
The American Psychological Association describes the effect of stress on 
our biological systems. These include the following:

Musculoskeletal System. Muscle tension often is an initial reaction to 
stress, and if there is prolonged stress, this can result “tension headaches” 
and discomfort of the neck, shoulders and low back. 

Lungs. Rapid breathing can occur and lead to “hyperventilation,” with 
numbness and tingling of our hands and feet. Among some, this may 
evolve into a panic attack, or trigger an asthma attack among with those 
with underlying asthma.
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Heart & Blood Vessels. Stress hormones (adrenaline, noradrenaline, and 
cortisol) increase our heart rate and blood pressure, causing the heart to 
work harder and demand more oxygen. At the same time, arteries are 
squeezed, limiting blood flow to organs. This can result in heart rhythm 
disturbances, and among susceptible individuals with cardiovascular 
disease, result in heart attack or stroke.

Endocrine & Nervous Systems. The body’s stress hormones from the 
nervous system and adrenal gland raises our blood sugar levels, and 
provides energy to either fight or run and can sharpen our senses to 
be more aware of our surroundings. Over time, high amounts of these 
hormones can be harmful to our health.

Gastrointestinal. This can include nausea, vomiting or diarrhea. Some 
people may have constipation.

Reproductive system. This can include loss of sexual desire, and among 
women, menstrual cycle changes.
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Stress Management
The American Psychological Association conducts an annual survey of 
Americans involving their stress and stress management techniques. 
Effective management can relieve many of the harmful effects of stressful 
situations. In the United States, 53% of Americans report they take part in 
physical activity to cope with their stress, while 47% listen to music, 29% 
pray and 12% engage in meditation or yoga. Smoking, a very unhealthy 
coping strategy, is reported by about 1 of every 7 adults. Many Americans 
turn to alcohol or drugs to alleviate their stress, which worsens the 
problem. There are a number of techniques that can help you cope with 
stress:

1. Seek help from a partner, loved one, healthcare provider or counselor.

2. Spend time with close family members or friends.

3.  Practice mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques, which can 
include guided meditation and virtual reality meditation.

4. Engage in regular physical activity. Sleep 7-8 hours each day.

5. Practice yoga

6.  Use relaxation methods, such as massage and deep breathing (see the 
abdominal breathing activity).

7.  Maintain a healthy diet that consists of at least 5 servings of vegetables 
and/or fruits each day.

8. Avoid alcohol, illicit drugs or tobacco products.
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Techniques to Improve Your Response to Stressful 
Situations
Some techniques can help us avoid stress or reduce stress before it 
becomes a problem. These have the ability to change our response to 
stressful situations.

•  Try sharing some of your work with others when you have a project or 
task.

• Organize your time by making a schedule or “to do” list.
•  Don’t put things off. When you have a task, try to complete it as soon as 

possible rather than wait for other tasks to overwhelm you.
• Reach out to others for support.
•  When you start to feel stress, take a break. Go for just a 10-minute walk, 

or get up from your desk and move.
• Avoid caffeine in the afternoon or at night.

When to Seek Professional Help
Sometimes improvement can more rapidly occur with the help of a mental 
health professional, physician, or faith-based organization. When you have 
the following signs, this is when you should seek help.

• Feeling very sad or depressed for more than two weeks.
• Inability to take care of yourself or your family
• Not being able to do your job or attend school
• Using drugs or alcohol to relieve stress
• Contemplating harming yourself
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Resources Used

Stress and Time Management
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/prevention/pdf/postcurriculum_session12.
pdf (stress and time management)

hhttps://www.cdc.gov/features/copingwithstress/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pub/coping_with_stress_tips.html

https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2017/state-nation.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/prevention/pdf/postcurriculum_session12.pdf (stress and time management) 
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/prevention/pdf/postcurriculum_session12.pdf (stress and time management) 
hhttps://www.cdc.gov/features/copingwithstress/index.html 
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pub/coping_with_stress_tips.html 
https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2017/state-nation.pdf 
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