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Dealing with Stress
What happens when you are stressed?

When you are stressed, your body responds as though you are in
danger. It makes hormones that speed up your heart and give you
a burst of energy. This is called the fight-or-flight stress response.

Some stress is normal and useful. It can help if you need to work hard
or react quickly. But if stress happens too often or lasts too long, it can
cause headaches, an upset stomach, back pain, or trouble sleeping.

It can make you moody, tense, or depressed. Your relationships may
suffer, and you may not do well at work or school.

Relieving stress

Some of the most useful stress management skills you can learn are
healthy coping strategies. No one strategy is preferable—you need to
find what works best for you.

Relax your mind

m Write it down. Writing about stressful events and circumstances
may help relieve your stress. One technique is to keep a stress
journal. Use it to identify the sources of stress in your life so that
you can find better ways to cope with them.

m Express your feelings. Discussing how you feel with friends, family
members, or a counselor is an important way of coping with and

relieving stress. Laughing and crying are also natural ways to release

tension and frustration. They are part of a normal emotional
healing process.

m Meditation focuses your attention on feeling calm and having
a clear awareness about your life.

m Guided imagery (visualization) is a method of using your
imagination to help you relax and release tension caused by
stress. Your body responds to the images in your mind.

m Music therapy can relax your body, improve your mood, and change

the pace of your day.

m Humor therapy is becoming widely accepted
as a tool for reducing stress and boosting the
body’s immune system.

Relax your body

m Physical activity. Regular, moderate physical activity may be the
single best approach to managing stress. It can reduce stress and
the stress response. Aerobic exercise that increases your heart rate
(walking, running, bicycling, or swimming) helps to counteract the
harmful effects of stress. Even vigorous everyday activities such as
house cleaning or yard work can help. Stretching is also a good way
to relieve muscle tension.

m Do something you enjoy. A meaningful activity helps relieve
tension. This can be a hobby such as gardening or reading;
a Creative activity such as writing, crafts, or painting; or doing
volunteer work for a cause that benefits others. Playing with pets
also can help you relax. Making time to do something you like can
help you relax.

m Massage, such as a shoulder and neck massage, can help. You can
see a massage therapist, have a friend or family member give you a
massage, or even give yourself a massage.

m Aromatherapy uses aroma-producing oils (essential oils) from plants
to promote relaxation.

m Yoga, tai chi, and gi gong are forms of exercise and meditation.
They generally require initial instruction. Books and videos are
available to help you do them at home.

Professional help

If you feel overwhelmed, you may want to seek help from a
professional counselor or other health professional. They can help
you find ways to reduce the symptoms and decrease the stress in
your life.

A professional can provide:

m Cognitive-behavioral therapy: This teaches you to be aware of
how you perceive stress, helps you understand how your
perception influences your reaction to it, and teaches you how
to develop and maintain skills to deal with stress.

m Biofeedback: A method of consciously controlling a body function
such as skin temperature, muscle tension, heart rate, or blood
pressure. Learning biofeedback requires several sessions in a
biofeedback lab or other setting.

m Hypnosis: A hypnotherapist helps people accept suggestions that
can help change their behavior. Look for a health professional such
as a psychologist, counselor, or doctor with training and experience
in hypnotherapy.
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