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UNDERSTANDING 
STRESS

Simply defined by Hans Selye in 1936 as “the
non-specific response of the body to any
demand for change”, stress affects all of us at
some point in our lives. However, studies by
the European Parliament show a significant
rise in the rates of stress and adverse mental
ailments in the past few years. 

Across the world, we have been facing new
and uncertain challenges arising from the
threat of Covid and the various governmental
responses to it, as well as climate change
and an increase in addictive technology. In
addition to our other daily stressors, it is no
wonder that many of us are starting to
struggle under the pressure.

Stress can take many forms. Sometimes, it
can be a good thing for the body, helping to
prepare us for action. Your heart rate rises,
and you feel more energized and motivated
to meet the challenges ahead – this is known
as Eustress. Sometimes, it can be negative,
however. Distress can leave you feeling
overwhelmed, withdrawn, exhausted and
helpless.

The Definition of Stress



Symptoms of Stress

If you regularly experience periods of
acute stress, you will probably recognise
many of the symptoms on this list. If,
however, you are chronically stressed,
then this list might help you to
understand your symptoms so you can
work on healing your mind and body.

ANXIETY

RASHES/SKIN ISSUES

INFECTION

LACK OF FOCUS

IRRITABILITY

RESTLESS

FATIGUE

HEADACHES

LOSS OF APPETITE

BODY ACHES AND 
PAINS

LUMP IN THROAT

HEAVY CHEST

STOMACH PAINS 
AND SICKNESS

DIGESTIVE ISSUES

INSOMNIA AND 
SLEEP DISORDERS

SADNESS/DEPRESSION

WEAKENED IMMUNE 
SYSTEM

HEART DISEASE

MEMORY LOSS

ASTHMA

SWEATING

LOW SEX DRIVE

WITHDRAWAL FROM 
FRIENDSHIP GROUPS
“Kottler & Chen 

“Stress means different things to different
people. To some, it represents a complete

breakdown in their lives; to others, it means a
minor annoyance… and in some circumstances,

stress means an opportunity to rise to new
levels of performance in a variety of areas.”

(2011)



What happens During Stress?

There is a reason why humans feel stressed. It
used to be a survival mechanism back in the
caveman era, prompting a fight or flight response
to danger that would make us ready for action.
That racing heart, drained skin colour, and anxious
feeling of being on high alert are all a result of the
hormones cortisol and adrenaline coursing
through the body. Without these symptoms, we
wouldn’t have been able to fight off enemies or run
away quickly enough.

Of course, things are a little different these days,
and our worries tend to be about things like
money, work, and health, rather than whether or
not a lion might eat you. Unfortunately, the way we
react is the same. Stress is not a result of our
environment but a result of our physical, mental,
and emotional reactions to it.



Understanding 
the Stress Response
Stress is both a mental and physical response
to situations that we do not feel able to cope
with. It is caused by a stressor – a real or
perceived threat, but the stress response is
entirely created in our minds. This means that
you can change your response. It is not easy,
but if you arm yourself with the right tools, you
can take control of your reaction to stressors.

While a bit of stress is good for the body,
helping boost motivation and productivity, it
can quickly become overwhelming. If you
experience lots of periods of acute stress over
a long time, you can become chronically
stressed. This has a severe impact on the
body.

How Stress Affects
Human Health
Short periods of acute stress can feel awful at
the time, but once the stressor disappears,
your body can slowly revert to a more relaxed
state. However, if you have a high-pressure job
or live in an unhappy situation, it can become
difficult to identify your key stressors. 

When you experience chronic stress, every
minor inconvenience can feel like a significant
life event, causing mood swings, irritability, and
aggression. Your immune system will become
weakened so that you are more susceptible to
catching viruses, and your body will react in
several defensive ways, which may show in
weight gain, acne, or other skin complaints.
Chronic stress can have a detrimental effect
on your health and wellbeing, eventually
leading to burnout, depression, and even
suicide.



STRESS MANAGEMENT
PRINCIPLES

We all have emotions that can feel negative and
overwhelming from time to time. It can be tempting to
try and ignore these emotions, but this will only
increase any anxiety or depressive feelings. There are
many different ways you can try and cope with difficult
emotions, but nearly all of them focus on recognizing
and accepting your mood. 

Not dealing with emotions can increase your
propensity to stress and illness. Here are some tips
and techniques you can use to help manage stress
and reduce your feelings of helplessness.

The less physical and mental clutter you have in your
life, the more space you will have for self-care and
healthy living. 

Dealing with Difficult Emotions

Simplify Your Life and 
Take Care of Yourself

1
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Organisation brings a sense of calm and control.
Sometimes, stress can be relieved simply by
getting a little more organised. If the source of
your stress is due to an overwhelming number
of commitments, there are things you can do!

You will first need to create a physical to-do list.
Keeping things in your head will add to that
feeling of overwhelm and will ensure you forget
something. Write it down and get it off your
mental checklist. Then, prioritise your tasks.
Anything that is super-important should be
tackled first. Tasks that will take no more than
five minutes should be next, as this is a great
way to get that list reduced quickly.

It can help to break larger tasks up into smaller
pieces and plan lots of five-minute breaks to
keep the motivation high. Limit all distractions as
best as possible and don’t expect everything to
be perfect. Once you get used to this way of
working, you’ll find you build a better resilience
towards the demands of each day.

Time Management
3



Having a daily routine can help create a
comforting sense of sameness that helps to
soothe anxiety. The menial tasks that make
up your daily schedule can bring calm to the
mind when everything else descends into
chaos.

Start with creating a morning routine that will
help set you up for the day. Take a big, deep
breath as soon as you wake up and get the
oxygen flowing around your body to inspire a
feeling of alertness. Rehydrate with a large
glass of water and then manifest your
intentions for the day ahead so that there is
a better chance of them coming true.

An evening routine is important too, as this
can help to signal to your body that it is time
for bed so that you get a high-quality night’s
sleep. Turn off your smartphones, laptops,
and any other devices an hour before you go
to bed and instead read a book, have a bath,
or indulge in some self-care.

You should schedule a little self-care into
every single day. This can include healthy
eating, exercise, socializing, and anything else
that you enjoy. Schedule self-care activities in
your diary so that they become as important
as all your other commitments.

Daily Routine
4



If you are feeling stressed, anxious or worried, there
are certain breathing techniques that you can try to
help slow your racing heart and remove tension
from your body. The best thing about these tricks is
that you can do them anywhere – in the middle of a
crowded supermarket, at work, at home, on a bus,
in the school playground. And you don’t need any
special equipment – this is about you and your
breath.

Breathe in and count to five as you do so. Then
breathe out for five seconds. It may take you a few
goes before you are able to hold your breaths for
counts of five. It can help to hold on to something
and have your feet flat on the ground to feel that
connection.

Breathe in through the nose and out through the
mouth. Notice how your chest and stomach rise
and fall with the motion. The more comfortable
your surroundings, the more effective this
breathing routine will be.

Breathing
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Relaxation
Techniques

The act of appreciating what you
have in the here and now can be a
powerful tool against the build-up
of stress. It can take some
practice, but the art of living in the
moment can help you have a
more positive outlook on life.

Mindfulness teaches us to focus
on every detail of our actions and
our environment. For example, if
you are drinking a cup of coffee,
slow down the movement. Notice
how the cup feels in your hand. Be
aware of how the cup looks. Why
did you choose that mug?

Then pay attention to the coffee
itself. How can you describe that
smell? How does it make you feel?
Take a sip and hold it in your
mouth. How does it feel? How
does it taste?

The more questions you ask
yourself about your environment,
the easier it is to focus on the
current moment. From this place
of connect, you will be better able
to cope with potential stressors
that may come your way.

Mindfulness



Some people are very receptive to
sensory relief. This takes many
forms. One trick when you are
feeling overly stressed or anxious
is to take note of five things you
can see, four things you can hear,
and then notice what you can
smell. Listen to the sound of your
breath and take note of where
you are and what it is that you are
doing. Touch your knees and
notice how they feel. 

This simple trick helps you engage
with the present moment and can
be done anywhere.

Another lovely idea is to take one
of your hands and open it wide.
Fill it with kindness and then place
it somewhere on your body –
anywhere you feel pain. Let the
warmth of your hand spread
kindness to that part of your body
and embrace that positive feeling.

Sensory Relief



One of the ways our body res-
ponds to stress is by tensing the
muscles. This is part of the flight or
fight response, where the muscles
become ready for action. Of
course, these days, the muscles
just stay tense, with no relief in the
form of movement or stretching.
This can cause chronic pain as it
builds up over time. Progressive
muscle relaxation is a great way to
loosen those muscles and relieve
stress simultaneously.

It is best to practice muscle relaxa-
tion lying down on a comfortable
but firm surface – a carpeted floor
or a yoga mat is perfect. Then
choose a muscle group and tense
it as you breathe in and relax it as
you breathe out.

Make sure your breaths are slow
and steady and work your way
around the body, starting with the
muscles in one hand, then the
other. Don’t rush this practice, and
give yourself a break in between
muscle groups.

Progressive Relaxation



Like progressive relaxation,
massage is a great way to loosen
those tight muscles and promote
enhanced relaxation. There are
various professional massages
you can choose from; each one
will loosen knots in the body and
bring a sense of peace and
tranquility to your mind.

Of course, you don’t have to pay
to enjoy a little massage. Treat
yourself to a few aromatherapy
oils instead and have a partner
give you a back massage. You
can easily massage your own
feet or hands if you are alone.
Alternatively, a foam roller is an
effective tool to get deep into
your muscles for fast relief.

Massage



There is a range of different
meditation practices that you
can choose from, so there is
sure to be something that suits
your mood or preferences.
Meditation is one of the best
tools that you have to refocus
the mind and banish stress, and
there are a variety of free guided
sessions available on YouTube
or various apps.

Meditation has been proven to
slow your heart rate, lower your
blood pressure, slow your
breathing and strengthen your
immune system. It fights stress
hormones like cortisol and
boosts happy hormones like
melatonin.

It is a great idea to spend a few
minutes every morning and
night meditating so that you
gradually become better able to
handle stressful situations with
ease.

Meditation



Having a spiritual practice can help
connect you with the idea that there
is something much bigger than you.
It helps to put your stress factors
into a bigger context so that they
appear much smaller in importance.
It can undoubtedly help with times
when you feel out of control or you
have a need to offload your worries.

Some people find spirituality in
prayer, others choose meditation,
and some light a candle and call it
their spiritual practice. There is no
right or wrong way to be spiritual –
whatever helps you feel calm and
centered so that you can let go of
your stress.

Spiritual Practices



You can’t feel stressed when you are
singing and dancing, which is why music
is so good for the soul. On this most
superficial level, music is a wonderful
relief. However, if you prefer to sit and
listen to the words and connect to the
notes within a symphony, then music can
be just as powerful. Music can make us
laugh, cry and get angry, but whatever
emotions it evokes, it takes us away from
our own problems and into the world of
the composer. We feel their pain or their
joy. Choose faster beats to boost
positivity and confidence and slower
tunes to enhance relaxation and calm.

Yoga is a type of moving meditation. It is
an excellent option for those who are not
in the mood to sit still. Instead, this
practice encourages you to move in a
rhythm with your breath, requiring
complete concentration to create a flow
that stills the mind and relaxes the body.
Yoga helps to unblock any tension in the
muscles and the mind so that you finish
your session feeling energized and
motivated or rested and at peace. 

That is not to say it is an easy exercise. It
also promotes flexibility, strength, and
blood flow, so you will also feel
accomplished at the end of each session.
Any stress will be squeezed from the
body with each movement.

Music

Yoga



Build a Support Network

When we face a problem alone, we take
on 100% of that problem. Sharing your
feelings and concerns with others allows
you to offload some of that pressure. 

Not everyone is lucky enough to have
close friends and family members to talk
to. In this case, a professional can be a
great support. Therapists can now
provide support online, over the phone,
and face-to-face, helping you to become
more confident and resilient in the face of
stress. This does not have to be a scary
thought – counsellors are professionals
who are trained to draw out your
concerns and anxieties, helping you to
organize your thoughts and deal with
things in a rational way.

They are not there to judge, and they
won’t pick on your bad habits or blame
you for the issues you face. Instead, they
will help you work through your thoughts
with a series of tricks, including cognitive
restructuring. If this is not an option for
you, or perhaps as an additional stress-
relieving task, you might like to try
journaling.

Share Your Stress and 
When to Get Counselling



Journaling

Writing is good for the soul. There are
various journaling techniques that you
can try, so if one doesn’t work for you, try
something else. Why not start or end
your day with a positive journaling
practice? Write down any positive
experiences from the past 24 hours and
anything you are thankful for in your life.
When used regularly, a positive journal
can help build a more optimistic outlook
on life so that stressors become easier to
deal with.

You can also use your journal to write
down your worries and concerns.
Sometimes, the very act of transferring
these thoughts to paper is enough to
bring peace to the mind. And, if you find
your mind is racing at the end of a long
day, a brain dump onto paper can help
slow your thoughts so that you feel less
anxious and are better prepared to get a
good night’s sleep.

It can be tempting to turn to medication
when the going gets tough. In the right
circumstances, this can be an invaluable
lifeline. However, it can also have its own
side effects, so it is best to try every other
option first. These last few stress-relieving
ideas help to remove at least some of
your worries and anxieties so that you
are better able to cope. 



OTHER STRESS
REDUCTION 
TECHNIQUES 

Having a constant source of support
can be a crucial part of learning to live
with stress. That feeling of not having
to shoulder every inconvenience on
your own can help to stop short-term
stress becoming a long-term issue.

Be warned, however, relationships
where you don’t feel valued or where
you are a victim of mental or physical
abuse can have the opposite effect on
your stress levels. Make sure to
surround yourself with those who love
and appreciate you. This is most
effective in a romantic relationship, but
you can also find stress relief in friends,
family, and co-workers – anyone who
helps to bring you joy will also help to
dissipate stress.

When you feel stressed and anxious, it
can be difficult to raise a smile. However,
this is one of the most powerful ways to
change your mood. Laughter can soothe
tension in your muscles and activate the
part of your brain that counteracts your
fight-or-flight response. It also allows you
to take bigger breaths and releases
endorphins to make you feel good.

Over a longer period, laughter and
smiling helps boost your immune system,
improve your outlook on life and boost
your personal connections. Even if you
don’t feel in a particularly cheerful mood,
try forcing a smile. You might know that
it’s fake, but the same neurons are
triggered within the brain that will
eventually mean you actually feel happy.
Not convinced? Why not put on a funny
TV programme or watch silly videos on
YouTube to get that laughter flowing?

Positivity and Laughter

Finding Happiness
in Relationships



Learning some conflict resolution skills can help you to reduce the sources of
stress. If you are overwhelmed by bickering and fighting in the workplace, at
home, or in another area of your life, having the ability to diffuse these
problematic situations can ensure that everyone’s stress levels are reduced. It
will also give you the confidence to face these situations head-on, as you know
how to cope with them.

There are five major styles of conflict management. These include:

Conflict Resolution and 
Interpersonal Communication

Accommodation
If the outcome of the argument doesn’t really matter to you, then accommo-
dation can be a generous resolution that gives the other party what they want to
avoid conflict.

Compromise
While compromise does sometimes mean sacrifices on both sides, it can be the
best way of reaching a mutually agreeable solution.

Collaboration
When the long-term relationship of both sides is important, a collaboration style
of conflict management is usually the best approach. This involves working with
both sides to ensure everyone’s needs are met.

Competition
When long-term relationships are less critical, a competitive resolution style might
work. This is great if you are working against other teams to win a client at work,
for example. However, if you are trying to compete with someone on the same
team, it can have a detrimental effect.

Avoidance
Sometimes, avoiding a conflict is the only way to deal with it. You need to make
sure that you are not just putting off the inevitable, as this can often make it
worse. But if you have a toxic person in your life who won’t listen to reason,
avoidance can be one of the best things to protect your own mental health.

When facing a stressor, it might be a good idea to work your way through your
resolution options and see which one will help calm a situation and leave both
parties satisfied in the quickest way.



Many studies that have shown the importance of
nature on our mental health. Spending time in
green spaces can boost feelings of freedom and
peace, lowering blood pressure and supporting
the immune system. Just a walk through a leafy
area can reduce the stress hormones racing
through your body.

Take a trip to a nearby forest, and you’ll enjoy
cleaner air and natural aerosols that have the
ability to fight infection. Deeper breaths of fresh
air will also help revitalise your brain, making you
feel more alert and generally happier.

The green colours of nature also have an effect on
our mood. In colour therapy, green is seen as a
calming, restful colour that encourages harmony
and has a direct impact on anxiety. If getting out
in nature is not always possible, why not add
some indoor plants to your home so that you can
get some of the benefits that way?

However, you can’t recreate the sounds of nature
indoors. The tranquil noises that come from birds
chirping, winds moving through the leaves, maybe
the babbling sounds of a nearby brook – these
are all sounds that the brain interprets as non-
threatening. This allows you to bask in a sense of
safety, which gives your stress hormones a chance
to step down.

Pet therapy is a lovely way to
help calm your stress-related
symptoms. Whether you have
your own pet or you spend time
with the pets of others, mutually
enjoyable interactions with ani-
mals can bring happiness and
feelings of companionship to a
person.

Of course, this only works if the
animal is comfortable too. If
your actions or anger scare the
animal, it is unlikely to provoke a
positive response. And, if you
have pet allergies, this might not
be suitable for you.

However, with the right animal,
this kind of companionship can
be one of the most effective
ways to reduce stress.

Pets and Animal-
Assisted Calming 
Activities

The Importance of Nature 



CREATE A CALMER
EXISTENCE

Everyone experiences stress occasionally.
Sometimes it can be a positive thing, motivating us
to work harder and with more urgency. However,
our chaotic modern lives can often push us to our
limits, impairing our ability to cope.

Stress is a natural physiological and physical
response to a perceived threat. It is caused by
certain hormones released by the body, priming
your muscles and organs for action so that you
can face that threat or run from it.

Your body is wired to return to a normal, balanced
state when your stressor has gone. However, our
busy lives mean that we are often bouncing from
one issue to another, so our body does not have
the chance to calm down properly.

Over time, this constant state of high alert can
cause some severe health problems. With the right
stress management tools, you can help your body
adapt and relax. It is important to note that what
works for one person might not work for another,
so you should have a range of stress management
techniques to work with.

Don’t wait until your stress becomes a chronic
issue. Stress management can be practiced at any
time to help prevent serious health complications.


