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At the end of this lesson, the learner will be able to: 

 

1. Discuss what stress is from a biological and social 

standpoint. 

2. Discuss the fundamental differences between acute 

and chronic stress; and stress and stressors. 

3. Identify the behavioral, emotional, and physical 

warning signs and symptoms of stress. 

4. Identify ways to reduce stress 

Objectives 

5 



  

  

What is Stress? 

 If you were to ask a dozen people to define 
stress, you would likely get 12 different answers.  
Why? 

  

 Because there is no definition of stress that 
everyone can agrees on!   

 

 What is stressful for one person may be 
pleasurable for someone else.  

 

• The term "stress", as it is currently used was 
coined by Hans Selye in 1936, who defined it as 
the non-specific response of the body to any 
demand for change  

 
Adapted from:  http://www.stress.org/topic-definition-stress.htm 



  

  

The Reality of  Stress 

• A natural part of our life 

• The human reaction to events in the environment 

• A person’s physical and emotional response to 
positive and negative change 

• Short term or long-lasting 

• Able to manifest itself as wear and  

 tear on the body 



  

  

 

Stress is…Positive and 

Negative 
 We need stress in our lives or we remain in 

inertia.  A certain amount of stress is needed for 
the body to physiologically function. 

 

• In order to rise from bed in the morning we need 
the stress to not only mobilize the body, but our 
thought processes.  

• Stress can be seen as a response to the 
demands put on the body and mind. 

• Negative, or bad, stress is actually called distress 
because it connotes a strain, or too much demand  

 on the body or mind. Distress can be caused  

 by, or exasperated in, times of loss, transition, 
and change. 



  

  

Types of  Stress:  Acute 

• Acute Stress:  Your body’s immediate reaction to 
a threat, thrill, challenge, or scare.  It’s an intense 
reaction based on circumstance 

• Acute Stress Example:   
– A fender bender 



  

  

Types of  Stress:  Chronic 

• Chronic Stress:  Results from long-term exposure 
to acute stress.   

• Chronic stress is the nagging, day-to-day life 
situations that often seem to never end. 

• Chronic Stress Example: 
– Family problems 



  

  

General Symptoms of  Stress: 

Emotional Symptoms of Stress 

• Anxiety 

• Irritability (angry at small things) 

• Increased forgetfulness 

• Difficulty making decisions 

• Confusion 

• Hopelessness 

 



  

  

General Symptoms of  Stress: 

Physical Symptoms of Stress 

• Headaches 

• Upset stomach 

• Increased arthritis pain 

• Chronic conditions worsen 

• Tightness in the chest 

• Oversleeping or sleepiness 

• Over eating or under eating 

 



  

  

 

Symptoms of  Stress:  Acute 

Stress Problems 
  

 While the body usually recovers quickly from 
acute stress, it can cause problems if it happens 
too often or your body doesn't have a chance to 
return to normal.  

 

 In people who have heart problems, acute stress 
can trigger an abnormal heartbeat (arrhythmia) 
and even a heart  

 attack. 



  

  

 

Symptoms of  Stress:  Chronic 

Stress Problems 
 

• Stress can lead to high blood pressure, 
abnormal heartbeat (arrhythmia), 
problems with blood clotting, and 
hardening of the arteries (atherosclerosis).  

• Stress is linked to coronary artery disease, 
heart attack, and heart failure.  

• Muscle pain:  People who are stressed 
often have neck, shoulder, and low back 
pain. Stress also affects rheumatoid 
arthritis.  

• Stomach and intestinal problems:  
Stress  

 may be a factor in gastroesophageal reflux 
disease (GERD), peptic ulcer disease, and 
irritable bowel syndrome.  



  

  

 

Symptoms of  Stress:  Chronic Stress 

Problems (cont.) 

 

• The lungs:  Stress can make symptoms of 
asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD) worse.  

• Skin problems:  Stress can make disorders such 
as acne or psoriasis worse.  

• The immune system:  Under stress, the body 
becomes more vulnerable to illnesses, from colds 
and minor infections to major diseases.  

 



  

  

Stressors 

• While the term “stress” is a general concept that 

describes the tension that someone feels; a 

“stressor” is a specific problem, issue, or 

challenge that happens to you.   

 There are two types of stressors: 

External and Internal 



  

  

External Stressors 

 External stressors are SITUATIONAL: 

 

• Major life changes (can be both positive and 
negative):  The death of a loved one, the birth of a 
child or grandchild, moving to a new home 

• Environmental:  The neighbors radio on too loud 
all night 

• Unpredictable events:  An uninvited house guest 

• Family:  An uncooperative adult-child 

• Social:  Having to speak in front of  

 an audience 
 



  

  

Internal Stressors 

 Internal stressors stem from things that 

happen to you and are usually self-

induced: 

• Fear:  Fear of flying, heights, spiders 

• Uncertainty:  Waiting for medical test 

results 

• Attitude:  Having a negative view of the 

world around you 

• Expectations:  Unrealistic scheduling, 

perfectionism, controlling personality 

 

 



  

  

 

Reacting to Stress:   

Coping Behaviors 

 Some people take everything in stride 
while others get anxious at the first sign of 
trouble.  
– When you feel confident, you're likely to take 

new stressors in stride.  

– If you feel cornered or unprepared, your stress 
level may rise.  

 

 To better understand your reaction to life's 
stressors consider your current coping 
behaviors… 



  

  

Coping Behaviors:  Examples 

• Do you tense up? 

• Do you reach for something to eat? 

• Do you get inpatient and/or angry? 

• Do you let negative thoughts enter your mind? 

• Do you cry? 



  

  

 

Coping Behaviors:   

“Track the Trigger” 
• Try tracking your reactions to stress for the next 

week.   
– Identify how you cope with a stressful situation and start 

thinking about coping strategies.  (While change won’t 
happen overnight, this can be considered the first step 
toward positive stress management.) 

 

 Stress triggers are situations that create stress.   

 

• What influences your stress triggers?: 
– Your genes, personality and life experiences all 

influence the stress response in your body! 
 
*http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/coping-with-stress/SR00030 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  Starting 

Your Day 
 

• Stretch in the Shower 

– The hot water will loosen up your muscles, so it’s easier 

to get a good stretch.  

– The act of stretching will help to release stored tension 

and enable you to start the day feeling more relaxed, at 

peace, and ready to handle what comes your way.  

 

 

 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  Breakfast 

and Green Tea 
 

• Eat a Balanced Breakfast 
A healthy meal in the morning can balance your blood sugar 
levels and give you the sustenance you need to handle 
physical and mental stress. Without it, you will be less 
resilient, both physically and mentally. Be sure to have 
plenty of protein and fruit, not just caffeine and empty 
calories.   

• Sipping a warm cup of green tea is a soothing activity that 
will help you prepare for the day ahead and feel nurtured.  
It’s loaded with antioxidants and *data suggest that green 
tea has preventive effects on both chronic inflammatory 
diseases and lifestyle-related diseases (including 
cardiovascular disease and  

 cancer), resulting in prolongation of life span.  

• Are you familiar with any particular foods that help fight 
stress? 
 

*Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 928:274-280 (2001) 
 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  Relief  

During the Day 
 

Method:   

 Upon a stressor cue:  Inhale an easy, natural 
breath; think “alert mind, calm body.”  Then: 
– Smile inwardly 

– Exhale and allow your jaw, tongue, and shoulders to go 
loose 

– Allow a feeling of warmth and looseness to go down 
your body and out through your toes. 

 

Considerations: 

 *Requires daily practice to maintain skill.  Skill 
develops over six months. 

 
*2007 American Heart Association 



  

  

Coping Strategies:  Nighttime 

Why is sleep important in dealing with stress? 
 

• Sleep rejuvenates our bodies. The effects of 
missed sleep accumulate from one day to the 
next.  

• Having a regular sleep pattern can help to control 
stress.  

• Avoid caffeine late in the afternoon or in the 
evening if it affects your sleep.  

• 200-300mg of caffeine per day is considered to 
be a safe level, about 2-3 8oz cups of coffee.  

 *Dave Swihart, MC, LPC; Nancy Rogers, MS, RD, 10/07; University of Arizona 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  On-going 

Relief: 
 

• Think positively and surround yourself with others 

who do so. 

• Don’t demand too much of yourself.  Ask for help. 

• Accept that you can’t control everything and be 

flexible. 

• Divide big tasks into smaller ones. 

• Eat healthy and avoid sugar. 

• Get plenty of sleep each night. 

• Exercise some each day to boost  energy and 

improve your mood.  Don’t sit too long.   



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  On-going Relief  

(cont.): 

 

• Use stairs instead of elevators. 

• Make time to relax.  Listen to music, meditate, 

read or do something you like. 

• Avoid alcohol, tobacco and drugs.  

• Use mistakes to learn. 

• If possible, say “no” to tasks that you know will be 

stressful for you. 

 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  On-going Relief  

(cont.): 

 

• Talk about things with a friend so that frustrations 

don’t build up.   

• Be organized. 

• Laugh and have fun.   

• Let yourself cry. 

 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  On-going Relief  

(cont.): 

 

• Practice deep breathing.   

– Take a slow deep breath through your nose to the count 

of five; 

– hold your breath for another 5-count; 

– then exhale through your mouth for a 5-count. 



  

  

Coping Strategies:  Music 

 Music has been shown to reduce stress and have 
a positive effect on health.   

 

• Listening to music as you get ready to start your 
day will create positive energy and a soothing 
sense of peace, or sense of fun (depending on 
the genre of music you choose). 

  
     



  

  

Coping Strategies:  Exercise  

Finger Fan 

• Extend your arms straight out in front of you with palms up.  
Spread your fingers as far apart as possible and hold for 5 
seconds. 

 

Upper-back Stretch 

• Sit up straight with your fingers inter-laced behind your 
head.  Keep your 

• shoulders down, lift your chest and bring your elbows  

 back as far as you can.  Hold for 10 seconds. 

 

Ear to Shoulder 

• Lower your right ear to your right shoulder and hold  

 for 10 seconds. Repeat on other side. 



  

  

 

Coping Strategies:  Relaxation 

Techniques 
 

• Relaxation techniques usually involve refocusing 

your attention to something calming and 

increasing awareness of your body.  

• There are several main types of relaxation 

techniques, including… 



  

  

 
Autogenic Relaxation & 

Visualization 

 Autogenic means something that comes from 
within you.  With this technique, you use both 
visual imagery and body awareness to reduce 
stress.  

 

• Imagine a peaceful place and then focus on 
controlled, relaxed breathing.  Relax each arm 
and leg one by one.  

• Try to use as many senses as you can, including 
smells, sights, sounds and textures.  
– If you imagine relaxing at the ocean, for instance, think 

about the warmth of the sun, the sound of crashing 
waves, the feel of the grains of sand and the smell of 
salt water.  

– You may want to close your eyes, sit in a quiet spot and 
loosen any tight clothing.  

 



  

  

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

 In this technique, you focus on slowly 
tensing and then relaxing each muscle 
group.   
– This helps you focus on the difference 

between muscle tension and relaxation, and 
you become more aware of physical 
sensations.  

 

 You may choose to start by tensing and 
relaxing the muscles in your toes and 
progressively working your way up to your 
neck and head.  
– Tense your muscles for at least 5 seconds  

 and then relax for 30 seconds, and repeat.  



  

  

Meditation:  Introduction 

 

 *Stress can make us unhappy, impatient and 
frustrated. 
– A simple ten or fifteen minute meditation can help you to 

overcome your stress and find some inner peace and 
balance. 
 

 The next three slides will show you four ways you 
can practice meditation on your own, whenever 
you choose.  

 
*http://www.how-to-meditate.org/ 



  

  

Meditation 

• Breathe deeply:  This technique is good 
for beginners because breathing is a 
natural function.  
– Focus all attention on your breathing.  

– Concentrate on feeling and listening as you inhale and 
exhale through your nostrils.  

– Breathe deeply and slowly.  

– When you feel your attention wander, gently return your 
focus to your breathing.  

 



  

  

Meditation 

• Repeat a sacred name or phrase:  A 
mantra is the name of a sacred deity or a 
sacred phrase that you repeat silently or 
aloud.  
– You can create your own mantra.  

– Mantras are the building blocks of transcendental 
meditation.  

– Examples of religious mantras include a Jesus 
prayer in the Christian tradition, the holy name of 
God in Judaism, or the Om mantra of Hinduism, 
Buddhism and other Eastern religions.  

 



  

  

Meditation 

• Read or listen and take time to reflect:  
Many people report that they benefit from 
reading poems or sacred texts silently or 
aloud, and taking a few moments to quietly 
reflect on the meaning that the words bring 
to mind.  
– You can listen to sacred music, spoken words or any 

music you find relaxing or inspiring.  

– You may want to write your reflections in a journal or 
discuss them with a friend or spiritual leader.  



  

  

 

Relaxation Techniques:  Final 

Thought 
 

  

Remember:  Relaxation techniques are skills, and 
with any skill, your ability to relax improves with 
practice, so be patient with yourself! 

 

• As you learn relaxation techniques:  
– You'll become more aware of muscle tension and other 

physical sensations of stress.  

– Once you know what the stress response feels like, you 
can make a conscious effort to practice a relaxation 
technique the moment your muscles start to tense.  

– This can prevent stress from spiraling out of control. 

 

 

 



  

  

Stressed Out? 

• When stress becomes too much to handle, see a 
doctor or other health professional. 
– Professional assistance can help you identify problem 

areas and to develop and fine tune those skills 
necessary to manage intense stress. 

– In some cases a doctor or therapist will determine that 
medication is called for to help support the stress 
management process.  

– Medication can help control the symptoms of stress 
but won’t ‘cure’ or change the causes of stress.  

– You still have to face your stressors and find ways to 
reduce/control them. 

 


