
Stress is a good thing — to a point
Your heart races as you begin a big presentation. You work furiously to meet a 
looming deadline. You rush through the airport to make your flight. 

When we’re under stress, the 
body reacts in a way that helps 
us get the job done. Stress is the 
body’s response to a demand, 
and brings a flight or fight 
chemical reaction.

When you’re under stress, 
hormones like cortisol and 
adrenaline pump up your 
energy level. A quicker 
heartbeat brings oxygen to the 
brain. Breathing gets faster, 
muscles are tighter, and blood 
pressure goes up. 

Stress is part of life and isn’t all bad. Our response to stress can help us focus on 
a project or jump out of the way to avoid getting hurt. In addition, when we face 
challenging situations rather than avoiding them, we can learn and grow.

Danger zone
Problems occur when stress doesn’t let up, or if just thinking about something 
brings on the stress response. Too much stress can lead to or worsen: 

• Depression and anxiety

• Heart disease and high blood 
pressure

• Digestive disorders

• Headaches

• Sleep disorders

It’s not possible to live 
a stress-free life. That’s 
why it’s important to take 

steps to cope. If stress is 
becoming overwhelming, 

talk to your doctor or seek help 
through an employee assistance 

program. Learn to manage stress 
before it damages your body and 

spirit. ♦

Stressful signals
Stress impacts our emotions, as well as the 
way we act, think, and feel. When you’re 
under stress, you might:

 a Be easily agitated

 a Feel overwhelmed

 a Not be able to sleep

 a Find it difficult to relax

 a Feel worthless or depressed

 a Worry constantly

 a Not have much energy

 a Have a change in appetite

 a Have difficulty focusing or making a 
decision

 a Have a headache, upset stomach, or 
muscle tension

 a Clench your jaw and grind your teeth

When these signs appear, be aware that they 
may be a signal that your body is under 
stress. Be proactive and take steps to reduce 
stress and avoid the health consequences of 
chronic stress. ♦
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Teach your body to relax
Learning to relax helps you counter your body’s reaction to stress. 
Practicing breathing and relaxation techniques can lower blood 
pressure, settle stress hormones, and slow heart rate and breathing.

These techniques include:

Muscle relaxation: Slowly tensing and relaxing muscle groups, 
working from toes to head.

Visualization: Using your 
senses to create a peaceful 
scene in your mind.

Tai chi: Practicing gentle, 
flowing movements.

Deep breathing: Try breathing 
in for a count of four, holding 
while you count to seven, and 
breathing out through your 
mouth for a count of eight. 
Repeat several times.

Learn more about these techniques through classes or relaxation 
apps. Try a few to see what works best for you. The more you 
practice, the better you will become at using your relaxation 
skills. ♦

Exercise + Nature = Aaaaahhhh
When you combine physical activity and spending time in nature, 
the stress relieving effect is powerful. Here’s why:

1.  Exercise reduces anxiety and lifts your mood. Physical 
activity brings an increase in endorphins, which help you feel 
good.

2.  Nature can improve well-being. Trekking in a rural or coastal 
spot can help us feel restored, according to the American 
Psychological Association. You can also lift your mood by 
walking in an urban park. 

3.  The power of awe. The colors of a sunrise, the vastness of a 
starry night, and the intricacies of a flower petal create a sense 
of wonder that can help lower stress levels. 

Going outdoors for a 
walk or hike can be 
challenging at this time 
of year if you’re in a 
cold climate. When it’s 
possible to head out, 
however, the effort is 
worth it. You’ll reap many 
benefits when you take 
the time to appreciate 
your surroundings. ♦

Dealing with change?  
Be kind to yourself
Change happens, and when it does, being kind to 
yourself can help ease the stress of the transition.

“When you’re in the midst of change, you need things 
that will physically and emotionally help you feel 
better,” says Barbara Glanz, who spoke on The Gift 
of Change at the 2021 Society of Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) Conference.

Glanz, whose motto is “Spreading Contagious 
Enthusiasm,” notes that this can include:

Giving yourself permission to have fun.

Watching and reading things that bring you joy.

Planning to be with people you love or want to get 
to know better.

Finding an exercise you enjoy.

Change can be a struggle, as we grapple with a desire 
to hold on to the past and the need to let go of what 
can’t be carried forward. As we move through this 
challenging time, it can help to take inventory of what 
we have control over, what has changed, what we can 
let go of, and what we cannot.

Give yourself credit for taking small steps, Glanz notes. 
Moving toward a new beginning is scary, and it can 
help to keep a journal so you can appreciate what you 
have gone through.

“We always know it’s going to be better,” she says. ♦

By the Numbers
11.2 percent of adults have regular feelings of worry, 
nervousness, or anxiety.

4.7 percent of adults have regular feelings of 
depression.

Source: 2019 National Health Interview Survey
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