
 

 

 
Identifying, Understanding, and Managing 

S T R E S S  
  



IDENTIFYING, UNDERSTANDING, AND MANAGING STRESS 

What is Stress? 
Stress is often used to describe a certain physical and emotional state, though defining it is 
subjective. Hans Selye, an endocrinologist, is considered the first to use the term stress in 
a biological context in the 1930s. He defined it as:  

“the body’s non-specific response to any demand made on it.” 

Stress in not by definition synonymous with nervous tension or anxiety even though most of 
the population makes that connotation. The important thing to remember about stress is 
that certain forms are normal and essential. Selye termed negative stress “distress” and 
positive stress “eustress”. The system whereby the body copes with stress, the 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis) system, was also first described by Selye. 
He also pointed to an "alarm state", a "resistance state", and an "exhaustion state", largely 
referring to glandular states. Later he developed the idea of two "reservoirs" of stress 
resistance, or alternatively stress energy. 
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Types of Stressors 
• Physical: trauma (accidental or surgical), lack of sleep, intense exertion (physical 

activity or manual labour) 

• Biochemical: drugs, alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, cleaning agents, pesticides, certain 
foods (that you have a sensitivity or intolerance to), vitamin and mineral deficiencies 

• Mental: perfectionism, worry, anxiety, long work hours 

• Emotional: anger, guilt, loneliness, sadness, fear 

• Environmental: changes in temperature, wind, humidity 

• Psycho-Spiritual: relationships, financial or career pressures, challenges with life 
goals, spiritual alignment and general state of happiness 

Whatever the stressor is, it requires the body to make physical and chemical adjustments in 
order to maintain the necessary physiological balance for survival. After the threat has 
passed or a change has taken place, the “alarm” signs disappear. The body is still aroused 
but is adapting to the change. However, if the stressors continue to be present, the ability 
to adapt runs out and exhaustion occurs, causing damage to the person’s physical and 
emotional well-being. 

Our lives are filled with many demands that continue over a long period of time. Demands 
such as work overload may result in distress. Unrelieved stress can take an emotional as 
well as physical toll, in the form of anxiety or depression, high blood pressure, 
cardiovascular disease, heart disease ulcers, allergies, asthma, or migraine headaches. If 
unattended, stress can seriously damage physical health, psychological well-being, and 
relationships with friends, family, and coworkers. 

Selye conceptualized the physiology of stress as having two components: a set of 
responses, which he called the "general adaptation syndrome” (GAS), and the 
development of a pathological state from ongoing, unrelieved stress. 
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General Adaptation Syndrome 

 
Physiologists define stress as how the body reacts to a stressor, real or imagined, a 
stimulus that causes stress. Acute stressors affect an organism in the short term; chronic 
stressors over the longer term. 

Alarm is the first stage. When the threat or stressor is identified or realized, the body's 
stress response is a state of alarm. During this stage, adrenaline will be produced in order 
to bring about the flight-or-fight response which is general discharge of the sympathetic 
nervous system of various hormones such as adrenaline or noradrenaline which facilitates 
immediate physical reactions associated with a preparation for violent muscular actions. 
These include the following: 

• Acceleration of heart and lung action 

• Paling/Flushing 

• Inhibition of stomach and upper-intestinal action to the point where digestion slows 
down or stops 

• Constriction of blood vessels in many parts of the body 

• Release of fat and glucose for muscular action 

• Dilation of blood vessels for the muscles 
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• Inhibition of the lacrimal gland (tearing and salivation) 

• Dilation of the pupil 

• Relaxation of the bladder 

• Inhibition of erection 

• Loss of hearing 

• Tunnel vision, loss of peripheral vision 

• Shaking 

Resistance is the second stage. If the stressor persists, it becomes necessary to attempt 
some means of coping with the stress. Although the body begins to try to adapt to the 
strains or demands of the environment, the body cannot keep this up indefinitely, so its 
resources are gradually depleted. 

Exhaustion is the third and final stage in the GAS model. At this point, all of the body's 
resources are eventually depleted, and the body is unable to maintain normal function. The 
initial autonomic nervous system symptoms may reappear (sweating, raised heart rate, 
etc.). If stage three is extended, long-term damage may result, as the body's immune 
system becomes exhausted, and bodily functions become impaired, resulting in 
decompensation. 
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Impact on Disease 
Chronic Stress can significantly affect many of the body's immune systems, as can an 
individual's perceptions of, and reactions to, stress. The term psychoneuroimmunology is 
used to describe the interactions between the mental state, nervous and immune systems, 
and research on the interconnections of these systems. Immune system changes can 
create more vulnerability to infection and have been observed to increase the potential for 
an outbreak of psoriasis for people with that skin disorder. 

Chronic stress has also been shown to impair development growth in children by lowering 
the pituitary gland's production of growth hormone, as in children associated with a home 
environment involving serious marital discord, alcoholism, or child abuse. 

Chronic stress is seen to affect parts of the brain where memories are processed and 
stored. When people feel stressed, stress hormones get over-secreted, which affects the 
brain. This secretion is made up of glucocorticoids, including cortisol, which are steroid 
hormones that the adrenal gland releases. 

Studies of female monkeys discovered that when suffering from higher stress there are 
higher levels of visceral fat in their bodies. This suggests a possible cause-and-effect link 
between the two, whereby stress promotes the accumulation of visceral fat, which in turn 
causes hormonal and metabolic changes that contribute to heart disease and other health 
problems. 

However, in humans it has been shown that the stress response slows down or even stops 
various processes such as sexual responses and digestive systems to focus on the 
stressor situation and typically causes negative effects like constipation, anorexia, erectile 
dysfunction, difficulty urinating, and difficulty maintaining sexual arousal. These are 
functions that are controlled by the parasympathetic nervous system and are suppressed 
by sympathetic arousal. 

Prolonged stress responses may result in chronic suppression of the immune system, 
leaving the body open to infections. However, there is a short boost of the immune system 
shortly after the fight or flight response has been activated. This may be due to an ancient 
need to fight the infections in a wound that one may have received during interaction with a 
predator. 

Stress responses are sometimes a result of mental disorders such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder, in which the individual shows a stress response when remembering a past 
trauma, and panic disorder, in which the stress response is activated by the catastrophic 
misinterpretations of bodily sensations. 
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How to Recognize Stress 
Not all symptoms of excessive stress can be observed easily. People who are stressed use 
some of the comments below to express their increased state of stress: 

• “I can’t keep my mind on my work.” 

• “I can’t relax.” 

• “I feel all tied up in knots.” 

• “I feel miserable, and I don’t know why.” 

 

EARLY WARNING SIGNS 

Changes in sleep pattern or constant insomnia Elevated heart rate 

Increased blood pressure Indigestion 

Depression Headaches 

Marked change in appetite or sex drive Lack of enjoyment of life 

Exaggerated, out of proportion anxiety Pain in neck and/or lower back 

Excessive moodiness Poor emotional control 

Fatigue Withdrawal from responsibility 

General irritability Susceptibility to illness 

Increased accident proneness Trembling 

Severe feelings of helplessness or dependency 
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Now circle those that occur frequently. Which of these concern you the most? Are you 
always aware when they are happening to you? Do you see a pattern in your symptoms? 
What ideas do you have about how to stop these stress symptoms from happening? Are 
they mostly physical or do they usually involve other people?  

NOTE: Remember that these are not always an indication that you are stressed: they are only a guide. However, 
do not ignore these symptoms. If you find these symptoms are interfering with your daily activities and are 
concerned about any of the symptoms please see your health care provider (family physician, chiropractor, and 
naturopath) or professional councilor. Attempt to schedule regular visits with your health care provider. Regular 
checkups and health screenings are an absolute must for those with stressful lifestyles. Make appointments well 
in advance and enter them into your planner so you’ll be able to plan your schedule around these 
appointments. 

STRESS CHECKLIST 

Check any of the following that you have experienced. 

Physical Emotional Mental Social 

Headaches Anxiety Forgetfulness Isolation 

Teeth grinding Frustration Poor concentration Loneliness 

Fatigue Nervousness Low productivity Lashing out 

Insomnia Depression Negative attitude Clamming up 

Back aches Worrying Confusion Lowered sex drive 

Stomach problems Tension No new ideas  Nagging 

Colds Mood swings Lethargy Fewer contacts 
with friends 

Neck aches Easily discouraged Boredom Using people 

Shoulder pains Crying spells  Resentment 

Increased use of 
alcohol, drugs, or 
tobacco 

Irritability   
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Stress Management Strategies 

1. TIME MANAGEMENT 

It is important for you to prioritize the important things in life. Use a daily planner and keep 
track of what you have to do and what you are doing. Ensure you set aside time for 
yourself. Determine the most productive time of the day and schedule the tasks you least 
like to do or your hardest assignments for that time. Keep organized, this will save time on 
looking for things. 

2. LIFESTYLE CHANGES 

Exercise: Start some form of exercise that you enjoy, preferably something that brings you 
into contact with other people. Ensure that it is done three times a week for 20 minutes to 
2 hours. Over a period of time, cardiovascular exercise will benefit the heart, lungs, and 
arteries and result in biochemical changes that elevate your mood and encourage a healthy 
self-concept. The best cardiovascular fitness program involves daily aerobic or rhythmic, 
repetitive exercise three times a week, e.g., running, brisk walking, cycling, swimming, 
rowing, aerobic dancing, and cross country skiing. 

Diet: Be moderate in everything you do and consume. This includes coffee, tea, soft 
drinks, and drugs containing caffeine. Caffeine stimulates the sympathetic nervous system 
and may promote even more nervousness and tension. Eat an adequate and nutritious 
breakfast each day, at least one fourth of your daily calories and nutrients at breakfast. Eat 
healthy snacks, take along some fruits and vegetables, nuts, or yogurt, and do not suffer 
the consequences of missed meals and fat-laden fast food binges. Hunger can increase 
irritability and hence leave you less able to cope with stress. 

Sleep: Make sleep a priority, get at least 7 hours of sleep each night. You may have to 
sacrifice social events or household chores, but don’t skimp on sleep, this time is very 
important for rejuvenating your mental and physical energies. 

Meditation: Practice some form of relaxation or meditation. Remember any form of 
continuous activity is considered meditation. Therefore, riding a bike, walking, running, 
swimming, prayer, humming a word on a continuous bases are all forms of meditation. 

3. MINDSET 

Take control: Try not to let one thing dominate your actions or thoughts. Do not lay blame 
on yourself if something does not go the way you indented. Remember everything should 
be looked at as a lesson. Look at life as full of challenges, not burdens. 

Positivity: Associate with positive people you enjoy being with and who support you. 

Set aside time for yourself everyday — THIS IS A MUST. 
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4. COMMUNICATION 

Be calm when discussing problems: Define your needs and make certain others are 
aware of how you feel. Listen to another’s point of view and feelings. Work with the person 
you are in discussion with to formulate a solution. Do not criticize their ideas. Once a 
solution has been agreed upon, re-evaluate the tried solution to ensure that it has fulfilled 
everyone’s needs. 

Respect yourself and others: Respect yourself and others by protecting your personal 
freedoms and space. Do what you want and feel, but respect the rights of others. Don’t tell 
others what to do, but if they impose, let them know. 

Have an outlet: When something begins to bother you, have someone who you can talk 
to, and who will listen. 

5. BE REALISTIC 

Set reasonable and achievable goals. 
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Managing Stress 
The following is an exercise you can do to try and manage your stress. Take an afternoon 
and fill this out. Record the date and periodically re-assess. 

SOURCES 

Identify your three strongest sources of stress. 

1.   

 

 

2.  

 

 

 

 

 

3.   
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RESPONSES 

How do you respond to each source of stress? (Use the above list as a guide.) 

Physical  

 

 

 

 

Emotional  

 

 

 

 

Mental  

 

 

 

 

Social  
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CAUSES 

Why do you feel that each of the three stressors  
cause you dissatisfaction or unhappiness? 

1.   

 

 

 

 

2.   

 

 

 

 

3.   
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CHANGES 

What would you like to change in each of the three situations? 

1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.   

 

 

 

 

 

3.   
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RESOURCES 

Identify the resources you possess that could help in managing your main stressors. 

Physical skills  

(energy, strength, agility) 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotional strengths 

(self-confidence, empathy, 
calm) 

 

 

 

 

 

Support from others 

(family, friends, clubs) 

 

 

 

 

Mental Resources 

(humour, problem-solving, 
insight) 
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PRESENT LIFESTYLE 

Identify what behaviours or habits you can use in your present lifestyle  
that could help in managing your main stressors. 

1.   

 

 

 

 

2.   

 

 

 

 

3.   
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ACTION 

Describe each step you will take to reduce  
the level of stress and solve the situation. 

1.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.   

 

 

 

 

 

3.   
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GOALS 

What goals would you hope to achieve and when regarding your main stressors? 

Ideal 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Challenging   

 

 

 

 

Acceptable  
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Relaxation Techniques 
1. Most of us have learned to breathe from our chests. Yet, belly breathing is the 

natural way, and a good stress-reducing habit. Sit or lie comfortably in a relaxed 
position. As you slowly breathe in, let your belly expand. Think of it as a balloon you 
are filling with air. As you exhale, let the air out of your “balloon” slowly. Place your 
hands on your stomach. You should feel it rise and fall as you breathe. 

2. In a relaxed position, breathe through your nose, easily and naturally, eyes closed. 
As you breathe out think “one.” As you breathe in, think “one.” Continue for 10 to 
20 minutes, but do not watch a clock just think “one.” If your mind wanders, gently 
pull it back to thinking “one” every time you exhale, “one,” every time you inhale, 
“one.” After 10 to 20 minutes, sit quietly for a few minutes more, sit with your eyes 
open. Don’t worry about doing it “right.” Relaxation will happen; allow it. Do this 
once or twice daily. 

3. Try to touch your ears with your shoulders. Hold this for a count of 4. Then let your 
shoulders drop. Now rotate each shoulder separately toward the rear. Do each 
shoulder 5 to 10 times. Then do both shoulders together. 

4. Lie down on your back, preferable on a firm surface. You will begin to contract and 
relax all the muscles in your body. Beginning with your feet, contract the muscles in 
your feet and then relax them. Now contract the muscles in your legs and thighs, 
and relax them. Move to your abdominals, low back, chest, upper back, arms and 
then neck. Now work your way down. After this, sit and think of nothing for a few 
minutes. 
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Dr. Nick Tsaggarelis BKin, DC, DAc, MEd 

Dr. Nick Tsaggarelis is a chiropractor located in downtown Toronto who focuses 
on optimizing movement and performance by using soft tissue and fascial release 
techniques, joint mobilization and manipulations, acupuncture and dry needling, as well as 
specific exercises in what he terms physical medicine & active rehabilitation. 
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