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THE
EVERYTHING®
 GUIDE TO
 STRESS MANAGEMENT

Dear Reader,



May this stress-management book grant you peace as you mastermind the many pressures on your time, energy, and resources.

I am no stranger to stress. I have struggled with anxiety, irritable bowel syndrome, emotional eating, low self-esteem, and the helplessness that comes with letting stress hold the reins in my life. While writing this book, my computer died, I worked a temporary full-time job, and my cat got sick. Just a regular life accompanied by stress!

As a professional chaplain, I have had the privilege to share the experiences of people undergoing heart-breaking emotional stress—illness, fear, pain, and death—and have seen the resilience of the human will to survive and thrive. If they can do it, so can you.

As you read this book, remember who is in control. No matter how bad your life is or may become, you still have choices over what you put into your body, what you think, and what you believe. You are your choices.

Many blessings as you bust stress to survive and thrive!
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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To Steve, Mari, and Renita, who taught me
how to mastermind stress, and to everyone
who reads this book—you are the expert on
you, and you can bust your stress.
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Top Ten Ways to Manage Your Stress


	Mastermind stress before it masterminds you.




	Accept that stress is a part of life. It will not go away. As long as you are alive, and as long as you care, you will experience stress.




	Awareness is key to managing stress. If you don’t know you are stressed, then you don’t know how to stop it, manage it, or thrive in the midst of it.




	You have the power to change your life, and your stress. Only you let something stress you out. Only you can stop it.




	There are many tools for busting stress. Know them. Find them. Use them. Have fun, lots of fun, with them.




	Do not be afraid to say no to anyone—your spouse, your boss, your doctor, your hairdresser, or your kids. No protects your personal boundaries and keeps you safe.




	Your stresses change depending upon your stage in life. Expect different stressors as you age, and be prepared for them.




	Constantly seek new ways to manage the new sources of stress in your life.




	Know when grief is triggering your stress, and honor your loss.




	A strong person knows when to ask for help, even when it’s hard. There’s no shame in seeking a therapist, finding a financial counselor, or paying a personal trainer if it helps you manage your stress and live the life you want to live, free from suffering.







Introduction

WELCOME TO The Everything® (Guide to Stress Management. First, it’s important to note that this book does not contain everything essential to managing your stress. You do. You are the expert on you, and only you have the power to choose life over stress every day. You reflect in your stress journal. You choose exercise instead of working overtime. With patience, dedication, and practice, you will master your stress. It’s only a matter of time.

Stress has so much power in modern life, but that’s only because we let it. Missing meals, ignoring aches and pains, eternal commutes, plugged into computers rather than real conversations—modern life forces people to live unnaturally. This puts pressure on you. No one’s designed to work ten hours a day or watch television all the time or eat high-fat foods without health problems. Many people cause much of the stress they experience.

In this book, you’ll learn to bust stresses you cause by practicing the Big Five Tools for Stress Resilience: healthy diet, adequate sleep, water, exercise, and fun. Sounds so simple, right? The reality’s different. Fast food feeds the family. The gym loses to finishing up that work report. Sleep, well, nighttime is when you clean the house. Wrong! Ignoring your basic human needs sets you up for stress, because you lack the energy to mastermind stress before it masterminds you.

Many people spend their lives riding the stress roller coaster, exhausted and fearful, desperate for an end but with no clue. Whether that’s your life story, or just part of last Thursday, you’ll nip that in the bud. As you explore who you are, what drives you crazy, and what you need, this awareness will help you grab stress by the horns with your own powerful ally—your own mind.

No stressor is ignored. The many, many stresses outside of you, some constant irritants and others that you’ve never even noticed but wear you down daily, are here with tips to bust them. The book conveniently divides the subject into themes—family, relationships, finances, and work—as well as stages in the life cycle—child stress, young adult stress, adult stress, and senior stress—so there’s something here for the whole family. It’s impossible to read this book and not learn at least one new thing about yourself.

With your mind on your side, you can take action against stress. Curious to try meditation? Wondering why your family can really, really drive you crazy? Hungry for ways to beat financial woes? It’s all in here, and much more. This book includes many, many tools for busting stress—some new to you, and others that may be old friends. As your toolbox grows, so will your ability to manage any stressful situation. Read on to continue this leg of a lifelong journey to survive stress and thrive as a healthy, happy you.



PART I

The Enemy Exposed:
 Stress and You



CHAPTER 1
Stress: Enemy or Friend?

Everyone experiences stress. But for some people, stress can seem like an enemy, hijacking their lives. Even though stress can feel like a war that never ends, believe it or not, stress is actually a sign that you’re involved with your life. Learning what causes stress, types of stress, and how to set healthy boundaries are key steps to thriving in the midst of a busy life.

 

What Is Stress?

Stress is a psychological and physical reaction to pressure placed on an individual by external or internal sources. Pressure can come from the environment outside of you, such as your home life, commute, or work life. Pressure also comes from within you, as your desires, urges, and thoughts struggle within you to meet your needs and achieve your dreams.

External Stress

External pressure comes from people you care about and concerns about your own security. Your job, finances, and family members can all be sources of external stress. External stress can be anything that happens to you; even opening your eyes in the morning and getting out of bed can be stressful sometimes. Anything that happens in your environment: at home, work, or out in the community, can all too easily put varying amounts of pressure upon you, depending on the event and what kind of day you’re having.
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Is there such a thing as “good” stress?

Eustress is a term for good stress, stress that helps motivate people to thrive. Eustress inspires people to create, produce, and enhance their lives and the lives of those around them. Anyone with awareness and discipline can channel a healthy amount of stress into a creative force.



Internal Stress

All people have hopes and dreams for themselves and for their relationships. Yet everyone alive also knows that there’s fantasy, and then there’s the reality of the real world. Internal stress is the pressure within you when your fantasies don’t measure up to the real world. Your hopes are dashed, and your expectations shattered.

Internal stress can be greater than just lost dreams, however. Internal stress includes your inner life and body. Anything happening in your body and mind becomes a source of stress depending upon how you and your body react to events around you. The drive for physical health and wellness, desire to express your deepest passion, and feelings about a spouse can all be sources of internal pressure, or stress.

Manage Stress: Don’t Autodestruct

With so much stress out there, is surviving and thriving completely hopeless? Certainly not! If you’ve ever played the Sims computer game, you’ll be familiar with a great image for seeing stress in your life. Sims are computergenerated people that you feed, walk, dress, and entertain with relationships, jobs, exercise, and comfortable homes as part of the game.

In the computer game, each Sim has a bar above her head. When the bar is green, she is well and happy. If a Sim misses a meal, has a fight, and loses her job, the bar begins to turn yellow. As the Sim loses her home and her spouse leaves, the bar turns orange. When the Sim is starving and bursts into tears, the bar turns red because the Sim’s needs continue to be neglected. Eventually, a Sim will throw a tantrum and scream at the player to meet her needs. If the player continues to refuse, the Sim will eventually autodestruct.

Each person is like a Sim, with daily needs that must be met, such as food, exercise, security, intimacy, and fun. If you forget to eat or miss your daily jog, you’re more vulnerable to stress, just like that Sim. Perhaps the bar over your head begins to turn yellow. If you experience an unpleasant conversation with your boss and skip your favorite television program to work on a report, the bar may turn orange. Stay up late, miss sleep, and the next day starts out on orange, a disaster waiting to happen.

Everyone has that bar above his head, telling him that stress is creeping in. Learning to notice it before it turns red is a key challenge for anyone seeking to mastermind stress. It can be done. The key is knowing what stresses you out and becoming aware of the trigger before stress masterminds you. This book will be your guide on the journey to keep your stress balanced and the bar above your head green.

Why Do You Get Stressed?

Stress. The word conjures up different images, memories, and perhaps even an audible ahhh! There is good news though. You are no different from anyone else. Everyone experiences stress, though what stresses out different people can vary. Everyone experiences expectations, desires, hopes, and their way of seeing the world (internal stress) as well as influences from their families and job (external stress). Enter change and uncertainty, natural parts of life, and suddenly there’s stress.

Any relationship, goal, or dream can create stress when expectations aren’t met. A boss upset that you missed a deadline is definitely stressful. A friend diagnosed with cancer causes stress because your expectations for the relationship (enjoying time with him) are suddenly shattered by the uncertainty. Unresolved issues in relationships can also be a source of stress.

Some pressure comes from sources outside your realm of control. Work, the economy, family, and relationships can all be land mines of stress, depending upon the type and quantity of events, and your ability to cope with them on a particular day. Juggling all your duties, as many multitaskers know, can become old, fast. The more on your plate, the more likely that any area may become a source of stress. You may have certain expectations for that area, but more obligations than energy to meet them.

Why Is Life So Stressful?

Stress has a stigma, as though being stressed is a bad thing. In reality, stress is a sign of being alive. However, that doesn’t mean stress is not important and should be ignored.

Life is busy, and your personal desires and relationships are demanding. If you care about your job, it can stress you out. If you care about your kids or partner, they become sources of stress. That doesn’t mean your job or loved ones are bad, just that caring opens you up to pressure because you have expectations for those relationships.

On top of your job and family, modern life is busy, noisy, crowded, and demanding. Take a moment, stop, and congratulate yourself on doing so well for so long. Seriously! Life today is hard and complicated.

Travel, technology, and the breakdown of traditional family structures all take their toll. People today tend to have fewer friends than their parents and grandparents did, though they are also much, much busier. Modern life puts more pressure on you today than your parents or grandparents experienced, making it even more important that you have an arsenal of tools to fight stress ready at your disposal.

Why Do Some People Get Stressed Out More Easily?

Certain people are, unfortunately, more susceptible to stress than others. Dr. Elaine Aron’s The Highly Sensitive Person describes how certain individuals are more responsive to stimuli from the environment. Bright lights, noises, crowds of people, long meetings, and the drama of relationships can affect these “highly sensitive people” more than others, according to Dr. Aron’s research. If you or a loved one experiences heightened stress from events and situations that don’t affect others so strongly, taking special care to manage and minimize stress will be especially important to thrive in life.
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Many people who commute spend as much time in a car every year as they would maintaining a friendship. Carpooling saves gas, allows you to use the commuter lane, reduces road rage, broadens your social network, and can even help you make a friend.



How Stressed Out Are You?

Life today is stressful because people are so busy with so many different obligations, yet stopping and listening to the self is becoming a lost art. Could a lunch-hour walk around the park have made the afternoon meeting go better? Might a difficult child respond well to the traditional cup of warm milk and a story before bed?

Remember to pause occassionally as you go through your day. Notice yourself or your loved one, and take time to actually be in the moment. Losing the self is at the heart of much daily stress. Too often, people choose to spend their time listening to another, scanning e-mails, or working through lunch instead of taking personal time to enjoy a massage, sharing a laugh with a child, or hitting the gym. It’s no wonder that “stressed out” has become a blanket term for many who are lonely, frustrated, overworked, and just plain exhausted. If you are stressed out right now, is it purely stress, or is there something lurking underneath? What are you hiding from yourself?

Acute Stress

A major change hits your life, and you instantly feel stress. Acute stress, to be precise. Also known as short-term stress, acute stress is current stress, usually caused by a recent event. Think about the most stressful event of the previous week. Did you fight with your teenager over her fashion choice? Did your car break down? Was it necessary to put a pet to sleep? If you’re still feeling tired or behind in the midst of it, that event likely left you with some residual acute stress.

A major change, such as a medical diagnosis, job loss, or death in the family, definitely causes acute stress. But even events normally perceived as positive, such as the holidays, a child’s graduation, or the addition of a new baby to the family, can create new stress. Any change in the life of you and your loved ones, good or bad, can cause pressure as you struggle to understand it and integrate it into your life.

Though everyone experiences new acute stresses every day, managing acute stress to prevent it from causing episodic stress (a pattern of stress-filled living) or chronic stress (stress that continues over a period of time with no outlet to relieve the pressure) is essential to mastermind stress.

Episodic Stress

Everyone can relate to the stress roller coaster. One event happens, and the stress begins. Then, thanks to the demands of life, the stress builds and builds until you are holding on for dear life, nauseated and screaming. One sick child can lead to a fight with your boss, then your spouse, then you miss dinner, then you forget an important soccer game, and the day just plummets. Stress drives you on a winding, wild ride against your will, and all you want is off at the next stop.

Sound familiar? Episodic stress is a series of difficulties that weaken your ability to live life to its fullest potential. One stressful event usually begins the cycle, and then other events follow, like throwing a stone into a pond. Ripples spread out from the stone, that first event, until the waters of your life are anything but calm and peaceful.

Too often, it takes time to catch up with an episode of stress. One event leads to another, until stress begins to control you. Catching stress at the first event is key to taking the steering wheel in your life. With time and practice, you can learn to drive your own life again.

Chronic Stress

Chronic stress is the worst type of stress. It is pressure so great over a period of time that you can find no adequate outlet. Sure, you can do something fun or talk with a friend, but after that distraction, you return to find the situation hasn’t gotten any better. Pain, grief, and caring for an incapacitated loved one all wear away at your reserves until you’re a ball of raw nerves, silently begging for relief from anyone who’ll listen.

With acute and episodic stress, the causing events often ease over time. With chronic stress, a stressful situation just doesn’t get better. In fact, it gets worse because the longer it lasts, the greater the toll on those involved. The wrong job, a loved one on hospice, or a child with special needs are all examples of chronic stress. All three test a person’s limits to the max. There is no relief when you live with the source of your stress every day. You can’t just quit a nightmare job, abandon a mother with end-stage uterine cancer, or ignore a child with bipolar disorder.
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Catch your breath, literally. Focusing on your breath not only lowers your heart rate and stops your mind mid-worry, but it also feels good. Take a minute or so to focus on your own breath. Close your eyes and breathe as deeply and slowly as you can three times. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out. Doesn’t that feel better?



No matter how good you are at managing your own stress, you may not be able to tackle chronic stress by yourself. If you are experiencing long-term chronic stress, explore resources available to you, such as support groups, counseling, or in-home care. The more people on board with you, sharing the burden of your chronic stress, the better chance that you will conquer it, despite the stress constantly snarling at your door.

Can Stress Be Good?

Whether stress is acute, episodic, or chronic, it has the power to quickly make life miserable. How, then, can stress be good? Stress itself is neither good nor bad. Remember, it’s a reaction to pressure you put upon yourself or others put on you.

Stress can be good when you learn to wield it in a positive direction. How many college papers were finished thanks to the pressure of a deadline? How many conversations with a loved one or friend about a misunderstanding sprouted a deeper sense of intimacy and connection? Stress can, indeed, be good when you learn to mastermind it. Think of stress not as an enemy, but as a friend who tells you that something’s not right and suggests that you take the time to figure out what’s going on.

Stress and Boundaries

Here’s a revolutionary concept in understanding stress. That gentle or nagging pressure that something isn’t quite right is actually an alarm letting you know that your internal protection system is under attack. An event, person, or lifestyle choice has done something to make you uncomfortable, and your body and mind are letting you know by going into stress mode.

Boundaries: Fences Protecting You from Stress

Think of a fence around your yard. The fence keeps unwanted guests or intruders out and your beloved family and pets in. Boundaries are fences around your time, energy, and relationships that keep you healthy, safe, and functioning.

Here’s a typical example from the workplace. Ann, an employee, is assigned to a specific project, due the following Monday. It is currently Wednesday. A single mom, Ann arranges for her sister to watch her kids so that she can get the work done over the weekend. Ann tries to keep work separate from her personal life as much as possible, so that she can give her kids the time and attention they deserve. This week is particularly important as Ann’s younger son, Jake, has an important baseball game on Thursday night.

Rayna, Ann’s boss, suddenly calls Ann into her office and says she needs the project done Friday with no explanation as to the deadline change. Ann feels a lump in her throat. After all her planning, she’s going to miss Jake’s game. Welcome, stress. The lump in Ann’s throat, anger, frustration, or even sadness, is a natural response to a boundary violation.

Even though Ann worked to manage the stress of her deadline by arranging child care and planning to be present with her family, her boss violated a boundary by changing the deadline on Ann. Rayna crashed through the fence Ann created to keep work out of her time with her family when she changed the deadline without consulting or warning Ann. If this theme continues, the stress of working for Rayna may drive Ann to seek another position.

When Boundaries Are Bad, Stress Is Worse

Boundaries are not always healthy. Anyone can let his guard down when exhausted or overwhelmed, but some people have unhealthy boundaries in general due to such things as mental illness, addiction, or poor parenting.

Melanie Beattie’s Codependent No More explores the theme of codependency, people with unhealthy boundaries due to a lack of self-esteem and self-value. Codependents are unable to have healthy relationships with others because they are looking for other people to meet their needs. Many people exhibits traits of codependency in various relationships, so exploring the subject more may be helpful if the following descriptions of codependent traits ring true for you or a loved one.

People with bad boundaries, either too weak or overly protective, are walking generators of stress, both for themselves and for others. When a person has no boundaries, others may walk into the individual’s “yard” and get too close, too fast. Those with no boundaries or very loose boundaries can be clingy, manipulative, and draining. On the other hand, people with super-protective boundaries won’t let anyone get too close. Cold, reserved, and withdrawn, people with super boundaries may lash out for no apparent reason at those who try to have normal relationships with them, making them stressful for others to be around.

If an individual in your life fits into either category, don’t worry. You can minimize this person’s effect on you by reducing contact and setting your own limits on the relationship, which will slowly reduce the stress generated from association with that individual. Even if the individual with bad boundaries is your boss or spouse, exploring what stresses you out will increase awareness and resilience against stress from that individual.
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It’s impossible to drink a very hot drink quickly. Force yourself to take a break, and reduce your stress, by brewing a cup of hot tea. Many herbal teas, such as chamomile and mint, are particularly relaxing. Spend ten minutes enjoying your cup, and maybe even catch your breath at the same time.



How Do You Get Rid of Stress?

Everyone’s dying to get rid of stress, although many people will deny the problem. “I’m not that stressed.” “I have my stress under control.” “I’m not stressed out enough to need a book or a class about stress management.” The reality is, stress is a part of life. Whether it’s acute stress or chronic stress, everyone who cares about themselves or others experiences stress.

Instead of fighting to get rid of stress in your life, consider embracing stress. Is this a paradox? No! You are the expert on you. You have lived with yourself and know yourself better than anyone else. Who better, then, to manage your stress than you?

Awareness is key to taking the reins on stress in your life. Notice what stresses you out. Become aware of how you physically, emotionally, and spiritually experience stress. Stop yourself before you step on the stress roller coaster and let stress drive you into the disasters of a very bad day. Now that you’ve seen the monster, read on to learn how to identify stress in your life.



CHAPTER 2
Signs Stress Is Controlling Your Body

Stress doesn’t just feel bad, it is also exhausting. That’s because stress puts the body on red alert. The brain, digestive system, cardiovascular system, immune system, the skin—everything’s primed for action after the boss’s new deadline or the spouse’s rant. The problem is, the red alert too often leaves you running on empty. Explore how stress affects the body—and your body in particular—as the journey of masterminding your stress continues.

 

Stress on Your Body

Each human body is a miraculous collection of cells that work together to create a unique human being. Nothing exemplifies this uniqueness more than stress’s effects on the body. Stress can manifest itself in different ways, depending upon the person and the situation. Experience migraines after a hard day at work? Abdominal cramps three days after the car breaks down? Nightmares for months after a divorce? Stress can pop up anywhere, and knowing your body’s signals is key to managing stress in your life.

The Red-Alert Stress Response

Why does your body rebel after a stressful event or series of events? Stress literally wipes you out. Your body is pulsing with adrenaline, ready to act. Your senses are heightened, scanning the environment for danger. Like a gazelle quivering on the African savanna, your body’s alert and pumping all reserve energy into surviving the upcoming danger, whatever it may be.

Stress’s red-alert response is extremely useful to outrun a lion. Though the stress response—turning on red alert—is a natural response to danger, the human body just isn’t designed to fight danger all the time. No one can outrun a lion every day, and no one can live in a state of constant stress without costs to the body.

Why Stress Is Exhausting

To understand how stress wipes you out, it helps to have some background on how stress affects the body. Around the beginning of the twentieth century, physiologist Walter B. Cannon coined the phrase “fight or flight” to describe the biochemical changes stress invokes in the body, preparing it to flee or confront danger more safely and effectively. Just like a gazelle, you tense up, scan the scene, and instantly decide whether to fight or flee.

The fight or flight response is a complicated process that affects your mind and body.

Here’s what happens inside your body when you feel stress and activate red-alert mode:


	Your cerebral cortex sends an alarm message to your hypothalamus, the part of your brain that releases the chemicals that create the stress response. Anything your brain perceives as stress will cause this effect, whether or not you are in any real danger.

	Your hypothalamus releases chemicals that stimulate your sympathetic nervous system to prepare for danger.

	Your nervous system reacts by raising your heart rate, respiration rate, and blood pressure. Everything gets turned “up.”

	Your muscles tense, preparing for action. Blood moves away from the extremities and your digestive system, into your muscles and brain. Blood sugars are mobilized to travel to where they will be needed most.

	Your senses get sharper. You can hear better, see better, smell better, taste better.



Sounds great, right? Heightened senses, increased productivity—suddenly you’re a star in the latest Hollywood sci-fi thriller, bounding tall buildings, blasting tentacled aliens, and saving the world.

Side Effects of Stress

You already know you’re not a superhero. Stress takes its toll on your body with any of the following unwanted side effects:


	Sweating

	Cold extremities

	Nausea, vomiting

	Diarrhea

	Muscle tension

	Dry mouth

	Confusion

	Nervousness, anxiety

	Irritability, impatience

	Frustration

	Panic

	Hostility, aggression



Even worse, being under stress for extended periods of time has been linked to depression, loss or increase of appetite resulting in undesirable weight changes, frequent minor illnesses, increased aches and pains, sexual problems, fatigue, loss of interest in social activities, increased addictive behavior, chronic headaches, acne, chronic backaches, chronic stomachaches, and worsened symptoms associated with medical conditions such as asthma and arthritis. The costs of red-alert mode are very high. Is it worth it? Definitely not, which is why it’s important to find ways to deal with stress.
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Make a list of the physical symptoms you experience from excessive stress. Take the time to reflect on each physical symptom, and be attentive to any event that triggers the physical symptom in the following week. Explore ways to minimize the stress causing the physical condition. Do you have headaches as a consequence of fighting with your partner over not spending enough time together? Hire a babysitter for a date night. Your body may just thank you.



Stress and the Brain

The brain is where the stress response begins. All that adrenaline, pumped into every system because the brain fears your life is at stake, can do more than just affect your body. Anxiety, a chronic feeling of stress about everything, forgetfulness, and system overload are also culprits of stress on the brain.

The stress response causes the production of chemicals that make the brain react more quickly and think more sharply. Yet, under prolonged conditions of excessive stress, the response also depletes other chemicals, keeping you from thinking effectively or reacting quickly. So at first, the answers to a test come to you without hesitation. However, three hours into the test and you can barely remember which end of the pencil you are supposed to use to fill in those endless little circles. To keep your brain working at its optimal level on a daily basis, you can’t allow stress to overwhelm your circuits.

Brain Brownout

Though most people will never admit it, everyone has experienced burnt-out brain circuits to some degree. Indeed, burnout is becoming an epidemic as people struggle to manage their stress. Many people struggle with anxiety and depression, both signs that the brain’s circuits are not firing properly.

Two mental illnesses, generalized anxiety order and depression, exemplify a brain short circuiting. Generalized anxiety disorder is chronic stress for no apparent reason, while depression is a sense of empty hopelessness and a loss of the ability to enjoy life. Both exemplify a brain on burnout that can’t tell what’s really stressful or even what’s pleasurable anymore.
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Though medications help many people manage their depression, changing your patterns of thinking can also facilitate healing. Optimism is a key factor in cognitive behavioral therapy, a popular and effective treatment for depression. Hang an upbeat quote above the bathroom mirror, play with a puppy, or volunteer at a preschool to find some daily joy in life and heal a brain short circuiting from stress.



Though understanding mental illnesses’ causes and effects is a complicated process, more and more people are being diagnosed with depression and chronic anxiety. If you have experienced either condition, reflect on your life and see if a stressful event, job, or relationship may have been a factor contributing to this condition.

Tummy Trouble

Stress doesn’t just affect the brain, but also the digestive system, or “second brain.” The gut is the source of hormones and chemicals that regulate mood. Long-term episodic or chronic stress has been linked to a number of digestive maladies. It’s no wonder that stress-related conditions such as irritable bowel disease, Crohn’s disease, and celiac disease are on the rise as people’s guts struggle with stress overload.

How Stress Affects the Digestive System

When the body undergoes the stress response, first the blood is diverted away from the digestive tract to large muscles. Stomach and intestines may empty their contents, preparing the body for quick action. Many people experiencing stress, anxiety, and nervousness also experience stomach cramps, nausea, vomiting, or diarrhea. (Doctors used to call this “a nervous stomach.”)

Poor Diet and Stress

Poor diet is also a contributor to digestive distress. Many people forget to drink water and eat well while stressed, which can lead to constipation and even hemorrhoids. Others substitute soda and processed food when life gets tough, and both can cause constipation from lack of fiber and essential nutrients. To maintain a healthy digestive system, be sure to eat well and drink plenty of water, especially when stressed.

Dangers of Emotional Eating

Mood eating can lead to weight gain in addition to digestive problems. Eating to “feel” better is not good, for your feelings or for your waistline. Yet many people grab a soda or eat a tasty, high-fat meal to unwind after a stressful day. To make it worse, many people have a favorite comfort food, sweet or salty, held close like a teddy bear during times of stress. Even people who eat well as a rule break down for a treat in the midst of stress.

An occasional treat is part of a healthy and balanced diet. Eating badly to feel better, however, is neither healthy nor balanced. Explore other activities to unwind besides eating a mixing bowl full of ice cream. Exercise, a healthy snack, or other treat can easily be substituted for a fatty, sugary feelgood friend as a reward for a stressful event or conversation.

Cardiovascular Connection

Heart attacks used to be an epidemic for men, the strong silent types who bore the stress of work and family alone. In recent years, heart attacks have become an epidemic for women, too. In addition to medication and a healthy diet, the cardiologist will advise all heart patients to manage their stress. It’s never too soon, however, to manage your stress without the advice of a cardiologist.
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