True Growth Counselling Life Skills

STRESS MANAGEMENT
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What is Stress?
Stress is a condition or feeling experienced when a person perceives that they don’t have the time, resources or knowledge to handle a situation. In other words, it is what we feel when we think we’ve lost control of events. 
Stress trigger’s a fight-or-flight response in individuals when they perceive a situation as threatening or when they get a shock. Hormones are released which enable the person to run faster, heart rate increases, sweating occurs to cool muscles and blood is diverted to essential organs. The negative consequences are that the individual is more excitable, anxious, jumpy and irritable. While this is beneficial in a life-threatening situation, there are very few situations in modern working life where this response is useful. Most situations benefit from a calm, rational and socially sensitive approach. Long term this response may also cause poor health (stroke, depression, high blood pressure, weakened immune system, cardiovascular disease) and burnout.
A mild degree of stress and tension can sometimes be beneficial. For example, it often compels us to do a good job, finish an assignment and focus better. 
A study conducted by Ohio State University, published in the journal “Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences”, found that dealing with persistent long-term stress (like caring for an elderly parent or toxic boss) can lead to an increase in inflammation which causes a variety of health issues (www.health.com)

Signs of Stress
1. Frequent headaches
2. Cold or sweaty hands and feet
3. Frequent heartburn, stomach pain and/or nausea
4. Panic attacks
5. Excessive sleeping or insomnia
6. Persistent difficulty concentrating
7. Obsessive or compulsive behaviours
8. Constant fatigue
9. Social withdrawal or isolation
10. Irritability and anger outbursts
11. Significant weight gain or loss
12. Consistent feelings of being overwhelmed or overloaded

Unhealthy Ways of Dealing with Stress
1. Alcohol and Drugs (includes smoking which creates more stress than it alleviates)
2. Eating too much or too little
3. Consuming high levels of sugar
4. Sleeping too much 
5. Zoning out for hours in front of the TV or computer
6. Withdrawing from family and friends
7. Procrastinating (only adds to stress levels)
8. Compulsive spending (retail therapy)

Healthy Ways of Managing Stress
While elimination of stress is unrealistic, it is possible to manage stress. 
1. Keep a stress diary. Identify what cause frequent stress in your life. As you write down events, think about why this situation causes you stress. The Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale can be useful to identify specific events which may be putting you at risk of long term stress. Stressors can either come from outside sources or self-induced. 
2. Manage your time. Time management is key; make a to-do-list with the most important items listed first. Delegate tasks, if possible and also learn to say “no”. Limit yourself to only check e-mails at specific times. Become better organised. 
3. Accept your limits
4. Be cautious of technology overload. Switch off all electronic devices a while before going to bed so that you can use the time to switch off fully. The bright light can also interfere with your natural sleep cycle. Remove any television sets from the bedroom.
5. Cognitive restructuring
6. Journaling and talking to someone (venting)
7. Sense of humour/laughing
8. Playing with pets
9. Relaxation techniques (progressive muscle relaxation, imagery, deep breathing)
10. Build up a support network
11. Exercise and stretching. Take a scenic walk
12. Sufficient sleep
13. Healthy diet with less stimulants and sugar. An unhealthy body has a tougher time combatting stresses as resources are quickly depleted. 
14. Anger management
15. Healthy conflict resolution (covered in a later class)
16. Take time out to spend with loved ones
17. Recreation
18. Soothing music
19. Long bath and essential oils such as lavender 
20. Camomile tea, bananas
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