
Everyone experiences stress. Stress can come from anywhere: day-to-day activi-

ties, relationships, work, life changes, illness, even from fun events. 

Everyone reacts differently to it. Many people don’t even know they are

stressed until they begin to experience serious symptoms. Symptoms can be psy-

chological, physical, or both. 

What Are the Symptoms of Stress?

Symptoms can include irritability, lack of concentration, worrying, minor

headaches, eating too much or too little, not sleeping well, lower back pain,

rashes, an upset stomach or ulcers, migraine or tension headaches, high blood

pressure, and chest pains, to name a few. Stress can also make physical problems

worse, lower your resistance to disease, and affect how well your body responds to

sickness and how well you recover from minor setbacks. 

Stress affects us all in one way or another. Some people deal well with their

stress. Some people have learned to identify their stressors (those things that

cause people to feel stress) and deal with them appropriately. Unfortunately,

many of us do not deal effectively with the stressors in our lives.

Stress Management Techniques

Things I Can Do on My Own 

Do you work too much? Do you get so busy with the kids that you are too tired

to go out and have fun or relax? Do you put things off until the last minute? Do

you avoid dealing with problems? Do you feel stuck in your life? Do you plan too

much but feel ineffective? 

People can manage their own stressors by taking time out of their busy lives

and identifying potential conflicts, changes, worries, or time constraints that they

have. First, figure out what your stressors are; then, see if the stressor is within or

outside of your control. 

For example, if your job is based on deadlines, unless you decide to change

jobs, the stressor is outside of your control. In this case, while you can’t control

the stressors, you may be able to do things to make them more manageable. For

instance, in a job with tight deadlines, you might schedule 5-minute breaks, just

to catch your breath and relax. Also, you might try to get to bed earlier so that you

are more refreshed and less tired; you might even try to delegate more or see if

the work flow can be rearranged to make things move more smoothly. A key is to

determine what is within your control to change and what isn’t, and then try to af-

fect those things that are within your control.

What is within your control is what you do for yourself to help get rid of the

stress on a regular basis. Some people work out at a gym, others meditate. So you

can influence how stressors affect you. A lot of times it is something we are doing

to ourselves that makes something even more stressful. In the example we just

discussed, perhaps you did not take a break to eat a healthy lunch, or you are re-

ally mad that a co-worker left extra work for you, but feel there is nothing you can

do about it. In the first example, you could try to schedule a break or eat more
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healthy snacks; in the second example, you could talk with your colleague about

the extra work.

We all know about eating healthy, sleeping enough, exercising, relaxing, en-

joying friends and family, and taking care of our bodies. However, many of us

don’t do these things and, consequently, we add to our stress level. Some people

can figure out what to do on their own, but many of us require a behavioral psy-

chologist to help us put together our own unique program that matches our indi-

vidual needs.

There are several techniques that can be taught by trained behavior therapists

or cognitive behavior therapists to help you identify and effectively deal with

your stress.

Therapy Techniques I Can Learn

There are many techniques available to manage stress. Below are some that

are commonly used by behavior therapists to help their patients reduce stress.

You and your therapist must thoroughly assess which of these would be most

useful for your life and your unique stressors. 

1. Progressive Relaxation Training and Controlled Breathing Tech-

niques effectively reduce physical tension, anxiety, and overall stress level. Pro-

gressive Relaxation Training involves a series of exercises that train your body

and mind to become gradually more relaxed. It requires an initial time invest-

ment, but, with practice, can be effective in reducing stress. Controlled Breath-

ing requires less time at first, and works well with people who can clear their

mind and learn to regulate their breathing, thus relaxing the rest of the body.

Sometimes this is harder to do because many people who are used to being

stressed tend to breath in a shallow and quick manner. Your therapist is trained

to determine which individuals respond better to which treatment, and can also

help determine which technique is likely to benefit you most. Some therapists

may use biofeedback techniques to help determine which techniques work best

for you. 

2. Cognitive Restructuring works very well with accumulated stress and

for people who tend to overreact or underreact to situations. In cognitive re-

structuring, your therapist will help you look at situations to see when you might

be incorrectly viewing a problem and help you see the problem for what it is. For

instance, many of us make assumptions or have unnecessary worries that go far

beyond what the situation calls for. Your therapist can help you identify when

your thoughts and feelings are inappropriate to the situation and when they ac-

tually contribute to your stress. They can teach you a method to catch yourself

when you do it, and teach you how to use logic to revise your reaction to a level

appropriate to the situation. This treatment works well for people feeling stuck

in their lives, who fly off the handle, and who get upset even with little things.

Because this technique teaches you to question how you think about things (or

how you feel about things), this also helps people feel more comfortable stand-

ing up for themselves and about their ability to be effective in their own lives.

3. Assertiveness Training and Communication Skills Training can

be used jointly with one of the above techniques or may be effective when used

alone. Both techniques teach you how to deal with difficulties in a fair and tact-

ful way, where everyone’s rights are considered. Many people avoid dealing with

stressful situations, such as asking for more money or asking the *neighbors to

keep their cat away from the bird feeder. They feel they have no right to ask for



what they want, fear they will make matters worse, or fear rejection. Learning

how to approach others, speak up for oneself, and use good speaking and listen-

ing skills can be extremely effective in reducing the stress that results from inter-

acting—or the mere prospect of interacting—with others.

4. Problem-Solving Techniques are extremely helpful in combination

with the above or on their own to help people, couples, groups, and families 

reduce stress. You learn techniques that help you focus on solutions instead of

focusing on the problem. Because we often focus on the problem, rather than

thinking of solutions, we increase stress and feel hopeless, helpless, or out of

control. The therapist can teach you how to use these techniques and discover

ways to focus on solutions, which will help overcome the stressors or, at least,

minimize their effects.
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