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What is stress?
• Body’s natural response to a real or 

perceived threat or harm (i.e. a 
‘stressor’ or ‘trigger’)
• Everyone experiences stress differently, so one 

stressor may be mild to someone and very stressful to 
someone else. Often a result of perceived control, 
predictability, and ongoing other stressors. 
• A strong reaction to a small event is an alert that your 

brain is on stress processing overload and it’s time to 
try some stress management techniques.



Responses to acute and chronic stress



• Cognitive impairment

• Depression

• Faster aging

• Alzheimer’s disease

Central Nervous
System Impairment

• Diabetes

• Obesity

• Impaired gut microbiome

Metabolism

• Hypertension

• Atherosclerosis

Cardiovascular

• Autoimmune disorders

• Blunted immune response

Immune system

Health consequences from chronic stress

It’s important to find ways to downregulate stress 
and mitigate these effects. 



Reaction vs response



Activity
Setting intentions



Negativity bias
• Humans evolved to respond 

to threats to life or safety
• This stress response system 

kept us alive

• Human brain is hard-wired 
to recognize negative 
events over positive events



Activity
• Think about specific events or 

experiences that happened over 
the last 7 days and write down 
the first 10 things you think of. It 
can be anything that comes to 
mind.

• Now, write down 10 specific 
events or experiences that 
happened, but force yourself to 
think of events that make you 
feel happy or grateful—no matter 
how small.



How much stress should we have?



Types of stress
•Physical challenges
• Bad posture
• An acute injury
• Muscle soreness from exercise
• Physical job-related activities 

(e.g. lifting or carrying)

• Environmental challenges
• Noise
• Pollution
• Temperature stress (too hot or too cold)
• Lack of green space



Activity
Yoga/Gentle Stretching



Types of stress
•Psychological challenges
• Losing a job
• An argument with a friend
• Death of a friend or loved 

one
• Financial difficulty
• Divorce
• Criticism from your boss
• Experiencing theft



Physical vs psychological stress



Activity
Gratitude practice and Rumination activity



Types of stress
• Social stress

• Relationship conflict
• Gossip
• Bullying
• Loneliness

• Positive social relationships 
can buffer against stress
• Touch as a stress buffer

• Massage
• Meaningful hugs
• Self-soothing (e.g. placing a hand on your heart or belly)



‘Good’ vs ‘bad’ stress



Activity
Identifying stress



• Exercise regularly
• Distract yourself with music 

and reading
• Seek out green spaces
• Confide in friends
• Meditation
• Limit screen time
• Take deep breaths

Additional ways to manage stress



Deep breathing for managing 
stress

4-7-8 Breathing



Summary
• Stress is a given; it’s how we 

respond to it and manage it 
that’s important
• Chronic worrying and stress is 

unhealthy for both the brain and 
body
• Find stress management 

techniques that work for you; 
what works for one person may 
not work for another



Thank you

amy@brainmattershawaii.org
www.brainmattershawaii.org 
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