Life Style Methods for Stress Management


Support from others may be the single most important life style method for coping with stress.  Talking with others allows the opportunity to “get things off our chest,” and put problems in perspective.  It can also provide an opportunity for positive feelings which can balance out “hassles.”  Unfortunately, sometimes when feeling “stressed out,” the tendency may be to want to withdraw, when in fact what is needed most is positive human contact.  Also, there may be fear of what others may think when we disclose our upsetting feelings, when in fact we may discover that others have experienced similar feelings.  There may also be a desire not to burden others, when in fact most of us like to feel needed by our friends.  Support from others can be a very powerful resource for managing stress.  People who currently lack a social support network should consider developing even one or two trusting relationships. 

Planning ahead can be an important preventive part of stress management (e.g., planning to take less traveled roads during busy traffic hours).  Planning ahead helps structure our time and increase our sense of control.  In addition, by planning ahead to do enjoyable activities we are much more likely to actually do them, thus adding to our quality of life.  Finally, planning ahead helps us to set goals.  Setting realistic goals, whether they be short, medium or long term, helps give meaningful direction for our activities.  Goals, no matter how small, also help us enjoy the feeling of success each time we attain them.

Exercise of any type can also be extremely helpful!  Exercise gives our bodies the opportunity to do what it was designed to do when under stress, and can prevent the build up of potentially harmful stress produced substances in our bodies.  Almost any type of exercise is good, although exercises which increase our heart rate and oxygen intake have been found to be particularly beneficial.  As a stress management technique, exercise is likely to be most  useful when we can find ways to make it enjoyable.  This means finding an exercise which we like (not everyone is a marathon runner), and if possible arranging our schedule so that we can exercise at a relaxing pace in surroundings we find pleasant.  In addition, exercise should not be overdone (the idea is to reduce stress).  Exercise maybe especially enjoyable and more likely to occur if we combine it with social support and exercise with a friend.


Proper nutrition can also play an important role.  This is especially true for people whose diet includes too much caffeine or alcohol, both of which directly affect the central nervous system.  Too much caffeine can actually create a biochemical stress response in our body and cause us to feel chronically on edge.  Alcohol is a central nervous depressant and can lower our mood over the long run.  Both caffeine and alcohol can interfere with normal sleep cycles, and may deplete the body of B vitamins, which help us to cope with stress.  In addition, try to avoid excess sugar.  Although sugar may give us energy in the short run, excess sugar can have the opposite effect and produce a “sugar drop” which can make us feel lethargic, irritable, depressed or anxious.  In addition, the way in which we eat meals can helpus eo manage stress.  When given the opportunity, it can be helpful to try to relax during a meal rather than rush through it or do work while we eat.

Compensate for the stress in your life.  This method involves finding ways to balance out our stress with activities which help restore us.  This cold be quiet time alone to compensate for crowds, a hobby or sport in which we excel to compensate for feelings of inadequacy at a new job, or a class of special interest to compensate for a boring routine.  This method can be especially useful if we know in advance that we will be acing a particularly difficult stressor (for example, scheduling a particularly enjoyable activity to follow a tough week or day).  In this way we can actually look forward to the activity as a way to cope with stress even when in the midst of it.  Related to this is the use of a stress “transition period.”  This involves a brief period of time which allows us to wind down in between activities, such as between work and home.  Sometimes simply driving home and listening to music can do this.  Other times we need to plan a brief period for personal relation (e.g., a few minutes of silence alone, reading the funnies, a phone call with a friend, etc.)
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