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Before we can really understand how to reduce 

stress we need to know what stress is, exactly. 

Stress is the full-body response that occurs in 

response to what we call a stressor—a stressor is 

some event that we perceive as threatening [1]. 

The stressor can be something that occurs in our 

daily lives or it can be something that occurs inside 

of our minds—for example, our health can be a 

stressor, but our worries about our health can also 

be a stressor.

The response that we have to a stressor is called 

“stress.” Stress is a cascade of bodily changes 

including activation of the HPA-axis, activation of 

the sympathetic nervous system, the release of 

cortisol and the release of the catecholamines 

norepinephrine and epinephrine. The adrenal 

glands are then responsible for turning off cortisol, 

and glucocorticoids help balance the HPA axis after 

the stressor is no longer present [1].

A little bit of stress, or “good stress” can be really 

beneficial—it helps us stay alert and focused while 

decreasing our body’s energy expenditure on things 

like appetite and digestion. Even moderately difficult 

stressors can be “good stress” because they can be 

growth-experiences and increase resilience [2].

STRESS. YOU KNOW THE FEELING. YOUR MIND RACES, YOUR BODY 
TIGHTENS, MAYBE YOU EVEN HAVE A HARD TIME EATING OR SLEEPING. 
WE KNOW THAT STRESS DOESN’T FEEL GOOD, AND WE MAY EVEN KNOW 
THAT STRESS IS BAD FOR OUR HEALTH, BUT SO MANY OF US DON’T 
KNOW HOW TO STOP IT. 
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“Tolerable stress” refers to the kind of stress we can cope with, but it may also produce a feeling of 

“distress”—or a sense of unease and helplessness to control the situation. 

Lastly, “toxic stress” refers to when we experience a stressor and we just can’t cope with it. We can have 

difficulty coping with stress for a variety of reasons—for example, our genetics and our upbringing can 

leave us more or less resilient to stress. We can also have a harder time with stress if our body’s current 

stress load is already high or if our stress response systems are worn down and not working well. 

Regardless of the causes, “toxic stress” is likely to last longer than “good stress” and cause more problems 

because it’s harder to deal with and recover from [2].

Any prolonged stress can harm our bodies, namely our digestive function, reproduction and immunity [1]. 

For example, if we experience just a little stress, our immune system gets a boost. Our body is trying to help 

us out by fighting off disease and repairing wounds. But if we’re exposed to ongoing stress for a few weeks 

(or longer), our immune system gets tired and is suppressed [2]. That’s why it’s so important that we learn 

how to stop stress and get our bodies back in balance as quickly as possible after experiencing a stressor.

So what, exactly, should we do to reduce our stress? The good news is that there are many research-

supported ways to reduce stress. 

WE CAN REDUCE 
STRESS BOTH  
BY TARGETING  
OUR BODIES AND  
BY TARGETING  
OUR THOUGHTS.
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STRESS-REDUCING STRATEGIES YOU CAN START TODAY. 

1. DO YOGA
Cortisol is the primary activator of the stress response. So to beat our stress, we can start by doing activities 

that balance cortisol. One of these activities is yoga.

One study asked people to do yoga for three months. They found that people who did 50 or more yoga 

sessions across a three-month period showed a significant drop in cortisol while people who did not do 

yoga didn’t have this same drop in cortisol [3]. That means that four yoga sessions per week could result in 

a meaningful decrease in stress. So consider trying a yoga class near you or online.

2. BOOST 
PROSOCIAL 
EMOTIONS
Prosocial emotions are positive emotions toward 

others, for example emotions like compassion, 

gratitude and loving kindness. In one study, people 

engaged in an intervention that included 30 

minutes of prosocial discussion and loving-kindness 

mediation five days per week for three months. 

This intervention decreased cortisol secretion by up 

to 51 percent [4]. This suggests that experiencing 

prosocial emotions may help reduce stress.
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One of the ways your body responds to stressors is 

with muscle tension. Progressive muscle relaxation 

is one tool that can help relieve that tension. It 

involves tensing a group of muscles as you breathe 

in and quickly releasing tension as you breathe out. 

Proceed through one set of muscles at a time. For 

example, start with the hands, then forearms, then 

biceps, then shoulders and so on. 

Research has shown that progressive muscle 

relaxation can lower cortisol in the short-term 

and in the longer-term [5, 6]. For example, one 

study asked employees to spend 20 minutes doing 

progressive muscle relaxation in a quiet room 

during daily lunch breaks. After six months, these 

people had lower cortisol at both lunchtime and 

upon waking in the morning [6]. This suggests that 

progressive muscle relaxation may be helpful for 

reducing stress in the moment, but it may also be 

helpful for managing chronic or ongoing stress.

3. TRY 
PROGRESSIVE 
MUSCLE 
RELAXATION



4. GET A 
MASSAGE
A massage can feel good and relaxing. But research shows that 

massages can also decrease cortisol in the body. For example, 

one study found that 10 30-minute massage therapy sessions 

over five weeks contributed to lower cortisol in both the saliva 

and urine. Lower cortisol in the urine suggests that these people 

had lower cortisol over a longer period of time (i.e., since they  

last urinated) [7].

RESEARCH SHOWS  
THAT MASSAGES 
CAN DECREASE 
CORTISOL IN 
THE BODY.
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5. WATCH POSITIVE OR 
HUMOROUS VIDEOS
When we’re stressed, sometimes we just want to crash on the couch in front of the TV. Well, research 

suggests that might not be such a bad idea—that is as long as we’re watching something positive or 

humorous. That’s right. One study showed that watching a few video clips that induced positive emotions 

reduced cortisol [8]. So if you’re feeling stressed out, take a quick break to watch some cute cat videos or 

something else that you find funny or enjoyable.

6. LISTEN TO 
SOOTHING 
MUSIC

In addition to watching funny movies, we can also listen to soothing music to reduce stress [9]. 

One study showed that listening to calming music after a stressful event helps us more quickly 

reduce the cortisol levels in our bodies [10]. Without this calming activity, the study suggests that 

our cortisol response continues to rise, even after the stressful event has ended. So next time 

something is getting you really amped up, put on some calming music and turn down your 

stress response. 
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7. DON’T RESTRICT CALORIES

8. EAT STRESS- 
BUSTING FOODS
If we’re stressed, our bodies can become depleted of important stress-relieving nutrients and they can 

become more sensitive to stress-inducing foods. So to reduce stress, it’s key to make sure we’re eating the 

right foods. 

For example, foods naturally rich in magnesium and zinc are thought to help us feel calmer [12-14]. Foods 

like salmon, which are high in omega-3 fatty acids [15] and foods like sauerkraut or kefir, which are high in 

probiotics, appear to help reduce anxiety, at least in some people [16]. In contrast, consuming caffeine can 

result in greater negative emotions and greater panic symptoms [17]. By being aware of how foods may 

increase or decrease our stress, we can better manage stress when it arises.

Many of us diet in an attempt to 

improve our health. In fact, 47 percent 

of adults in the United States are trying 

to lose weight at any given time [11]. 

But if our goal is to reduce stress,  

we have to be careful because low 

calorie diets lead to increased cortisol. 

One study showed that three weeks 

on a 1200 calorie per day diet led 

to greater cortisol [11]. So if you do 

decide to diet, be sure not to restrict 

calories too much or for too long.
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In addition to doing things that balance or reduce our cortisol, we can also decrease stress by doing 

things that activate the parasympathetic nervous system. The parasympathetic nervous system is largely 

responsible for stopping our fight or flight responses and helping us to relax [18]. 

One of the easiest ways to activate the parasympathetic nervous system is with deep breathing. For 

example, SKY breathing—a technique involving cycling slow breathing (2-4 breaths per minute) then fast 

(30 breaths per minute), then three long “Om”s, or a long vibrating exhale—has been shown to reduce 

anxiety [19]. Breathing techniques like this one can help you activate your parasympathetic nervous system 

and turn off your stress response.

9. WORK ON YOUR 
BREATHING



11. SUBMERGE YOURSELF IN 
COLD WATER
Perhaps one of the more surprising ways to activate the parasympathetic nervous system is by 

submerging our bodies in cold water. Research has shown that spending 20 minutes in ~80 degree 

Fahrenheit (26 degrees Celsius) water significantly increased parasympathetic activity [22]. So, if you’re 

feeling stressed, jumping in a cold river, pool or shower can be a fast way to stop your stress response 

and generate a sense of calm.
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10. EXERCISE
Another good way to increase 

parasympathetic activity is with regular 

cardiovascular and weight training exercise 

[20, 21]. Exercise actually increases in-the-

moment sympathetic activity (during the 

exercise) but by engaging in regular exercise, 

we increase parasympathetic activity over all. 

This can help us prevent stress and help our 

bodies cope more effectively when we are 

stressed again in the future.
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12. DO A CATECHOLAMINE 
DETOX
One more part of the stress response is the release of the catecholamines norepinephrine and 

epinephrine [1, 23]. The gene catechol-O-methyltransferase (COMT) is largely responsible for detoxing the 

body of these catecholamines after the stressor is gone and they are no longer needed [24]. 

If we’re stressed a lot, the catecholamine detox system may get backed up and slow down. That’s why 

if you’ve experienced frequent or chronic stress, it can be helpful to do a short catecholamine detox by 

avoiding catecholamine-rich foods, drinks and supplements. Foods rich in catecholamines include green/

black tea, coffee, chocolate, caffeine and anything with quercetin in it [25]. In addition, high protein foods 

contain tyrosine, which contributes to more to catecholamines in the body [26]. So if you’re doing a 

catecholamine detox, be sure not to consume tea, quercetin-rich foods or too much protein. 

13. GET 
GOOD SLEEP 
You already know it’s important to get 

good sleep. But when it comes to reducing 

stress, sleep is essential. Research has 

shown that a lack of sleep can contribute to 

anxiety [27], and poor sleep is associated 

with higher levels of the stress hormones 

norepinephrine and epinephrine [28]. That’s 

why when working on reducing stress, it’s 

key to get all the sleep you need.
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14. DEVELOP A  
CHALLENGE MINDSET
Stress is defined as a response to something that is perceived as threatening. That means that much of 

what makes something stressful is our perception of that thing as a threat. But that’s good news. It means 

that when some tough event comes our way, we actually have some control over how we respond to it. We 

can view it as a challenge that we can handle instead of a threat that would overwhelm us. 

It may be that these two response types, challenge versus threat, parallel our decision of fight versus flight. 

When we view a stressor as a threat, we tend to have a stronger desire to avoid it. But when we view a 

stressor as a challenge we have a stronger desire to approach it [29]. 

The research suggests that changing how we view a stressor changes how our body responds to it [30] 

and that a challenge mindset appears to be the better choice [29]. So when encountering a stressor, take 

a moment to pause and give yourself a little pep talk. Tell yourself something like, “You can do this! You’re 

stronger than you think!” This may help your mind and body shift in ways that can help you cope with stress 

more effectively.



15. BE MORE 
MINDFUL
Mindfulness involves being aware but non-judgmental 

about our thoughts, feelings and surroundings [31]. 

Many people use mindful meditation to reduce negative 

emotions like stress and anxiety, but we can also work 

on being more mindful in our daily lives by building skills 

like present awareness and compassionate acceptance 

[31]. So next time you are feeling stressed, try to practice 

these skills or do a short mindful meditation.

 

16. PRACTICE NAMING 
YOUR EMOTIONS
When we’re stressed we often become overwhelmed by our emotions. But if we practice identifying, 

labeling and differentiating between our emotions, we can better understand how we are feeling and take 

the right actions to effectively resolve those feelings [32]. For example, if you’re feeling stressed about a 

conflict with a family member, ask yourself what emotions you’re feeling. 

Maybe you’re feeling embarrassed for a mistake you made. Maybe you’re feeling unappreciated for all the 

things you do for this person. Or maybe you’re feeling sad about the state of your relationship with this 

person. By getting clearer on the root emotions, you can more easily take actions or shift your perspective 

to resolve those feelings and reduce your stress.
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17. GET BETTER ACQUAINTED 
WITH YOUR STRESS
Stress can include a lot of bodily changes and physical sensations like racing heart, quick breathing and 

tightening muscles. These feelings are there to warn us that something is wrong. If we can become more 

aware of our personal stress sensations, we can intervene sooner and prevent our stress from spiraling out 

of control. So we’re served by observing our bodily sensations without judgment or avoidance [32], but also 

attempting to change our surroundings to prevent our stress from becoming chronic.

genetics that impair glutathione production). NAC has been shown to aid cancer prevention due to it’s 

ability to aid the metabolism of xenobiotics [19].

18. STOP 
RUMINATION 
CYCLES
When we ruminate, we think about the 

causes and implications of our current 

circumstances [33]. When we do this we get 

stuck in our heads—we’re in the past and 

the future but not in the present. We can get 

stuck in negative ruminative cycles and as 

a result, have a difficult time moving past 

negative emotions and stressful situations.

So how do we stop ruminative cycles? One study showed that focusing on an unrelated problem 

helped reduce rumination [34]. Indeed, intentionally distracting yourself from the negative 

emotions can help stop rumination. So next time you’re feel stressed, distract yourself with a 

change in scenery or change of thoughts. Something as simple as going for a walk can be really 

helpful [35].
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19. GENERATE SOME 
POSITIVE EMOTIONS
In addition to making us feel good, positive emotions also help us 

broaden our thought processes, become more flexible, and be more 

efficient [36]. That makes positive emotions a useful tool for undoing 

negative emotions, like the ones that arise when we’re stressed. So 

next time your stressed, try to find something that increases positive 

emotions—things like laughing with a friend, doing an activity you enjoy, 

doing something inspiring like hiking in a beautiful landscape or doing 

something calming like coloring in an adult coloring book [37].

20. REFRAME THE SITUATION 
WITH COGNITIVE 
REAPPRAISAL
By focusing our attention away from negative things and onto positive things, we can reduce 

negative emotions that go along with stress [38, 39]. One way to do this is with cognitive 

reappraisal. 

Cognitive reappraisal is defined as the attempt to reinterpret a situation in a way that alters 

its meaning and changes its emotional impact [40]. When we use cognitive reappraisal, we 

reframe our situation, this time paying more attention to the good things (or downplaying the 

bad). When we’re struggling with stress, especially stress that we have no control over, cognitive 

reappraisal can be a really helpful tool [41]. 
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21. TAKE A BREAK FROM 
YOUR PHONE

22. PRACTICE ACCEPTANCE
Ironically, trying too hard to control how we feel can actually lead us to feel worse. If we instead 

focus on CHANGING WHAT WE CAN AND ACCEPTING THE REST we can feel a 

lot better [44]. So ask yourself, what are the things you can and can’t change? Start taking baby 

steps to change the things you can change and try to let the rest go.

The research suggests that smartphone use, 

overall, is associated with greater levels of stress, 

and this association seems to be growing [42]. 

Perhaps because we are spending more and 

more time on our phones, they are contributing 

to more and more stress. Regardless of the 

reason, we can benefit from spending less time 

on our phones. You can start by creating “no 

phone zones” (places where you will not use your 

phone) or “no phone times” (times when you will 

not use your phone) [43]. By using our phones 

less, we not only reduce our stress, we also open 

up more time to do even more things that further 

reduce our stress. 
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LET IT GO
Stress can be such a difficult thing to manage. Our hormones, bodily process, and thoughts go haywire. 

Sometimes we even get stuck in a stress cycle that can be hard to get out of. Luckily, there are things we can 

do. By using the strategies in this eBook to slowly undo both the bodily changes and mental changes that come 

from stress, we can indeed create a lower-stress life. 

HERE’S 
TO HEALTH.
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