
Getting to Know Stress 
and Anxiety

“The great thing, then, in all education, is to make our nervous system 
our ally instead of our enemy.” — William James



Anxiety is a normal and healthy 
emotion

• Anxiety is an emotional reaction to a stressful 
situation—the cause is internal

• Anxiety promotes safety

• For COVID19 conditions, this is helpful





Anxiety can at 
times reach 
unhealthy 
levels

• It’s unhealthy when … 

• We are anxious in the absence of a 
threat

• When our anxiety is way out of 
proportion to what’s wrong



Anxiety feels erratic, but 
it’s actually systematic
• We feel anxiety first in our bodies

• As such, anxiety tends to make us feel out of 
control

• There are steps we can take to restore some 
sense of autonomy and order



What happens when we become anxious … 

Step 1
Physical reaction: breathing and 
heart rate go up

Primitive fight or flight response -
blood and oxygen are made 
available to allow us to better run 
or fight

Step 2
We decide that this means we are 
anxious 

Step 3
We get carried away by our 
feelings of anxiety (Panic 
behavior)

More anxiety = more stress = 
more anxiety

Can become systemic



Instead of getting carried away 
by anxiety, breathe through it 
…
• Step 1

• We can calm our physical reaction
• BREATHE

• Try BOX BREATHING: Inhale for 4 
seconds. Hold for 4 seconds, exhale for 
4 seconds, wait 4 seconds … repeat 

“Feelings come and go like clouds in a windy sky. 
Conscious breathing is my anchor.” - Thich Nhat
Hanh



Instead of getting carried away 
by anxiety, reframe it …

• Step 2
• Reframe the emotion

• You might be anxious, but you might 
also be …
• Excited
• Energized
• Primed to perform



Instead of getting carried away 
by anxiety, combat it …

• Step 3
• Combat or dispute our anxious 

thoughts – the ABCs

• Give yourself permission to suck

• Don’t overestimate the danger 

• Don’t underestimate your ability to 
manage what comes your way 
(efficacy)



Stress

• Stress is a physical response to a threat in the 
environment—the cause is external

• Like anxiety, stress is normal and healthy

• Stress usually occurs whenever we need to adapt



We Get Stressed When…? 

1. First, when our “resources” are 
threatened with loss (loss aversion)

2. Second, when our resources are actually 
lost (negativity bias)

3. Third, when we fail to gain sufficient 
resources following significant resource 
investment (loss of value, satisfaction, 
meaning)



Impacts to Wellbeing in the Age of COVID-19

• Loss of identity 

• Loss of self-esteem 

• Loss of connection/social network
• Loss of income

• Loss of control
• Loss of support

The loss of just one resource 
contributes to a decrease in life 

satisfaction and meaning



TUNA – IT’s Not What’s for 
Dinner 
• T: turbulent

• U: uncertainty 

• N: novelty

• A: ambiguity 



Stress

• Stress, like anxiety, can reach unhealthy levels

• Chronic stress

• Trauma



Stress

• HPA axis turns on (cortisol) but it doesn't effectively turn off as it 
should

• Noradrenaline – low levels related to depression

• Serotonin and dopamine (genetic link to resilience … and mood wrt 
dopamine)

• Neuropeptide Y (NPY)* higher levels during rigorous training a/w 
better performance; individuals who do not have PTS generally have 
higher levels than those with PTS

• Brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF): decreased and increases in 
certain areas of the brain a/w depression

• Our genes: Complex interactions between genes and environmental 
stressors influence our stress response

Note: Reaction to stress is sometimes beyond our control and requires a 
mix of therapy/coaching and drugs



Stress takes many forms, 
and each can be addressed
• Source

• Daily hassles

• Solution
• Take daily hassles seriously. 

• Avoid minimize them
• Don’t give yourself a hard time

• Tackle daily hassles head-on by accepting them … and BREATHE –
stretch your lungs

“Do what you can, with what you've got, where you are.” — Theodore 
Roosevelt



Stress takes many forms, 
and each can be addressed

• Stress source
• Decision-making fatigue (or decision fatigue)

• Stress solution
• Establish new routines (routines are resources)

• Routines remove the need to make some decisions, which 
decreases stress 

• If our old routines disappear because of a change in our 
environment (like COVID-19), we feel stress

• Solution is finding new routines—simple ones

v Of course, challenging old routines and assumptions is a way to raise 
awareness and boost performance. But our simplest routines also allow us to 
channel our energy to decisions that require our increased attention.



Stress takes many forms, and 
each can be addressed

• Source
• Ongoing uncertainty (chronic)

• Solution
• Sort problems into groups

• Group 1
• Problems within your control

• Generate and test solutions
• Group 2

• Problems beyond your control
• Practice acceptance – BREATHE



During tough times we all depend on coping 
strategies
How we come out on the other side often depends on how well we cope

• Negative coping strategies
• Retreat: Emotional and physical retreat (withdraw)
• Abuse: Substance misuse (numbs us)
• Harm: Self-harm
• Mistreat: Mistreating others (displaced aggression) - provides temporary 

relief but only makes things worse over time



Positive Coping Strategies

• Routines (establish new ones)
• Variety
• Mastery (what we are good at and like 

doing)
• Learn



Social Connection 

• Stay connected even if only virtually, even if only from a distance 
of 2m
• Using social media to connect socially has a positive impact 

on wellbeing
• Misinformation, disinformation, divisiveness – the double-

edge sword of social media 
• Recognize sensational headlines
• Double check the source of information before you let it 

inform your decisions/actions
• Curate your own platforms - see more of kids, 

memories, etc. 



Joyful Distractions – the small 
things we do well and enjoy doing

• PLAN them into your day
• Learn something new

“There is no trouble so great or grave that cannot be much 
diminished by a nice cup of tea.” — attributed to Bernard-
Paul Heroux



Self-Care

• Exercise smartly
• Eat better
• Sleep better
• Get outside more
• Breathe better
• Share the load



Helping Others

• This is not entirely altruistic - we feel better 
when we care for others. 
• Practice kindness! You’ll feel better.

• Ask
• What can you do?
• What can we do?
• What can your organization do?



Helping others: Full-on 
Empathy
• Sit with another’s discomfort

• Tell them: "This stinks. You were robbed. 
I’m so sorry this has happened.” 

• And then steer them toward positive 
coping strategies

• But don’t try to make them feel better
• Look at the bright side, at least you’re 

not dead.
• Down-comparing: People in Sudan 

have it much worse, so shut up and 
stop crying. 



Helping others

• If someone is using negative strategies …

• Recognize that they are at least trying to cope

• If that doesn’t work - seek professional help
• In person
• “Tele-help”



Bottom line on Coping

• Connect, Distract, Care (for self), Care (for others)

• Understand: there are not elegant solutions 

• If you focus on nothing else, focus on the positive coping strategies. 



Resiliency - helps us 
manage stress and anxiety
• Resiliency: bounce back and reinvent

• This is mostly about coping

• The better the coping, the better the resiliency
• Much is beyond our control …
• But much is within our power as well 

• Positive coping strategies
• “We were greater than the sum of our parts.” 

Mission Control team, Apollo 13

• Lastly … 
• Positive coping, positive coping, positive coping



The End


