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First, a warning: reading this first 
section may actually stress you 
out, but don’t worry - we’ll get 
to the good news fairly quickly. 

This is what we’ll be looking at:

What is stress and how does it affect 
the mind and body

What are the potential long-term 
affects of persistent (or chronic) stress.

How we can live in a calmer way and 
effectively manage those more stressful 
periods in our lives. 

Short periods of stress can actually be 
beneficial to us. We know that the stress 
hormones shut down parts of the brain, in 
order that full focus is given to taking action 
in the here and now. This is useful when we 
need to take quick action. 

If we are in the middle of the road and a car 
suddenly appears, we don’t need to know 

if the car is a BMW or a Ford Fiesta before 
we move out of the way, so that part of the 
brain stays quiet whilst we run.  

With that in mind, having higher brain 
functions shut down for great periods is 
going to cause us problems with things like 
memory, creative thinking and learning. 
Stress hormones interfere with our immune 
system and can cause physical illness if not 
addressed – not such good news!

Our modern lifestyles can alas mean that 
we are regularly exposed to things that can 
cause us stress if we are not careful: busy 
schedules, running late, mortgages and 
rent to pay, increasing household bills, the 
news, social media, pandemics… the list 
goes on. So it’s really important we get a 
grip on stress before it gets a grip on us.

EFFECTIVE WAYS TO

WHAT DOES STRESS LOOK LIKE,
AND HOW DOES IT IMPACT US?
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WHAT WE CAN DO TO MANAGE STRESS?

So what can we do then to manage 
stress?
Perspective. We can only be stressed by 
something we are aware of and by how we view 
it. For example, when you are asleep at night, 
dreaming peacefully, there are lots of things going 
on that could stress you out, but you don’t know 
about them and so you can’t be stressed by them.  
Perspective is what causes us the most stress. 
When we are asleep we don’t have a chance to 
analyse situations and form opinions about them, 
so we are peaceful. 

So the first thing we can do in the fight against 
stress, is begin to manage our thought life. Pay 
attention to what you give attention to. Ask 
yourself, can you control this situation and will 
this situation be changed by worrying about it? 
If the answer is no, then remind yourself that the 
only thing worrying is doing right now is affecting 
your health.  

At IntraQuest we have an activity that specifically 
helps with this called The Circle Of Influence. 
You can download this from our website at  
www.intraquest.co.uk/resources/

Practically, there are some really useful life habits 
we can get into, which will keep our bodies 
chemistry stable and in turn keep our mind calm. 

We’re going to look at five simple principles and 
here they are:

Create
Play
Eat
Move
Meditate

“If the problem can be 
solved why worry?

If the problem cannot be 
solved worrying will
do you no good.”

Shantideva
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CREATE

PLAY

Research has shown that being creative can 
dramatically reduce cortisol in the body and 
your brain secrets a healthy dose of pleasure-
feeling chemicals such as dopamine, serotonin. 
Absorbing yourself in a creative task such as 
writing, drawing, painting, doing a jigsaw, playing 
an instrument, sewing, knitting, song writing, 
designing etc engages and focuses our minds and 
distracts us from feelings of stress and anxiety.  So 
find any way you can to be regularly creative – 
even if you don’t feel like it or think you have the 
time – prioritising this is prioritising your mental 
and physical health.

It’s really important that we don’t associate 
play with just children. 

Adults need to play too, it just might take 
a different form. Play is a way to fuel your 
imagination, creativity, problem-solving abilities, 
and emotional well-being. Adult play is a time to 
forget about work and commitments, and to be 
social in an unstructured, creative way. 

When we feel happy, we can’t feel stressed! So 
play has an important role when it comes to 
mental and emotional health. 

So what does play look like for adults? Essentially 
we are looking for activities that make us happy, 
that cause us to laugh and feel connected to 
others.  

This could mean joking around with a co-worker, 
dressing up with the kids, messing about with 
friends, building a snowman in the front garden, 
playing party games, going for a bike ride with 
no destination in mind, having a movie night 
(complete with popcorn!) 

Whatever it is that makes you happy, makes you 
smile, makes you feel good – this is play!
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EAT

Who doesn’t love a good meal? But what 
makes a meal good? 

When it comes to reducing stress, there are 
certain foods that we should consume regularly. 
It’s important you do your own research in terms 
of nutriotional values, but here are a few things 
we would recommend:

ANYTHING CONTAINING OMEGA-3 
FATTY ACIDS. That’s because these healthy 
essential acids are known to reduce stress 
and anxiety, boost concentration, and improve 
mood, according to the National Center for 
Complementary and Integrative Health.  Omega-
3’s can be found in Avocado, fatty fish like salmon, 
herring, mackerel, whole foods such as seaweed, 
chia seeds, flaxseeds and walnuts, and fortified 
food, such as certain brands of eggs, milk, soy 
milk, and nut milk. 

PRO-BIOTICS are the best way to support healthy 
gut hormones. Research has shown a direct 
correlation to improving anxiety, depression, and 
mood. Gut bacteria actually produces molecules 

with neuroactive functions, including serotonin 
and gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), which 
positively influences mood. A good sources 
of probiotics is yoghurt and fermented foods, 
including kombucha and miso, a Japanese 
fermented bean paste that can be found in miso 
soup.

HIGH FIBRE. Dark leafy greens, like kale, 
spinach, broccoli, beans, berries and peas are all 
high in fibre. Links have been made to a reduction 
in stress, anxiety and depression and fibre also 
balances blood sugar so can reduce the risk of 
spikes to insulin levels. 

CHOCOLATE! If this all sounds boring, some 
research suggests that dark chocolate (in 
moderation) can reduce stress in two ways – 
firstly emotionally, as eating chocolate feels like 
a decadent treat, and secondly chemically as 
dark chocolate is rich in antioxidants and may 
also help reduce stress by lowering levels of 
stress hormones in the body. Go easy on this one 
though!
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MOVE

This is a really simple one, in that any form 
of exercise produces endorphins – natural 
hormones that make us feel better.

Stretching type exercise is great because when 
we are stressed we hold tension in our bodies, 
which can even cause pain, and stretching can 
relive that tension. 

Any exercise that promotes controlled breathing 
can be really helpful as this stimulates the 
parasympathetic nervous system. Our nervous 
system is like our accelerator pedal and is what 
keeps us alert and active – it’s linked to our fight/
flight response which is activated in stress. The 
parasympathetic nervous system is our break 
pedal and what induces relaxation and sooths the 
nervous system. 

Any exercise that involves twisting is also helpful 
because is releases tension from the body and 
specifically opens up the chest, shoulders and the 
back, relieving anxiety. 

Exercise doesn’t have to be vigorous to be 
effective, in fact very gentle movement can have 
a huge impact in reducing stress. 

Yoga can be hugely beneficial, and involves 
elements of physical movement, including 
stretching and twisting, and also breath control 
and meditation, which is the last area we’ll look 
at here. 

Why not look up chair yoga for some really simple 
stretches, twists and bends you can do right in 
your office chair. 
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MEDITATION

Meditation is the art of focussing the attention 
with the purpose of quietening the mind 
and reducing (not emptying!) the number of 
thoughts in your head. It’s about taking control 
of the constant stream of thoughts that very often 
trigger us into stress. 

You can do this by focusing on a word or a mantra 
and anytime your mind wonders, gently bring it 
back to the word or mantra.  Quietening the mind 
and body in this way activates the parasympathetic 
nervous system – our relaxation response.

Meditating works best somewhere quite and 
comfotable, without interruptions. But this doesn’t 
have to be complicated – you can meditate in your 
car if you park in the right place.  If sitting quietly 
doesn’t appeal to you, or if it feels inaccessible to you 
right now, mindfulness can be practiced in almost any 
activity. Mindfulness is the art of being fully present 
in this moment and involves drawing your attention 
back to ‘right now’ anytime it wonders off.

“We must have a pie. Stress cannot exist 
in the presence of a pie.”
David Mamet, Boston Marriage

What an earth has this got to do with mindfulness 
and stress management?  Well it’s simple, this guy 
loves pie and when he is eating pie he can’t be 
stressed because he is in a state of enjoyment – 
provided he is focussed on the pie.

Find your favourite food and practice eating 
it with a full awareness of it – notice the tastes 
and textures changing in your mouth, notice if 
it’s warm or cold, notice how it looks and smells. 
Anytime your mind wonders, bring it back to the 
food you are eating. 

This is mindfulness and will bring about a sense of 
calm to your mind – plus a real enjoyment of your 
chosen food.

IN SUMMARY
Stress is OK in short bursts
Long-term stress can have a negative impact on 
our emotional and physical health. 
We can manage stress in the following ways
Create, eat, play, move & meditate or be mindful

The main goal is to reduce cortisol in the body 
and increase those mood elevating, nervous 
system soothing hormones
Keeping on top of your stress levels needs to 
be a priority
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