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Stress is a natural and inevitable part of life, affecting everyone in different
ways, from everyday pressures like meeting deadlines to significant challenges
such as personal conflicts or life changes. In short bursts, stress can be
beneficial, pushing us to grow and solve problems. However, when stress
becomes overwhelming or chronic—referred to as toxic stress—it can have
lasting negative effects on both our mental and physical health, especially
without adequate support. By understanding how stress impacts us, we can
take proactive steps to manage it in healthier ways, build resilience, and seek
support when needed. This guide will help you recognize different types of
stress, understand its effects on your body and mind, and explore effective
strategies for navigating stress.

What is Stress?

Stress is the body’s natural physical and emotional response to challenges or
demands, stemming from both internal and external stressors. When we
experience stress, our brain activates the nervous system, helping us stay alert
and prepared for action. This response is a normal part of being human, but it’s
important to understand that not all stress is the same.

Types of Stress
Normative Stress: This is the everyday stress we all experience. Normative
stress can help us grow and adapt by pushing us out of our comfort zones.
When managed well, it motivates us to solve problems and achieve our goals.
« Examples: Performing in a play, job interviews, deadlines, minor conflicts.
Toxic Stress: Toxic stress occurs when stress becomes chronic and
overwhelming, often without the necessary support to cope effectively. Toxic
stress can lead to severe health consequences, including anxiety, depression,
and physical health issues.
e Examples: Abuse, neglect, trauma, adverse experiences.
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The Impact of Stress on Our Body and Brain

Stress doesn'’t just reside in our minds; it profoundly affects our entire body
through the nervous system, which plays a crucial role in keeping us safe.
When we experience stress, our Autonomic Nervous System responds in three
primary ways:

» Fight or Flight Response (Sympathetic Branch): This prepares the body to
confront threats by increasing heart rate, quickening breathing, and
heightening alertness, enabling us to react swiftly in dangerous situations.

» Freeze Response (Dorsal Vagal Path): In cases of overwhelming stress, our
body may shut down or disconnect, leading to feelings of helplessness or
disengagement.

» Rest and Restore (Ventral Vagal Path): This response engages when we feel
safe and connected, allowing us to calm down, rest, and digest information
effectively.

When we are subjected to ongoing or toxic stress, our brains can remain in a
state of high alert. This constant vigilance can make it challenging to think
clearly, regulate our emotions, and maintain strong relationships.

The Impact of Stress on our Relationships and Wellbeing
Stress impacts not only our individual wellbeing but also our relationships with
others. When we're under stress, we may unintentionally:

» Disconnect from friends, family, or coworkers

e Become irritable or short-tempered

» Struggle to communicate effectively

These reactions can strain our relationships and foster feelings of isolation.
Conversely, healthy relationships serve as a vital resource for managing stress.
Having a strong support network can help us:

» Regulate our emotions more effectively

e Gain valuable perspective on challenges

e Feel understood and less alone
While stress can negatively impact relationships, nurturing strong connections
can provide protection against its harmful effects, ultimately enhancing our
overall wellbeing.
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Navigating Stress in Healthy Ways

« Tune into Your Body’s Signals: Your body often tells you when you're
stressed before your mind catches up. Pay attention to physical cues like
muscle tension, headaches, or changes in sleep. Recognizing these early
signs can help you take action before stress becomes overwhelming.

» Build Supportive Relationships: Your body often tells you when you're
stressed before your mind catches up. Pay attention to physical cues like
muscle tension, headaches, or changes in sleep. Recognizing these early
signs can help you take action before stress becomes overwhelming.

e Practice Restorative Communication: Conflict can be a source of stress, but
it is also an opportunity to repair and strengthen relationships. Use
restorative practices, like non-judgmental communication, to navigate
misunderstandings and repair ruptures in relationships. This helps create a
supportive environment where stress is acknowledged and addressed
collaboratively.

» Take Time for Rest and Recovery: Stress recovery happens when we give
ourselves time to rest and recharge. Engage in activities that help you feel
grounded and calm, such as mindfulness, exercise, or spending time in
nature. These practices activate the "rest and restore" pathways in your
nervous system, helping your body recover from stress.

» Create Structure and Routine: When we're stressed, it can be helpful to
bring more predictability into our daily lives. Establishing routines for work,
rest, and self-care can provide a sense of stability and help us better
manage stress over time. Habits can bring familiarity and comfort during
times of stress.

Great news: You Can Build Resilience to Stress!

Stress is a natural part of life, but when we understand how it works and how
to manage it, we can use it to grow rather than feel overwhelmed. By
recognizing the signs of stress, building supportive relationships, and
practicing restorative communication, we can protect our mental and physical
health. Remember, reaching out for support and creating space for rest are not
signs of weakness—they are essential steps in building resilience and wellbeing.
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