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Stress
Management

Stress is your body’s response to certain stimuli,
which can come from physical, social, environmental,
or perceived sources. The stress response involves a
number of complex interactions in your brain, which
affect the body functions that are not under your
conscious control. There are more than one hundred
million neurons in the digestive tract (enteric nervous
system), which is more than in the spinal cord, so stress
is a significant factor in digestive health and wellbeing.

Physiological adaptations to stress include:

« aheightened state of awareness

o faster breathing and heart rates

« elevated blood pressure

« arise in blood cholesterol

« an increase in muscle tension

The information in this pamphlet is for individuals
who are mostly functioning well in society but, at times,
could have difficulty coping with routine stresses. If you
suffer from a mood disorder, such as bipolar disorder,
clinical depression, or an anxiety disorder, you should
seek the help of a qualified physician.

Brief periods of stress can be beneficial for improved
performance because these bouts equip your body to
work harder and more intensely. This ‘fight or flight
response is good for short-term bursts of energy and
concentration, provided the stress subsides and your
body quickly returns to its normal state.

Some individuals can handle major upsets without
batting an eye, while others become distressed at the
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slightest deviation from their normal routine. Most
people fall somewhere in between. It is important to
remember that, in small doses, stress can be a good
thing. It can give you the push you need, motivating you
to do your best and to stay focused and alert. Problems
accumulate only when stress is constant or unmanaged.
The specific signs and symptoms of stress vary among
individuals, but the potential harm to your physical
health, emotional wellbeing, and relationships is real.

Physical Effects

For those who experience persistent stress, a further
degree of physical response occurs, which involves
lowering of immune system function, ongoing rise in
cholesterol and blood pressure, increase of gastric acid
production, and decrease in sex hormones. In this state,
normal life pressures may become overwhelming. As
smaller strains pile up, such as job challenges, family
troubles, financial difficulties, or personal relationship
changes, the stressed individual may be physically
affected.

All types of stress can involve the body by aggravating
pre-existing conditions or causing physical symptoms to
appear, such as muscle tension, headaches, loss of sexual
desire, diarrhea or constipation, insomnia, and appetite
changes.

Gl-Specific Effects

If you have a gastrointestinal (GI) disease or disorder,
you are vulnerable to the effects of stress on your
existing illness and may experience an increase in pain,
aggravation of the disease process, and interference with
healing. Research has not shown psychological stress to
cause structural problems in the gastrointestinal system;
however, stress can make existing conditions worsen,
or increase the likelihood of relapse in individuals with
inactive disease. Evidence of this exists for functional
gastrointestinal disorders, such as irritable bowel
syndrome (IBS), dyspepsia, and gastroesophageal reflux
disease (GERD), as well as for inflammatory bowel
diseases (Crohn’s and ulcerative colitis).

An individual coping ineffectively with chronic
stress keeps his or her body in an over-activated state,
thus disrupting its normal operation, including that of
the digestive system. Physical changes include a shift
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of blood flow away from the intestinal tract, increased
muscle tension, and immune system suppression. These
changes are significant for those who have GI conditions.

Management

Decreasing your stress levels and learning effective
stress management techniques might be beneficial for
your disease outlook and might decrease the severity of
your gastrointestinal symptoms. Here are some helpful
suggestions to manage stress.

Eat a well-balanced diet by following Canada’s Food
Guide, available from Health Canada. Good nutrition
is the key to both good physical and mental health.
Inadequate nutrition increases stress on your body and
decreases its ability to heal. Choose foods wisely and, in
addition to reducing stress, your body will love you for
it!

Become a better breather by learning to breathe
more slowly and deeply from your abdomen. Stress
can cause shallow breathing, which means that your
body won't get enough oxygen to fully relax unless you
consciously make an effort to breathe deeply.

Watch your ‘self-talk’ because much of our anxiety
is self-induced, meaning that we often get ourselves
wound up worrying about worst-case scenarios or
blowing small incidents out of proportion.

Monitor your negative thoughts to see how often
you fret about things such as making mistakes or losing
your job. Try to substitute each negative thought with
positive, but realistic, ones.

Get physical because exercise is a well-known
tension reducer. Take care to increase exercise slowly
and assess your body’s tolerance to this as you do.
Use caution though, as high-impact exercises might
exacerbate gastrointestinal symptoms in persons with
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD), hiatus hernia,
Crohn’s disease, and ulcerative colitis.

Become a better time manager so time doesn’t
manage you. Many of us underestimate the amount of
time it will take to do something, which means were
often running late. Try keeping a time management log
for a week to get a better idea of how much time various
tasks actually take.

Learn to say no in the right situations. Thinking you
can ‘do it all’ creates unnecessary pressure. Learn how
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to set boundaries for yourself. Politely, yet firmly, turn
down additional responsibilities or projects for which
you don’t have the extra time or energy.

Take time out for yourself because our minds and
bodies require a certain amount of variety or else our
overcharged nervous systems will keep speeding right
into the next day. Try to take at least one day off each
week to do something you really enjoy, whether it’s
reading, listening to music, or just hanging out with
friends.

Have a good belly laugh since this natural stress
reliever can help to lower blood pressure, slow your
heart and breathing rate, and relax your muscles.

Get professional treatment if you feel that you need
more help than the above strategies offer. Professional
psychologists have developed a range of methods and
useful tools for helping individuals handle stress more
effectively. Some of the more frequently used treatment
methods include relaxation training (progressive
muscle relaxation training, biofeedback, and hypnosis),
time management training, lifestyle changes, cognitive
behavioural therapy, assertiveness training, deep
breathing training, systematic desensitization, and brief
psychotherapy.

Use Caution when accessing stress management
services to ensure you are receiving treatment from an
appropriately trained and licensed professional. A poorly
trained therapist may provide ineffective treatment,
waste your time and money, fail to detect the presence
of a more serious problem, and/or eventually discourage
you from seeking real treatment. Many communities
have programs covered by basic healthcare plans and
some extended healthcare plans provide coverage for
additional therapy. Ask your physician to refer you to
specific resources in your area.

Outlook

Occasional stress is an inevitable and even welcome
part of life; however, the above tips might help you to
manage your stress levels and avoid negative health
consequences or worsening of your gastrointestinal
symptoms.
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Subscription/Donation Form

Subscribe now to receive the Inside Tract® newsletter
by mailing in this form or by applying securely online at
www.badgutorg. We rely on donations to provide our
educational information; please consider including a tax-
deductible donation in addition to your subscription.

Purchase Information
[] I enclose a donation of $ (Eligible for a tax receipt)

[ ] I enclose a $20 annual subscription fee ($30 outside Canada)

Total $

Name (Mr./Mrs./Ms./Dr./Other Please circle one)

Company Name (Optional)

Street Address

City, Province, Postal Code

Daytime Phone Email

[] Patient  [] Friend/Family Member [] Professional

Diagnosis/Area of Interest (This optional information
helps us to determine which topics might be of interest to
you and is kept strictly confidential. We never sell our lists.)

Would you like more information? Please list your topics.

Payment: [ ]Visa [_|Mastercard [ ] Cheque Enclosed"

Credit Card Number Expiry Date
‘Make cheque payable to the Gl Society.

Gastrointestinal Society
231-3665 Kingsway
Vancouver, BC V5R 5W2

Phone: 604-873-4876
Toll-free: 1-866-600-4875
Fax: 1-855-875-4429

Email: info@badgut.org
Website: www.badgut.org
Charitable Registration Number: 817065352RRO001




About Us

As the Canadian leader in providing trusted,
evidence-based information on all areas of the
gastrointestinal (Gl) tract, the Gastrointestinal
Society is committed to improving the

lives of people with Gl and liver conditions,
supporting research, advocating for appropriate
patient access to healthcare, and promoting
gastrointestinal and liver health.

The Inside Tract® newsletter provides
the latest news on Gl research,

disease and disorder treatments (e.g. @ m” '};
medications, nutrition), and a whole ' '3" 50"“‘ ‘?
lot more. If you have any kind of & "’.’I—?f s o

digestive problem, then you'll want — gamas pﬁ‘ﬁ:‘ v
this timely, informative publication. e e}

Please subscribe today!

The Gl Society, in partnership with the
Canadian Society of Intestinal Research,
produced this pamphlet under the guidance

of affiliated healthcare professionals. This
document is not intended to replace the
knowledge, diagnosis, or care of your physician.
© 2020 Gastrointestinal Society.
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