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By: Dr. Briana Sinatra, N.D., Healthy
Directions

If you are feeling stressed, you are
not alone. Life pulls us in a lot of dif-
ferent directions, and the last couple of
years have taken a particularly tough
toll. Sometimes even just trying to ac-
complish everything that needs to get
done in a day can feel overwhelming.
Plus, there are silent stressors you may
not even be aware of, like watching too
much “bad” news on TV, sitting in traf-
fic, or the pressure to keep up with the
perfection you see on social media.

But while stressors are all around us,
feeling stressed is not a given. You do
not need to go through life feeling irrita-
ble, anxious and overwhelmed. I'll share
my top five tips for fighting off stress in
a minute. First, here is a look at how
stress affects your body:

Chronic Stress Puts Your System on
High Alert

Inside your body, stress is regulated
by the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal
(HPA) axis. It is the communication net-
work between your hypothalamus, pitui-
tary gland and adrenal glands.

If you encounter a stressful situa-
tion—such as being stuck in traffic on
your way to an important appointment—
the HPA axis goes into action. It stimu-
lates the release of cortisol, your body’s
“stress hormone.” Cortisol raises your
blood pressure, quickens your breath-
ing, dilates your pupils, and stimulates
the release of blood sugar so you get a
sudden surge of energy.

This response, called “fight or flight”
mode, is extremely important if you
encounter acute danger, like a life-or-
death situation. But most people do not
experience life-or-death situations daily.
Instead, we are inundated with so much
chronic stress that we do not even real-
ize how stressed we are. Left unchecked,
stress takes a real toll on your HPA axis,
cortisol level, mood, sleep, and more.

Fortunately, there are five ways to
keep stress in check and feel more in
control:

1. Nourish Your Body with a Healthy
Diet: Eat low glycemic foods and bal-
ance carbohydrates with proteins and
healthy fats. Also, limit caffeine, alcohol

and foods high in sugar—all of which can
affect your mood and stress level. When
feeling stressed it is easy to reach for the
donut or handful of candy, but that quick
fix will only help you to feel better tem-
porarily. When your blood sugar begins
to drop, your brain will tell you to eat
more sugar to sustain the elevated mood
you may have just experienced. It is a
tough cycle to break and one that many
of us have experienced.

2. Prioritize Sleep: Stress is much
easier to deal with after a good night’s
sleep. Plus, sleep helps to reset emo-
tional reactivity, especially during the
second half of the night which is when
you get your REM sleep. Strive to get
7-9 hours of sleep each night and go to
sleep early enough that you do not have
to cut your sleep short in the morning.
To help yourself relax, avoid caffeine af-
ter noon, limit alcohol and sugar, keep
your bedroom dark and cool, and use a
lavender diffuser to help you drift off to
sleep.

3. Get Outdoors: There is incredible
healing power in being out in nature.
Just gazing up at the sky can help to put
your stress into perspective. While you
are outside, notice how good the sun
feels on your face, or the sounds of the
birds chirping in the nearby trees. All of
these sights and sounds reawaken our
minds and have a pleasant, calming ef-
fect. You can even take off your shoes
and put your bare feet on the damp grass,
soil or sand. Connecting with the earth’s
energy in this way has been shown to ac-
tivate your parasympathetic nervous sys-
tem for a more relaxed state and reduced
levels of cortisol.

4. Go on a Media Diet: Years ago, if
you wanted to know what was new in
the world, you had to open a newspaper
or watch the evening news. Now, our
phones, social media, and 24-hour cable
news stations bombard us with issues to
worry about and react to. Plus, social me-
dia can have a stressing effect. So, limit
the amount of time you spend consuming
news and scrolling through social media
channels. You want to be informed and
feel connected, yet not overloaded. As a
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