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Pausa Practical Guide: Stress Management
Chronic stress is not just “in your head” — it interacts with metabolism, mitochondria, inflammation, the microbiome, hormones, nutrition and trauma,
and shapes how quickly you age and how well you function day to day.[1-3] Effective stress management reduces risk of cardiovascular disease and

diabetes, improves mood and cognition, and supports healthspan rather than only lifespan.[2-5]

1. What stress is (and isn't)
Stress is the body's adaptive response to physical, mental or emotional change, recruiting neural, hormonal and immune systems to maintain balance.
It is distinct from anxiety, which is a more persistent mental state that can continue even when no immediate stressor is present. From a root-cause

perspective, chronic stress links directly to systemic inflammation, hormonal dysregulation and oxidative damage that underlie many chronic diseases.
[10-13]

Small steps

« Name it: Once per day, pause and label whether you're experiencing acute stress, chronic background stress, or anxiety.
o Body scan: Take 60 seconds to notice where stress shows up physically (jaw, shoulders, chest, gut).
e “One lens” question: \When stressed, ask: “Is this more about my physiology right now (sleep, food, overload) or about the situation itself?”
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2. Root-cause view of stress

Chronic stress can drive insulin resistance, inflammation and mitochondrial dysfunction, helping to initiate or worsen conditions like cardiovascular
disease, type 2 diabetes and neurodegenerative disorders.[I0-13] It also accelerates cellular aging via telomere shortening and disrupts repair,

detoxification and hormone balance.[12-13] Addressing stress as a root cause often improves multiple systems at once, reducing the need for purely
symptom-focused interventions.[11-12]

Small steps

o Map your big three: List your top three recurring stress domains (work, relationships, money, health).

« Connect to physiology: For each domain, note one body signal you see (sleep issues, digestion, headaches, sugar cravings, etc.).

o Choose one lever: Pick one root-cause lever to experiment with for two weeks (sleep, movement, food, or boundaries).

3. Why stress management matters
Chronic stress is linked to cardiovascular disease, immune dysregulation, metabolic disorders and faster biological aging.[36—41] It impairs cognition
(memory, attention, decision-making), mood, emotional regulation and self-esteem, and erodes relationship quality, social connection and work

performance.[16-22][39-54] Effective stress management builds resilience rather than eliminating stress, enabling better adaptation to future
challenges.

Small steps

e 1-10 check-in: Once a day, rate your stress from 1to 10 and note one main driver.
o “Stress receipt”: \When you notice stress, write one line: “Stress is currently costing me X (e.g., sleep, patience, focus).”

o Weekly reflection: At the end of the week, review your notes and choose one domain where a small change would have the highest payoff.
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4. Factors that shape your stress response

Biology (genes, epigenetics, brain chemistry), development (trauma, attachment patterns) and lifestyle (diet, movement, sleep, social connection,
substance use) all shape how stress lands in the body and mind.[23-31] Genetic and epigenetic differences influence stress reactivity, early experiences

and attachment styles affect emotional regulation and coping; lifestyle can either buffer or amplify stress.[23-27]

Small steps

o Personal stress story: \Write 5-10 bullet points about “how stress has looked in my life” (family patterns, health, work).
o Lifestyle inventory: Quickly rate (1-5) your sleep, movement, nutrition, substance use and social connection.

« Choose your buffer: Pick one lifestyle domain to strengthen as your primary “stress buffer” over the next month (e.g., sleep or social connection).

5. The stress response and performance

The classic “fight-or-flight” response involves amygdala activation, HPA-axis signaling, cortisol release, cardiovascular changes and immune modulation.
[35-36] The Yerkes-Dodson law describes an inverted U-relationship between arousal and performance: too little stress leads to under-engagement,
moderate stress can sharpen focus, and excessive stress impairs performance and health.[37-38]

Small steps

e Notice your curve: Before a key task, ask: “Am | under-activated, ideally activated, or over-activated?”
o Down-shift: If over-activated (racing heart, shallow breath), use -3 minutes of slow diaphragmatic breathing before acting.

o Up-shift: If under-activated (sluggish, distracted), use brisk walking or brief cardio for 3-5 minutes to raise arousal before focused work.[57-58]
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6. Impact of chronic stress on body and brain
Chronic stress increases risk of hypertension, coronary disease and stroke; depression itself is an independent cardiovascular risk factor.[39-40] It
suppresses immunity, alters gut—brain communication, and dysregulates cortisol and other hormones.[41-43] It impairs memory, attention and

decision-making, shifts risk-taking, and alters brain regions involved in emotion and executive function (hippocampus, amygdala, prefrontal cortex).[44—
47]

Small steps
e One system to watch: Choose one system you notice under stress (sleep, digestion, blood pressure, headaches) and pay attention to patterns.
o Brief cognitive hygiene: \When stressed, delay major decisions if possible; use a short checklist (facts, options, worst-case) instead of reacting
automatically.

« Brain supports: Discuss with a clinician whether optimizing B12, vitamin D, omega-3s and glucose control makes sense in your context.

7. Core stress-management strategies

7.1 Nutrition for stress

Diet quality influences inflammmation, neurotransmitters and mood; ultra-processed, high-sugar diets are linked with increased stress and poorer mental
health, while nutrient-dense diets support regulation and resilience.[55-56] Blood-sugar swings and alcohol both worsen stress reactivity and sleep,
while stable glycemia and hydration support more stable moods.[55-56]

Small steps

o Stress-supportive plate: At one meal per day, build a plate with half vegetables, a palm-sized portion of protein and visible healthy fats.
e Sugar rule: Avoid high-sugar foods and drinks in the 3 hours before bed.
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« Hydration baseline: Start the day with water (optionally with a pinch of salt/lemon) before caffeine.[36-37]
7.2 Physical activity
Regular physical activity reduces anxiety and depressive symptoms, improves cognitive performance, and modulates neurotransmitters and

inflammatory pathways.[57-58] Both acute and chronic exercise can improve mood and stress resilience.

Small steps

« Daily 10: Do 10 minutes of any movement (walk, mobility, stairs) at a consistent time each day.
o “Stress walk": \When overwhelmed, take a 5-10 minute brisk walk before responding to emails or messages.

« Movement anchor: Pair a simple exercise (e.g., 10 squats or push-ups) with an existing habit (after brushing teeth, after lunch).
7.3 Sleep hygiene
Sleep is essential for emotional regulation, HPA-axis calibration and cognitive function; improving sleep quality leads to better mental health outcomes.

Chronic sleep loss amplifies stress reactivity and mood symptoms.

Small steps

 Fixed wake time: Choose a consistent wake-up time and protect it 6-7 days/week.
« 60-minute wind-down: For the hour before bed, avoid work and bright screens where possible; use dimmer light and calming activities.

« Caffeine cut-off: Set a personal caffeine curfew (often 6-8 hours before bed).
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7.4 Mindfulness, breathing and meditation
Mindfulness-based interventions reduce stress, anxiety and depressive symptoms, and improve well-being.[60-61] Diaphragmatic breathing can rapidly

reduce negative affect and physiological arousal by engaging the parasympathetic nervous system.

Small steps

« 3-minute breathing: Once a day, inhale through the nose for 4 seconds, exhale for 6-8 seconds, repeat for 3 minutes.
« Micro-pause: Before switching tasks, close your eyes for 3 breaths, noticing the body and re-choosing your next action.

o Weekly practice block: Schedule one 10-15 minute “practice block” per week for guided meditation or body scan.
7.5 Social connection
Strong social ties buffer stress and improve resilience and mental health; social connection is repeatedly linked to better health outcomes and longevity.

[63—64] Conversely, isolation and loneliness increase stress and vulnerability.

Small steps

« One intentional contact: Each day, send one message, voice note or call to someone you trust.
« Shared movement: Once a week, combine social time with movement (walk with a friend, group class).

« Ask for a small thing: Practice asking for a concrete, small form of help or support once in the coming week.

7.6 Cognitive-behavioral tools
CBT-style cognitive restructuring changes stress responses by identifying and reframing unhelpful thoughts.[65-66] This reduces physiological arousal

and improves coping by shifting appraisals of events.
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Small steps

o Thought log: When stressed, write down: “Trigger —automatic thought — feeling — alternative perspective.”
e 10% reframe: Ask, “What else could this mean?” and aim for a 10% less catastrophic interpretation.

o If/fthen plan: Create one plan such as, “If | notice I'm catastrophising, then | will write down at least one realistic outcome.”

7.7 Relaxation, time management and nature
Progressive muscle relaxation, guided imagery and related techniques reliably reduce physiological arousal and improve stress and sleep.
Time-management training reduces perceived stress by increasing a sense of control.[68-69] Nature exposure lowers cortisol, blood pressure and

rumination, improving mood and stress markers.[70-71]

Small steps

o 5-minute body release: Once per day, tense and relax major muscle groups from feet to face while breathing slowly.
« Daily top-3: Each morning, list your three most important tasks; do one before checking messages.

o Nature window: Aim for 1020 minutes outside daily (park, trees, water, or even a quiet street) without headphones.

8. Supplements and botanicals (with clinical guidance)

Adaptogens like ashwagandha, rhodiola and holy basil, and calming botanicals like chamomile, lavender and lemon balm have evidence for modest
reductions in stress, anxiety and sleep problems.[72-77] Nutrients like magnesium, L-theanine and omega-3 fatty acids support stress regulation, sleep
and cardiovascular and brain health.[78-81] These should complement, not replace, core lifestyle foundations and be used under professional

supervision.
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Small steps

« Food first: Before adding supplements, stabilise the basics (sleep, movement, food, alcohol/caffeine).

o One change at a time: If adding something (e.g., magnesium or L-theanine), introduce only one at a time for 2-4 weeks to observe effects.[78-79]

o Always check: Review any new supplement with your clinician, especially if you have medical conditions or take medication.

9. Professional and structural support

Psychotherapy (CBT, MBSR, ACT), coaching, occupational health interventions, biofeedback, group support and integrative medicine can all play a role

IN Managing more severe or persistent stress.[65-66][82-87] Workplace interventions that adjust workload, autonomy and support reduce burnout and
stress-related absenteeism.[83-80]

Small steps

o Threshold rule: If stress significantly impairs sleep, work, relationships or safety, treat this as a clear signal to seek professional help.
o Prepare one page: \Write a one-page summary of your main stressors, symptoms and what you've already tried; bring it to a clinician or therapist.

o Workplace micro-change: |dentify one realistic change (meeting length, notification rules, break timing) and propose it to your manager or team.

10. Prevention, maintenance and your personal “stress protocol”

Long-term resilience comes from consistent, modest practices rather than occasional intensive efforts.[88-94] Regular physical activity, sleep routines,

balanced nutrition, boundary setting, time management, ongoing learning and periodic “stress check-ins” create a dynamic toolkit you can adapt as life
changes.[88-94]
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Small steps

o Weekly review: Once per week, rate your stress, sleep, movement, food, and connection from 1-5 and pick one area to nudge up by 1 point.
o Personal protocol: \Write your own 5-line “Stress Protocol” (e.g., Move, Breathe, Sleep, Connect, Reflect) and keep it visible.

o Iteration mindset: View stress management as a long-term experiment; keep what works, drop what doesn’t, and revisit every few months.
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