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S
tress can influence disease
development and exacer-
bation—but managing it
effectively can reduce its
effects. To promote our

own wellness, we need to develop
strategies to reduce the effects of
stress and protect against it. 
How you perceive stress is im-

portant. Researchers Richard
Lazarus and Susan Folkman pro-
posed that stress is a two-way

street involving both the
production of stress

by the environ-
ment and the
response of
the person
subjected
to it. So,
in a
sense,
stress is a
series of
transactions
between the

individual and
the environment.

Stressful events have an
interactive effect with our immune
system, physical and mental health,
and future responses to stress.
Lazarus’ model asserts that our

emotions are determined by our
appraisal of the stressor. Based on
our personal characteristics and ex-
periences, we evaluate how harm-
ful or challenging the stressor is
(cognitive appraisal) and to what
degree we feel capable of respond-
ing to it. If the stressor seems man-
ageable, its physical effects are re-

duced. (See Cogni-
tive appraisal of
stress: Two
phases.) 
Stress may

cause illness if
the threat over-
whelms our
ability to re-
spond, as during
an acute trauma, an
unresolved chronic
exposure, or cumulative
exposure to stress. But if
you’ve used effective coping strate-
gies in the past, you’re likely to be
able to cope with similar situations
effectively in the future with dimin-
ished health consequences. 

Making connections: Stress,
disease, and wellness
Stress-related diseases may include
cardiovascular disease, metabolic
syndrome, diabetes, and obesity. Ev-
idence also suggests stress plays a
role in tumor formation, depression,
mental illness, and autoimmune dis-
orders (including systemic lupus
erythematosus, rheumatoid arthritis,
and inflammatory bowel disease).
These conditions are intimately con-
nected with chemical messengers
that relay information about the
physical and emotional environment
to and from the brain, immune sys-
tem, and endocrine system. 
Although the traditional medical

model is beneficial in treating
chronic disease symptoms, it may
be insufficient when it comes to
systemic dysregulation. The theory

that the stress re-
sponse and im-
mune systems
communicate
with one anoth-
er has revolu-
tionized our
concepts of dis-
ease and well-
ness and led to
development of,

and continued inter-
est in, the connections

between physiology and our
thoughts and emotions. It has also
opened exciting new avenues for
exploring disease development and
progression. Perhaps more impor-
tant, it has helped healthcare practi-
tioners, researchers, and patients
envision new pathways to wellness
and healing. 
New interventions and prevention

methods exist for treating the whole
body rather than just disease signs
and symptoms. Knowing how dys-
regulated stress responses and sys-
tems contribute to disease empow-
ers us to identify and
engage in behaviors
that may stabilize
or return a dys-
regulated sys-
tem to a
more proper-
ly function-
ing state. 
Instead of
operating
from a patho-
genic model that
focuses on symp-

Subduing stress: 
A physiology-based approach
Learning how to handle your stress can make a demanding nursing

career more manageable.  
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tom management, we can focus on
a holistic perspective that helps us
see how certain behaviors contribute
to health and wellness, which in
turn may help stave off disease.  

Effective stress-management
strategy
Here are three basic steps for man-
aging stress effectively:

1. Change the
stressor. De-
termine if
you can
eliminate
what’s causing
stress. For in-
stance, perhaps
you could ask your
mother-in-law not to come for a

3-week visit. Of course, she may
come even if you ask her not to.
Unfortunately, we don’t always
have control over our stressors. 

2. Change how you feel about the
stressor. We can’t always change
how we feel about a stressful sit-
uation, but it’s worth a try. For
example, you might feel better
about your mother-in-law’s visit if
you planned a pleasant trip with
her to the farmer’s market or
asked her to teach you that fami-
ly recipe you’ve been meaning to
make.

3. Change how your body responds
to the stressor. Choose to man-
age the stress. Consider meditat-
ing, exercising, listening to mu-
sic, getting a massage—whatever
it takes to reduce your stress.
(See Ways to manage stress.)
Here are more examples of tech-

niques you can use to manage your
stress.

Focus on breathing
Take a 3- to 5-minute break to fo-
cus on your breathing. Yoga and
meditation start with breath work,
and that begins with awareness. Put
your hand on your belly and focus
on breathing with your abdominal
muscles. First exhale, putting just a
little effort into getting out the air.
Then allow the air to come back
into your lungs easily, using the
vacuum you’ve created by exhaling.
Allow breathing to happen; watch
it gently move your chest and belly
as you inhale oxygen and exhale
toxins. To help you be a calmer
nurse, take a moment during your
shift to breathe and focus between

patient rooms (perhaps while
washing your hands).

Keep a journal
Journaling can be an
effective way to re-
lieve stress, purge
your feelings, and ex-
plore your thoughts in
a reflective way. Buy a
journal—or, if you prefer

typing to writing longhand,
set up a journaling file on your

computer. You may want to journal

Cognitive appraisal of stress: Two phases     
Researcher Richard Lazarus developed the cognitive appraisal theory, which holds
that our emotions derive from our appraisal of a stressful situation. This appraisal
shapes our response to the stressor.
Cognitive appraisal has two stages. 

• Primary appraisal:When you first experience a stressor, you ask yourself, Is this
is threat? Your appraisal is filtered through your life experiences and personal
beliefs. If you decide the stressor isn’t a threat, you don’t respond. 

• Secondary appraisal: If you decide the stressor is a threat, you ask yourself, Can
I handle this? Do I have the resources, experience, and coping mechanisms to deal
with it? 

As the diagram below shows, you can choose to deal with the stressor by chang-
ing how you feel about it (emotion-focused coping), using problem-solving meth-
ods (problem-focused coping), or accepting it and using relaxation and self-care
to reduce your physiologic response (biology-focused coping). 

Wilson DR. Stress management for adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse: a holistic inquiry. West
J Nurs Res. 2010;32(1):103-27. Used with permission from SAGE Publishing. 

Emotion-focused coping
Change perceptions, alter
responses and defenses,

reappriase

Problem-focused coping
Change the stressor directly

Biology-focused coping
Increase awareness of biological
response, use relaxation tools,

reduce stress response

Coping

Secondary appraisal

Primary appraisal

Perception filtered through
personal beliefs Perceived as threat

No threat; irrelevant

Assessment of resources,
options, experiences,

control

Stressor
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soon learn which you prefer. 
Start by writing a few words to

describe your day. No matter how
stressful your day has been, end
the entry by describing something
for which you are grateful. Express-
ing gratitude has been shown to
improve immune function and
change our perceptions of negative
experiences. Remember—our
body’s stress responses are influ-
enced by our perceptions, so try to
change how you feel about what’s
stressful. Use journaling to explore
your feelings and thoughts related
to the stressors in your life. 
Journaling can be an excellent

stress-management method for peo-
ple with disabilities and those un-
able to perform yoga or exercise.
On the other hand, journaling may
not be the best choice if you’ve re-
turned to school. In that case, you
may find the additional writing
overwhelming—the last thing you
want to do when trying to get
through a graduate program. Like
any stress-management approach,
journaling should never add stress. 

Do what you enjoy
No matter which stress-reducing
method you use, plan to include
enjoyment in your life. Write this
goal on your calendar, tell others of
your “enjoyment plan,” and choose
to do it intentionally. 
Make this as important as any-

thing else on your to-do list. Be
creative and spend time every day
doing an activity you love, whether
it’s walking in nature, gardening,
meditating, drawing, coloring, lis-
tening to music, or playing with
your dog. These 
activities help you get out
of the cognitive whirl-
wind in your head
during or after a
stressful day. As
you do what you
love, be aware of
your thoughts and
feelings. Gently
redirect yourself
back to the current
moment, mindful of the

right now. 
Intentionally set aside worrying,

reviewing what happened yesterday
and imagining what might happen
tomorrow. The benefits of being
mindful—being in the moment—

have been shown not just to re-
duce the impact of stress
on health and to im-
prove health, but also
to increase happi-
ness and the quality
of life. 
For more read-

ing on mindful-
ness, try Jon Kabit-
Zinn’s book,

Wherever You Go,
There You Are: Mindful-

ness Meditation in Everyday Life.
“The little moments,” he points out,
“they aren’t little.” We spend too
much time chewing on what hap-
pened yesterday or fretting about
what will happen tomorrow. 
Instead, right in this moment,

breathe. Be aware of what you see,
hear, taste, smell, and feel. Ac-
knowledge the “right now.” Manag-
ing your stress makes a demanding
nursing career and a complicated
life more manageable.                v

Debra Rose Wilson is an associate professor at
Tennessee State University in Nashville and a
contributing faculty member at Walden University in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Dana M. Dillard is an
associate faculty member at Ashford University in
Clinton, Illinois, and a telecommunicator specialist
with the Illinois State Police.
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Ways to manage
stress    
You can use myriad ways to cope
with stress effectively. Here are some
ideas:

• Meditate or pray.
• Do breathing exercises.
• Laugh.
• Use aromatherapy.
• Hug someone you love.
• Hang out with your pet.
• Create art, or color in an adult 
coloring book.

• Take a walk.
• Leave a toxic work environment.
• Be in nature.
• Make love.
• Set new life goals.
• Manage your time more carefully.
• Keep a journal.
• Dance.
• Exercise.
• Listen to music.
• Go for a massage.
• Take a bubble bath.
• Get a big dose of uninterrupted
sleep.

• Write down reasons why you are
grateful.

• Pamper yourself.
• Listen to a guided imagery tape.
• Avoid processed foods; eat whole
food.

• Be assertive and say no occasionally.
• Be with positive-thinking people.
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Be healthy!
Many nurses struggle to maintain the same healthy lifestyle they
advocate for their patients. Below are some sobering statistics about
nurses’ health, followed by health tips.

82% of nurses identify workplace stress as a top
health and safety hazard.*

45% identify lifting and repositioning heavy objects
as a top health and safety hazard.*

60% report working through their breaks and 
coming in early or staying late to accomplish
their work.**

80% received the seasonal flu vaccine in the past 12
months.**

28 is the average body mass index (BMI) among
nurses; this is considered overweight.**

20% eat five or more servings of fruit and vegetables
per day.**

6% smoke.**

*ANA & Insight Consulting Group. Health Risk Appraisal Exploratory Data Analysis
Webinar Slides. October 31, 2016.
**ANA Health Risk Appraisal Executive Summary. Preliminary findings October
2013-October 2014. www.nursingworld.org/HRA-Executive-Summary

Visit our Facebook page at facebook.com/americannurse2day/ to share your own health tips.

Eat a balanced diet, 
even when 
working shifts.

Do something relaxing 
before bedtime, such as 
reading or listening 
to calming music.

Monitor portion sizes.

Let go of anger. Stay open to other 
viewpoints.

Exercise on a regular 
basis.

Use appropriate devices 
to help you move 

patients. 

Get recommended 
vaccinations.

Complete recommended
health screenings.

Spend time with family 
and friends.

Tips for getting—and staying—healthy
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