
Mental Health: Stress and Physical Symptoms 

It’s that time of year when life seems to get busier. A new school year starts and the season of 

holidays and family gatherings is just ahead – often we encounter some of the most stressful days 

of the year. A stressful situation, whether it’s related to this time of year, a looming project at 

work, concerns about finances or an overscheduled day, can trigger a flood of stress hormones 

that produce physiological changes. These changes can cause physical, mental, emotional and 

behavioral symptoms. 

We were designed to adapt to the stress response, enabling us to react quickly to life-threatening 

situations. Unfortunately, the body can overreact to stressors that aren’t life-threatening too, such 

as work deadlines, traffic and disagreements with spouses. Over time, repeated activation of this 

stress response has been shown to lead to more serious health conditions like high blood 

pressure, heart disease, anxiety, depression and addiction. In addition, without a healthy form of 

stress relief, stress can also lead to obesity through overeating or indirectly through decreased 

sleep and exercise. 

Stress and Your Body 

When your body senses stress, your heart rate goes up, pumping more blood to the heart, 

muscles and other organs. Blood pressure increases, breathing becomes more rapid, and more 

oxygen goes to your brain, making you more alert. Stored blood sugar is released for fuel, 

supplying energy all over the body. This is how you are able to react so quickly in a life-

threatening situation. 

Persistent elevated stress, however, damages blood vessels and arteries increasing the risk of 

heart attack and stroke. Even chronic low-level stress keeps your body “idling,” decreasing the 

efficiency of the immune system, and makes you more prone to illness. It’s not a coincidence 

that you often get sick during the busiest and most inconvenient time of year. 

Handling Stress 

Stress is a part of life, but what matters most is how you handle it. The good news is that you can 

learn techniques to counter the stress response: 

• Practice relaxation and mindfulness: Deep breathing techniques, reframing negative 

thoughts and learning self-compassion are all components to initiating the relaxation 

response. There are several apps that teach mindfulness. The Vitality program also offers 

resources to reduce stress and you can earn points for completing activities using the 

mindfulness apps.  

• Exercise: Taking brisk walks during and after feeling stressed deepens breathing and 

relieves muscle tension.  

• Lean on social support: Friends, coworkers, family and acquaintances can provide 

support during times of difficulty.  

• Smile and laugh: Laugher does the exact opposite of stress in your body. It shuts down 

the stress hormone cortisol and triggers the production of dopamine which is a feel-good 

chemical. Laughter also has an anti-inflammatory effect that protects blood vessels and 

heart muscles from damaging effects of cardiovascular disease.  

https://www.regions.com/benefits/vitality.rf


If stress is affecting your life, your sleep or your health, don’t forget about Regions Employee 

Assistance program, which is convenient, confidential and free to all associates.  

 

https://www.regions.com/benefits/employee_assistance_program.rf
https://www.regions.com/benefits/employee_assistance_program.rf

