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Pain Foundations 

Stress Management

Stress is your body’s automatic response to a 

difficult event or situation. The event or 

situation might be real, or imagined.  

You feel tense, overwhelmed, worn out, or 

exhausted when stressed.  

Stress is a normal part of daily life. A small 

amount of stress can motivate you. Too much 

stress can be bad for your health.  

Stressors 

Stressors are the things that cause stress. They 

can be physical or emotional. Stressors might 

be a person, event, or thought, or something else. 

Your body responds the same way to physical 

stressors and emotional stressors.  

Stress response: fight, flight 
or freeze  

 Occurs if danger signals are stronger

than safety signals.

 Causes your body to release a surge of

hormones. The hormones change the

way your body is working. This change

helps you fight, run away (flight), or

shut down (freeze) from the danger

 Occurs if the stress is greater than the

resources your brain and body

have available.

Acute stress and chronic stress 

Acute stress is brief. Stressors that last a short 

time, such as giving a speech or having an 

argument, can cause acute stress.  

The symptoms of acute stress can be quite strong. 

Chronic stress is long lasting. Stressors that 

last a long time, such as a difficult job or 

having chronic pain, can cause chronic stress. 

You might not feel the symptoms of chronic 

stress in the moment. This is because you can 

become used to the discomfort. The feeling of 

stress becomes your new “normal”.  

Chronic stress is bad for your health. It makes 

it more likely that you will develop heart 

disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, 

depression, anxiety and other conditions. 
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Stress and chronic pain 

Stress and pain turn on the same areas in the 

brain. Because of this, stress and pain are 

very connected.  

When you have stress, it can make your pain 

worse. When you have pain, it can make your 

stress worse by turning on the stress response.  

Having chronic pain often gives you chronic 

stress. You enter a cycle of increasing pain and 

increasing stress.  

Stress symptoms checklist 

Have you had any of these symptoms over the 

last 2 weeks? 

Physical 

 Increased heart rate 

 Increased muscle tension or muscle pain 

 Headaches 

 Dry mouth or dry throat  

 Teeth grinding 

 Nausea, indigestion or heartburn 

 Vomiting 

 Twitching or trembling 

 Restlessness, tapping, or finger drumming 

 Increased blood pressure 

 Increased breathing rate 

 Increased sweating 

 Increased fatigue 

 Decreased sex drive 

 Increased or decreased sleep, 

nightmares 

 Increased or decreased appetite  

 Frequent weight changes 

 Frequent colds 

Mental 

 Numbness or dulled senses 

 Decreased attention or concentration 

 Decreased creativity or productivity  

 Decreased decision-making 

 Decreased problem-solving 

 Decreased memory or forgetfulness 

 Frequently spacing out 

 Negative attitude or self-talk 

 Racing thoughts 

 Poor judgment 

Emotional 

 Mood swings 

 Anxiety, nervous laugh or worry 

 Discouragement 

 The blues  

 Feeling sad 

 Crying spells 

 Decreased joy 

 Loss of sense of humour 

 Irritability 

 Frustration 

 Anger  

 Powerlessness 

Behavioural 

 Fidgeting, and pacing 

 Having more arguments 

 Drinking more coffee, tea, cola 

 Withdrawing from others 

 Overeating or loss of appetite 

 Smoking 

 Drinking alcohol or taking substances
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Managing stress

There are 2 parts to stress:   

1. The stressor, which is the person, event, thought etc. that brings on your symptoms.  

2. Your response to the stressor. 

You can manage your stress by changing the stressor, or by changing your response to it, or by 

changing both.  

 

Changing the s tressor  

Time management 

 Use a To Do List or appointment book to 

plan. Give yourself extra time so you are 

not rushed. Limit distractions.  

 Prioritize your tasks. 

 Break overwhelming or difficult tasks 

into smaller tasks. 

Self-care 

 Know your stressors. 

 Identify what you can and cannot 

control. 

 Do pleasant activities every day. 

 Set boundaries to protect your self-care. 

 Improve your communication skills. 

 Learn to say “no” and to express what 

your needs are. 

 Ask for help 
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Based on R.A.I.N. tool developed by Tara Brach 
Image by starline on Freepik 

Changing your  response  

Awareness 

Before you can change your response, you need 

to be able to identify when you: 

 feel stressed 

 have unhelpful thoughts 

 feel body tension 

You can learn how to become more aware of 

your body and feelings by practicing 

mindfulness. You might want to go back to the 

section on mindfulness and review.   

Psychologist Tara Brach developed R.A.I.N. as a 

tool to practice mindfulness and compassion. 

You can use the tool when you are feeling 

overwhelmed, stressed, or anxious. 

 

R.A.I.N. 

Recognize what’s happening 

 Bring awareness to the thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviours that are affecting you  

Allow yourself to experience things as they 

are 

 Let your thoughts, emotions, feelings, and 

sensations simply be there,  

 Try not to change, fix, or avoid them 

Investigate with curiosity and care 

 Be curious about the truth and direct your 

attention to the present moment  

Nurture with self-compassion 

 Respond to yourself and others  

with kindness  

 Providing compassion to yourself just as 

you would a suffering friend. 

https://www.tarabrach.com/rain/
https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/realistic-clouds-with-rainfall-background_15356038.htm#page=3&query=rain%20background&position=26&from_view=search&track=sph
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Resilience 

Resilience means your ability to handle stress, 

and to protect yourself against future stress. 

Being resilient means your window of 

tolerance is larger.  

You can build your resilience by trying the 

following:  

 Use your social supports. Connect with 

other people. 

 Show gratitude. Consider writing in a 

gratitude journal.  

 Give positive affirmations. Consider 

writing in a positivity journal.  

 Meditate.  

 Eat, exercise and sleep well. 
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Thoughts and beliefs 

 Identify worrying or irrational thoughts. 

Replace them with thoughts that are 

more helpful. 

 Keep things in perspective.  

 Work on letting go of guilt and worry. 

 Work on accepting that the world is less 

than perfect. 

 Work on having the courage to  

be imperfect.  

Relaxation 

 Notice when you are tense. 

 Make relaxation a priority and part of 

your routine. 

 Schedule relaxation times.  

 Set relaxation goals.  
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Relaxation Techniques

Relaxation techniques are a great way to help 

manage stress.  

Using relaxation techniques can help your body 

have a relaxation response. When you bring on a 

relaxation response, you can reduce or turn off 

the stress response. The relaxation response 

activates your parasympathetic nervous system.  

Relaxation is an intentional practice. It helps:  

 lower your heart rate 

 slow your breathing rate 

 lower your blood pressure 

Relaxation can also:  

 reduce your anxiety 

 improve your thinking 

 increase your energy 

 improve your sleep 

Relaxation training 

Relaxation training is like exercise for your 

nervous system. Thankfully, the nervous system 

can regulate itself and you can recover from 

chronic stress.  

Studies tell us that relaxation can become a 

well-learned response. If you practice putting 

relaxation, it can become a habit.  

Relaxation techniques are often free or low 

cost, have little risk, and can be done  

almost anywhere.  

The keys to relaxation training include:  

 relaxed body position 

 quiet environment 

 closed eyes 

 gentle and non-judging thoughts 

Types of relaxation training 

There are a various types of relaxation training. 

It might take practice to find what type works 

for you.  

Belly breathing 

A technique where you focus on your 

diaphragm when you breathe. See the 

section on belly breathing.  

Guided imagery 

A technique where you imagine a positive, 

peaceful place like a beautiful beach or a 

peaceful meadow.  

Progressive muscle relaxation 

A technique where you tense and then relax 

different muscle groups in your body. This 

helps you learn where you hold tension. It 

also helps you learn what relaxation in a 

muscle feels like.  

Autogenic relaxation 

A technique where you repeat self-

statements, words, or images about 

heaviness or warmth. Autogenic means  

self-regulated. 

You can find more information on each of 

these techniques in the resource section. 

  

https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/set-people-practicing-yoga_4530360.htm#query=man%20yoga&position=1&from_view=search&track=sph
https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/set-people-practicing-yoga_4530360.htm#query=man%20yoga&position=1&from_view=search&track=sph


 
Stress Management - continued 

www.fraserhealth.ca 

This information does not replace the advice given to you by your healthcare provider. 

Catalogue #267840 (January 2023)   Page 8 of 8 
To order: patienteduc.fraserhealth.ca  

Resources 
Websites 

Anxiety Canada 

Read resources and learn about programs help you understand and  

manage anxiety. Learn about the MindShift app from Anxiety Canada  

and download it.  

Live Plan Be 

Find multiple stress management resources on this website from Pain BC.  

Stress Management - Healthlink BC 

Search topics on this website to find relaxation and stress management  

resources including meditation, breathing exercises, yoga, progressive  

muscle relaxation, and guided imagery.  

Bounce Back 

Try this skill building program to help adults, and youth 15 years and  

older, to manage low mood, mild to moderate depression, anxiety, stress  

or worry. You can do the program online or by phone.   

Apps 

Calm: Sleep & Relaxation 

An app for sleep, meditation, and relaxation. Includes sleep stories, breathing programs, stretching 

exercises, and relaxing music.  

Books 

The Relaxation & Stress Reduction Workbook  

by Martha Davis, Elizabeth Robbins Eshelman and Matthew McKay. 

Positive Coping with Health Conditions 

by Dan Bilsker, Joti Samra and Elliot Goldner. Download this workbook free of cost by clicking on the 

title.  Designed in Vancouver. 

Crisis Line 

The Fraser Health Crisis Line provides immediate, free, and confidential emotional support, crisis 

intervention and community resource information to people of all ages, 24 hours a day, every day.   

Call 604.951.8855 or 1.877.820.7444 

https://www.anxietycanada.com/
http://www.liveplanbe.ca/
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/stress-management
https://bouncebackbc.ca/
https://psychhealthandsafety.org/pcwhc/

