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E
veryone has heard about stress and how it complicates life. Most would agree that it is the opposite of a state of harmony with respect to a mental and/or physical challenge. For example, if you are a man and another man says something that threatens you or someone you care about, your mind and body begins to ready itself for handling the threat. The autonomic nervous system and the endocrine system produce epinephrine, norepinephrine, and cortisol to increase heart rate and respiratory rate along with an increase in blood pressure and the necessary energy for muscle function along with an increase in the body’s pain killer to cope with stress and to avoid suppression of immune function.

One could say, “Such is life” and in a real sense stress is part of everyday life. That is the bottom line. Everyone undergoes different types of stressors. There is no way to completely get rid of stress. But no one wants to experience so much distress that life becomes unbearable. The ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists understand that stress itself may not be the primary problem. In fact, sometimes a stressor is exactly what is needed to finish a project or complete a task that was assigned to him or her at work or at school. In a way, the right amount of stress helps to motivate the person to finish the task.

On the other hand, stress that is unexpected or perceived as unwarranted, given the events of a situation, the mind is likely to perceives the situation as a problem. In short, it is typically acknowledged as negative stress that results in mental and physical outcomes that are not good for either the mind or the body. The most obvious of such a stressor typically has to do with a problem at work or something going wrong in a family, such as not having enough money to pay the bills. The stress is due to the situation perceived as a threat to a person’s life and/or family circumstances or relationship issues (such as a divorce or the death of a person he or she loves). 

One could say that experiencing stress is simply part of life except for the fact that it is linked to mental and physical health concerns, which are generally referred to as stress-related illnesses. In addition to living with anxiety, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, headaches, neck and back pain, and many other stress induced health problems, there are healthcare costs with the increase in doctor visits and the prescriptions that can have negative affects of overeating and not sleeping well at night.  
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The ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists understand the different ways to help their clients manage their stress. In fact, help is a necessity if life is going to improve. As an example, rather than overeating throughout the day as many stressed out adults do to try and deal with the level of stress they are living with, why not go for a 30-minute walk to decrease the intensity of the stress. The improvement in the patient’s hormone levels and the neurotransmitters in the central nervous system (e.g., serotonin and dopamine) that result from exercising helps the body to deal with the stress. It is also imperative that the client understands the importance of making time to exercise. Staying motivated in the management of the stress is not easy. It takes a dedicated effort and time to stay on top of the usual reasons for lack of time for exercise, such as “I am too tired today to exercise, or I’m not motivated, forget it.”

The ASEP’s recommendation for exercise in managing stress is not complicated. Walking is the best exercise to begin with, and it should be at least 20 minutes 3 times a week when getting started. After 3 to 4 weeks, the client’s frequency of exercise per week can be increased to 5 times a week for 30 minutes per exercise session. The regular exercise will produce several important adaptations to improve the way the body handles stress at work, home, or wherever it occurs. 

Also, since living from day-to-day without an adequate means of keeping the muscular-skeletal system from becoming weak and subject to predictable complications due to the stress, the client should also engage in resistance training. Lifting weights in a very progressive matter will help keep the muscles from becoming smaller and subject to little strength or power to sustain the body under different conditions in life. This means the resistance workout should be at least 2 to 3 days a week at an intensity of 8 to 10 repetitions per exercise. 

Without question, exercise is medicine and, yes, the medicine is effective if not better than many medications and commonly accepted surgical procedures. Regular exercise improves the fitness status of society, which then improves the health of society. Yet, the most obvious reason for major threats to the health of the 21st century throughout the world is due to physical inactivity. The sedentary lifestyle is seriously problematic with predictable physical and mental problems that complicate living and decrease longevity. As an example, life without regular exercise decreases cardiorespiratory function, increases cardiovascular and respiratory diseases with an increase in morbidity and mortality as well as an increase in anxiety and depression along with an increase in pain, and a decrease in cognitive function, well-being, and independent living.

One of several important ways for exercise physiologists to supervise exercise medicine is to do so at the exercise physiologist’s business site. As the specifics of the exercise prescription become apparent and carried out appropriately, one can expect the client’s fitness to improve along with a decrease in pain and the level of stress induced by physical inactivity. Ultimately, the overall improvement in mind and body health helps to ensure the return to work and other activities, such as talking about how the stress is making life very hard. In fact, at times it may become obvious that some things cannot be change, so “you must let it go” may be the answer. How is that done? By using the power of your mind to resist thinking about anything you know that you have no control over. In fact, the client should ask the following questions: Is the time spent helpful? Am I in position to change the outcome? After all, taking a day off from thinking and rethinking can allow for new thoughts and decisions. As Henry Ford said, “Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t – you’re right.” Hence, the question is this: “Why not believe that you can decrease the stress in your life by directing your thoughts and actions in a positive way?” 

It is also appropriate for ASEP exercise physiologists to tell their clients that they should “change what they can and then let go of what they can’t change.” After all, understandably, not everything is 100% under the client’s control. Life is a challenge, and it can be complicated for essentially everyone. While it is true that not everyone has someone to turn to for understanding, direction, and/or advice, the client must take responsibility for further complicating life by engaging in other unhealthy responses to stress, such as drinking alcohol or using drugs. Instead, in addition to the regular exercise instructions provided by the ASEP exercise physiologist, why not deal with the personal stress by taking charge of your thoughts and circumstances? One interesting and easy way to relax and cope with stress is to start a 4-4-4 breathing pattern (i.e., breathe in for the count of 4, hold for 4, and breathe out for the count of 4) while allowing your mind and body to relax. The practice itself for a few minutes each day will help to induce the relaxation response, which is consistent with a decrease in heart rate, blood pressure, and muscle tension.

Laughter

In addition to physical exercise, there are other ways to use the mind to influence the body. Laughter, for example, is an excellent way to be healthier. Moreover, it is a proven method of transforming the mind and the body by getting rid of negative thoughts and emotions. The bottom line is that ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists can help clients understand that laughter is a great way to get rid of stress while increasing oxygen consumption and circulation by increasing heart rate and muscle activity that helps to decrease the feelings of being physically stress and mentally depress. So, why not help clients practice laughing even if they should find it difficult at first. Help them to keep at it, and it will become spontaneous laughter. As the Mayo Clinic Staff says, “Turn the corners of your mouth up into a smile and then give a laugh, even if it feels a little forced.” In short, laughter can help get rid of stress as well as improve longevity. The client’s sense of creative ability and energy will improve while there will also be a decrease in fear, stress, and embarrassment. There are not many medicines that cannot accomplish what laughter can.

Spirituality

[bookmark: _Hlk167801596]Too many people also forget or fail to engage another very powerful way to decrease stress, depression, anxiety, and tension, and is the reconnection with spirituality/religiosity. Why not help clients to breathe in slowly and then breathe out slowly while taking pleasure praying to God? How? By praying and reading His Word clients can increase their spirituality and believe in the Lord and His power to relax the mind and body. It is also important to help clients believe that God’s Son, Jesus Christ, died on the cross for their sins and that they can relax and live life with less stress. ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists can also instill a sense of peace in their clients by sharing the role that prayer allows for a spiritual connection to God. This thinking is in-line with the significance of spiritual strengths in mental wellness via an inner peace and calmness.  

In Closing…

No one needs stress in their lives. The nervous system does not need to be all fired-up throughout the day, whether one is at work or at home. Hence, why not take a deep breath and intentionally relax the mind and body to reduce stress. The ASEP exercise physiologists can help their clients by telling them to begin by finding a comfortable chair or by lying down on their backs on the floor. Picture in your mind a mental image of your body relaxing as your thoughts and positive statements bring about the relaxation responses and confidence in achieving a state of relaxation and fulfillment. Spiritual beliefs can significantly help clients in taking control of their lives by providing direction and a sense of fulfillment in their lives. The key to the clients’ experiencing spiritual nourishment that carries over into their lives is to engage wholeheartedly in the holistic lifestyle that will ultimately reduce the symptoms of depression and anxiety. Also, by engaging in spiritual activities that includes praying about life’s challenges, the client can increase his or her serotonin that is linked to well-being, a positive mindset and feelings of happiness and, therefore, an overall improvement in health.  
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