
  
 

 

 

  

 

In this session, we look 
at how stress affects the 
body. The skills include 
reducing caffeine, the 
benefits of exercise, 
belly breathing and 
progressive relaxation. 
 

Dr Jim White 
 

Session 2 
Controlling your body 

These booklets can only be used as part of a Stress Control® class 
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PART 1: Information 

 

Most people with stress first go to their GP to ask for help with a body symptom. This is no 

surprise as the body signs are often the ones you are most aware of.  

 

The body reacts to stress in a vast number of ways. They are usually unpleasant, and you 

may become afraid of them. We call this 'a fear of fear'. You start to worry about them and 

you may avoid doing things to try to stop them.  

 

So, if you fear your heart racing, you might not run for a bus as you know this will push up 

your heart rate.  You may find that the signs appear out of the blue when you least expect 

them. Often, they seem to be on a hair trigger and can appear in a split second. To make 

more sense of the way the body is affected by stress, let’s first look at anxiety. 

 

 

Anxiety affects the body in two main ways:  

 

the autonomic nervous system (ANS) speeds up, e.g. breathing and 

heart rate changes, sweating, feeling sick, dry mouth, butterflies 

 

 

 

muscles tense, e.g. pain at the back of the neck, chest tightens, feel 

shaky, headaches, voice tremor, jelly legs  

 

 

 

On the next page are some of the most common ANS signs. Decide if you get these signs when 

anxious. Then rate how bad they are by writing a number between 0 and 10 where 0 is ‘not at all’ 

and 10 is ‘could not be worse’: 
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Sweating  Tiredness  

Palpitations / rapid heart rate  Butterflies in your stomach  

Missed heart beats  Wanting to pass water  

Faintness / dizziness  Feeling unreal  

Numbness or pins and needles  Dry mouth  

Breathing changes  Clammy hands  

Choking feeling  Flushes / chills  

Visual changes  Feeling sick  

 

 
Here are some of the common signs of muscle tension. Rate the ones you get when anxious 

between 0 and 10: 

 

Headaches  General aches and pains  

Chest pain / tightness  Problems swallowing  

Stomach pain  Feel shaky / trembling  

Bowels loosen  Pains in your head  

Jaw pain  Voice tremor  

 

These signs are linked to Fight / Flight (also faint/freeze). These changes are there to protect us 

from threat by putting our minds and body on alert. The changes help us fight or run from danger, 

e.g. being chased by a bear. Most threat now comes from our minds, e.g. fear of making a fool of 

ourselves, fear of failure, fear of not being good enough.  

 

These changes can be scary and we may come to ‘fear the fear’, i.e. the way our bodies react.  

 

We looked at feeling overwhelmed and how this makes us withdraw from things we see as 

threatening. 
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And now, let us look at common signs of depression. 

 
Many body signs of depression are the same as those of anxiety. But it is 

more common for a sign to go to either extreme, e.g. appetite. You might 

not want to eat. You might want to eat a lot more (eating for comfort?) 

This may lead to weight loss or weight gain. 

 

You might lie awake thinking about your problems or wake up during the night. Sometimes, 

you may wake early in the morning and know that you are not going to get over to sleep 

again. You might sleep a lot more than usual. You might sleep a lot less. Depression tends to 

make us feel pain more acutely – this could be joint or back pains or chest pains (do see your 

GP if you have any worries about this). 

 

People often tell me that they never feel well or that they never feel 100%. You may feel 

that your body, like your mind, has lost its sharpness. You may feel tired too often or 

exhausted even after mild exertion. You may feel that you drag yourself through the day. 

You don’t feel tired because of what you have done. You feel tired at the thought of what 

you have to do. Here are some of the common body signs. Rate the ones you get between 0 and 

10 when you feel low: 

 

Eat a lot less or a lot more  Weight gain / loss  

Can’t get to sleep  Lack of energy / feel sluggish  

Wake up in the night and find it hard 

to get back to sleep 
 

Wake up very early and find it hard to 

get back to sleep 

 

Sleep a lot more  Body feels numb  

Aches and pains  Agitation  

Never feel 100%  Constipation  

Loss of libido  Move/speak more slowly  

Feel exhausted all the time  Menstrual cycle change  
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PART 2: Controlling your body skills 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Caffeine 

Exercise 

Belly breathing 

Progressive relaxation 
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Caffeine can help make you feel alert. It can help you concentrate. It 

can improve your reaction time. It can help keep you going when you 

need to. But the effects of too much caffeine can be much the same as 

those of anxiety. Caffeine can be found in: 

 

Drinks such as coffee, tea, fizzy drinks like Coke, Pepsi or Irn-Bru.  
Painkillers such as some cold remedies and headache tablets.  
Energy tablets and drinks like Pro-Plus, Red Bull and Monster.  
Alcoholic drinks such as Buckfast and Dragon Soop. 
Workout supplements often contain large amounts of caffeine. 
Chocolate contains caffeine though at quite a low level.  
Many other products contain caffeine so check the packet. 

 

Common signs of too much caffeine are (rate the ones you get between 0 and 10): 

nervous  irritable  restless  

muscle twitch  headaches  shaky  

flushed face  upset stomach  fast heart rate  

fast breathing  peeing a lot  poor sleep  

 

See www.caffeineinformer.com for more details. If you feel you are taking too much 

caffeine, it is important to reduce it slowly. This way you can avoid any withdrawal effects.  

 

If you want to reduce your caffeine, you should: 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Wean yourself off it slowly. This will stop withdrawal effects 

 

Slowly switch from fizzy drinks to caffeine-free drinks or pure fruit juice 

 

Take as few painkillers as you can (ask your GP) or switch to lower caffeine brands 

 

Slowly switch to decaff tea and coffee 

 

Avoid energy drinks and tablets 

 

http://www.caffeineinformer.com/
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We all know that exercise is good for your health. But we also 

know that exercise can also help fight stress. For this reason, 

it is now an important part of ‘Stress Control’. 

 

 
 

While we are not sure exactly why it helps, we know you need to get your heart rate up. So, 

football, swimming, weights, golf, exercise classes, etc. can all help. Try stretches and 

strengthening exercises too. Make sure you choose something you like. The guidelines say:  

 

You should try to do at least 30 minutes moderate exercise most days of the 

week (or 15 minutes vigorous exercise). 

 

You can break this up. So, two spells of fifteen minutes each day 

 

If you don’t sleep well, avoid exercising in the three hours before going to bed. 

 

Moderate exercise is as good for you as more intense exercise. Moderate 

means your heart rate is up but not so out of puff that you can’t talk. 

 

If in doubt, check with your GP. Build up slowly if you have not exercised much recently.  

 

Getting started is the hardest bit. Once you get into your stride, you should find yourself 

looking forward to exercising. So, ask yourself the following: 

 

• How could exercise help me? 
 

• What are the main things stopping me and how can I overcome them? 

 
 
Why not start with 15-minute walks twice a day? This also gets you out the house and you 

may meet others – as we will see in Session 6, this is also helpful. Make sure your heart 

rate is up and you will be well on your way.  
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I hope you will find all the relaxation useful but look at how you 

filled in the ANS and muscle tension sign boxes. Belly breathing is 

good if you have a lot of ANS signs. Progressive relaxation is good for 

muscle tension signs. Most people have a lot of both. So, work out 

what type of relaxation might work best for you – of course using 

both types often works best. 

 

Belly Breathing 

Breathe in for a count of 3, hold and breathe out for a count of 4. Do this for a few minutes 

at different times in the day. 

 

 

Progressive Muscular Relaxation (PMR)  
PMR teaches you to relax your muscles and slows down the 

autonomic nervous system. Start with Deep Relaxation. Move to 

Quick Relaxation when you get good at it. Finally, try it on your 

own.  

 

Tip: practice when you feel calmer as you learn more quickly. Once you get good at it, use it 

to nip stress in the bud. 

 

Tip: keep a diary so you can see progress. There is a diary on the final page. 

 

One word of warning. If you have any problems such as a back injury and are concerned that 

PMR might make it worse, ask your GP for advice. Don’t play it in the car for obvious reasons. 

Don’t expect rapid change – it takes time and patience to learn to relax. 

 

Relaxation and mindfulness tracks can be found at: 

www.stresscontrolaudio.com 

 

 

Think about downloading them, free of charge, to your phone, computer, etc. If you don’t use the 

internet, pick up a free CD at the class. 

http://www.stresscontrolaudio.com/
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In summary: 

 

Start with Belly Breathing 

Move to Deep Relaxation / keep a diary 

Play the track every day until you learn to relax. 

 

Move to Quick Relaxation 

 

Play the track every day until you can relax quickly 

Move to doing it on your own.  

Combine with your belly breathing skills 

The aim here is to nip stress in the bud by relaxing at 

the very first sign of stress building up in your body 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Last words 

 
The aim of Step 5 is to control the body. Step 6 now adds to the skills 

you learned by teaching you to control your thoughts. Try to read the 

Controlling your Thoughts booklet before you come to Session 3. 
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Relaxation diary 
Before you play the relaxation, rate how stressed you feel using the 1-10 scale below. A 
score of 10 would mean your stress could not be worse.  A score of 1 would mean your 
stress could not be any lower. When the track ends, rate your stress again using the same 
scale. You can also make some notes about how you got on. Look at the example below. 

 |----|----|----|----|----|----|----|----|----| 
  1          2          3         4          5         6          7          8          9         10 

 

 Time and place Stress level 
before 
playing  

Stress 
level after 
playing  

Comments 

Example 

7pm, bedroom 7 5 
Deep version. Lost my concentration for a bit but got it back before the 
end. Getting the breathing sorted out now and I felt a bit better by the 
time the track ended. I’ll try relaxing like this at work tomorrow. 

Day 1 
 
 

    

Day 2     

Day 3     

Day 4     

Day 5     

 

 


