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What is the stress cycle?13

The stress cycle starts with a stimulus to the brain, which could be something familiar like hearing your own name,
or it could be something negative such as a percieved threat. The brain then matches this information to
information learnt from previous similar experiences, triggering a physiological response. These psychological
responses are labelled as emotions that may cause destructive thought patterns, which then present in physical
behaviours such as withdrawal or irritability.

Adopting certain behavious as a response can reinforce and continue this cycle. Therefore, for example, if we can
learn how to calm our psychological response, we can learn to break the stress cycle.

The mind-body connection*

Mental and physical health are often referred to as two separate things, however research has increasingly
highlighted the strong connection between the two, referred to as the gut-brain axis. The stress response has been
shown to have an immmediate effect on the gut, slowing down digestion and causing other gut problems. The gut-
brain axis is a bi-directional pathway, which is why the health of the gut can impact how we feel emotionally, giving
thought to how we manage the stress response through our physiology, as well as through our psychology.

Self-care for healthcare professionals?®
In the webinar, Emily talks about some practical considerations and self-care tips to help break the stress cycle,
some of which are explored further below:

e Know yourself: There are a lot of individual stressors and abilities to withstand pressures, so it is helpful
to understand what your stressors are, what your signs are, and what makes you feel better.

e Address the environment: Stress is a normal reaction to have in a stressful environment, but it can help if
you understand what you can control about that environment.

e Widen the perception gap: Between noticing a stimulus, and responding to it, there is time to choose our
response, but we can only do this if we have an awareness of what is happening in our brains.

e Work with our bodies: There is a very strong link between our physical health and our mental health.

o Exercise — Moving in any wayis a great way to get rid of the chemicals produced during the stress
response, and calm us down.

o Focus on breathing — When we are stressed, our breathing tends to become faster and more
shallow. Try to focus on slowing your breathing down, and breathing into your abdomen.

o Focus on adequate rest — We all need rest, and not getting enough rest, sleep or not being able
to switch off can exacabate the stress response and reduce resiliance.

o Look after your diet and gut health — We are starting to understand more about the role of our
gut in wellbeing and how the gut and brain are connected, therefore looking after your gut health
can positively impact your emotional weather.

Manage our thoughts: Techniques such as CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) and mindfulness
encourage you to recognise and challenge your thoughts to see if they are really valid.
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