
                                                                          
      Emotional Health 
 

Stress: The Basics 
 
Stress is a normal psychological and physical reaction to the demands of life. Work, school, relationships, and 
daily hassles can often serve as stressors, or sources of stress. Stress isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Good 
stress, or eustress, pushes us to work harder. When this stress becomes overwhelming or hard to manage, it’s 
called distress and can impact your health.  
 
Another important aspect regarding stress is the differentiation between acute and chronic stress. Acute stress 
is a response to a specific situation or event, in which stress hormones are released to handle the issue. 
Examples of acute stress can be a job interview or getting a speeding ticket. Repeated exposure to stress, in 
which stress hormones are constantly being released in the body, is chronic stress. Chronic stress can wear 
down the body both physically and mentally. High levels of chronic stress are associated with an increased risk 
of depression, anxiety, heart disease, obesity, and sleep difficulties. 
 
Managing Stress 
Everyone experiences stress differently. Responses to stress depend on a complex set of factors including 
temperament, health, life experiences, beliefs and ideas, and coping skills. It’s important to be able to 
recognize high stress levels and take steps to handle it in healthy ways — managing stress is a learned 
behavior and takes practice. Here are some tips to get you started:  
 

• Understand how you experience stress. How do you know if you’re stressed? Some people may 
experience difficulty concentrating or making decisions. Others may feel frustrated, overwhelmed, or 
irritable. Headaches, muscle tension, or lack of energy are also common symptoms of stress. 

• Identify the source(s) of stress. What events or situations trigger stressful feelings? Are they related 
to your family, schoolwork, health, finances, work, relationships, or something else?  

• Recognize how you deal with stress. Are you using healthy or unhealthy behaviors to cope with 
stress? Which unhealthy behaviors would you like to change?   

• Find healthy ways to manage stress. Trade in your unhealthy stress coping techniques (overeating, 
excessive alcohol use, etc.) for some healthier ones (physical activity, meditation, getting a massage, 
talking things out with your friends and family, etc.). Some techniques may be more effective for you 
depending on the stressful situation you are facing.  

• Take care of yourself. Get enough sleep, engage in regular physical activity, eat a balanced diet, take 
breaks, listen to music — do the things you need to do to ensure you have a healthy mind and body. 

• Reach out. Asking for and accepting help from supportive friends, family, or health care providers can 
go a long way in improving your ability to manage stress. There are a number of resources available to 
help Columbia students cope with stress. Stressbusters, for example, are teams of students who relax 
Columbians by delivering free back rubs and promoting positive stress coping techniques at events 
within the CU community (see the website below for event details). You may also want to check out the 
Stressbust Yourself Tips and the Stressbusters Links to Success, also available on the website. 

If you continue to feel overwhelmed by stress, please reach out to Counseling and Psychological Services 
(CPS) to speak with a counselor, who can help you come up with a plan to manage and reduce stress. 
 
Online & Off-Campus Resources 
Columbia Health: health.columbia.edu 
 
Go Ask Alice!: goaskalice.columbia.edu 
 
Stressbusters: http://health.columbia.edu/stressbusters 

On-Campus Resources 
Counseling & Psychological Services: 212-854-2878 
 
Alice! Health Promotion: 212-854-5453 
 
Medical Services: 212-854-7426 
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