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In today's world, we face
more stress than ever before.
Not only are we raising our
children, we are juggling job
pressures, family schedules,
money issues, child-care
concerns, relationships, current
events such as terrorism and
economic insecurity, and
health concerns.  Stress can
even be triggered by little
annoyances like traffic and
noise. 

The reality is, stress is part
of our everyday lives and it is
not going to go away.  The
challenge is to learn how to
work with both good and bad
stressors (the activities and
events that cause stress) to
prevent a harmful buildup of
too much stress.  

How Your Body 
Responds to Stress

No matter what causes
you stress, your body reacts in
a predictable way.  This is part
of our survival mechanism.

Alarm - The primitive part
of the brain (the amygdala)
recognizes a problem and sends
the body a message to get ready
to "fight" or "flee."  

Resistance - Your body now
prepares to act.  Either your body
will resist or adapt to the stress and
repair itself.  

Exhaustion - This is the final
phase, when your body returns to
rest.  If the body doesn't recover
quickly, you can become ill.

The human body has a limited
ability to cope with stress.  By
preventing things that cause us
stress, and by learning how to
respond to stress in a sensible
manner, we can work to keep our
bodies and minds healthy. 

Parental Stress Issues
All parents want to raise happy,

healthy, well-adjusted children.
Knowing how to accomplish this

goal and making choices that
will be best for your child are
part of the daily stress of
parenting.  Taking care of
children demands so much time
and energy that it's not always
possible to do some of the other
things that are important to you.
Many of us no longer have
relatives close by who can give
us a break, and we can easily
become overwhelmed with
life’s stressors.

No matter how stressed you
may feel, your child's needs
must be met.  The challenge for
you is to recognize the normal
feelings associated with too
much stress and be careful not
to take these frustrations out on
your children.  

Childhood Stress

We like to think of childhood
as a carefree time, filled with
play, free time and lack of
concerns.  The reality is,
however, that there are many
sources of stress in children's lives
today.  Like adults, children
have different abilities to cope

with stress.  In fact, children typically
use their parents as models for
learning how to cope with stress.
Physical and emotional symptoms
may emerge if children don’t
address the causes of stress or if
they aren’t taught effective coping
strategies.
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While parents and children react 
to stressors in their own ways, 

children typically use 
their parents as models for learning

how to cope with stress.



Children may have concerns about their parents
getting divorced, losing a parent or grandparent, war
or terrorism, pollution, school and peer group pressures.
They may be over-extended by being part of too
many activities or clubs. Other problems might seem
overwhelming to young children – being bullied,
adjusting to a new child care situation or school, or
having a friend move away. Even exposure to news,
television or movies with frightening images can trigger
a stress response in children.

Childrens stress symptoms may 
look very different from those of adults  

Because young children can not easily express their
emotions with words, they are more likely to show their
stress through their behavior.  This may range from
being forgetful to fighting.  While most parents and
caregivers will sense when their child seems "stressed
out," there can be significant changes in behavior and
regression of behaviors that may be helpful to
recognize. While most of these will come and go,
symptoms lasting for more than 3 weeks might indicate
the need for a medical or mental health consultation.

Typical signs of childhood stress include: 

poor eating habits biting fingernails
twisting strands of hair picking their nose
extremely worried or irritable lying 
downgrading themselves nightmares
withdrawing from social activities grinding teeth
demand constant perfection cling to parents
difficulty getting along with friends perform poorly
worry about parents' whereabouts fight more with parents
have trouble paying attention don’t want to go to school

Children React to Their Parent’s Stress 
with Their Own

When children sense that adults are stressed, they try
to understand what is happening from the limited
information they have and may ask, "What's wrong?"
This is typically true when parents are fighting with each
other or when the family has serious financial or health
issues.  Young children also may believe that they are
the cause for their parent’s stress, and begin to blame
themselves.  This false belief that they are the cause of
the problem adds to their feelings of stress and may
increase negative or regressive behaviors. 

School-aged adopted children, or children being
raised by grandparents or relatives, often become
stressed as they begin to understand that they were
“given up” by their birth family.  They might be fearful
that if they do something wrong they will be given
away, or that the birth family can come back and take
them away.  

Regardless of the stressors affecting the family,
parents and caregivers must act as the adult. All
children need reassurance that adults will be there to
take care of THEM.  When a child senses that a parent is
totally overwhelmed, they may become parentified,
and try to parent their parent.  This is an unnatural and
unhealthy position for children.  If things become too
overwhelming for you as an adult, then it is essential to
find another adult to help you, rather than burden your
children.  

Coping Strategies for Dealing with Stress

Six year old, John, will not do his homework.  He is
crying and stabbing his paper with his pencil.  Mom
is screaming, "Why do you always do this to me
when I am in a rush?"

John’s mother believes that he is doing this on
purpose to annoy HER.  Therefore, Mom reacts with
anger and panic because she fears she will be late or
unable to do what she needs to do. 

Since stress is based on our perceptions or the way
we choose to think about something, we can choose to
think about the situation differently. 

1. CHANGE YOUR OUTLOOK: Mom may not be able
to help at this time. However, if she doesn't feel
personally threatened, she may be able to calm
John.  Then she can figure out when and how he
can get the help he needs. “John is struggling. I can’t
help him now, but will let him know that I will work
with him later.”

2. REFRAME: Just like putting a picture in a different
frame can change its appearance, reframing a
stress can change our perception of the situation.
Select a positive label (new frame) for each stressor
and tell yourself that you are capable of managing
them. “When I get home from work, I’ll show you
how much fun math can be!”

3. GIVE UP CONTROL: Recognize what can not be
controlled or changed and accept that. “I will take
care of my son's need and take responsibility for my
own lateness.”

4. USE HUMOR:  Use creativity and humor to inspire
your outlook.  “Now John, you’re acting just like a
six-year-old! Let me give you a big hug!”



(Continued on next page)

Use  this  information  as  a  way  to  recognize  and  manage  
your  physical  stress  symptoms  before  they  lead  to  chronic  

physical  and/or  emotional  health  issues.

When I feel under a lot of stress and pressure,
which of the following responses do I notice?

Place a check before those items which apply
and occur frequently or regularly.

Place an "X" before those that occur only
occasionally 

Other Stress Busters

You have probably heard the saying "you can't take
care of your children if you don't first learn to take care of
yourself."  This saying also applies to learning how to work
through your own stress in a positive way.  Remember
that as you learn new skills and strategies your children
are watching and learning from you. 

RELATIONSHIP STRATEGIES:

Manage your environment, at work and at home, to
make your space comfortable and inviting and
relaxing.

Don't over commit your time.

Review what is stressful and examine what can be
eliminated.

Find supportive friends- spend time together, talking
and having fun!

Keeping a stress diary can help you understand and
manage your stress.

Having a pet has been shown to reduce stress.

SELF CARE SKILLS:

Get enough sleep each night (research suggests at
least 7 hours for adults, and 9 for children).

Eat wisely, reducing sugar, fat, salt, and caffeine.

Drink lots of water each day.

Eat a balanced diet…don't forget breakfast and
lunch!

Be aware of your breathing during the day.  Take
"breathing breaks" to relax.

Learn relaxation techniques- stretching exercises,
relaxing your muscles, visualizing a peaceful place,
meditating.

LIFESTYLE MANAGEMENT SKILLS: 

Set goals and create a plan to reach those goals.

Restructure your priorities. Making time for recreation
is important.

Manage your time, do it now and don't
procrastinate.

Be consistent in your daily activities, establishing
comfortable routines.

Avoid redoing tasks or obsessing about doing tasks.
Do it once!

___ Headaches

___ Dizziness

___ Face feels hot, flushed

___ Loss of appetite / Increased appetite

___ Dry mouth/throat

___ Grind teeth

___ Neck/shoulders tighten up/ache

___ Heart beats faster

___ Heartburn

___ Stomach upset/nausea

___ Back tightens up/aches

___ Cramps

___ Increased urination/defecation

___ Diarrhea

___ Hands and/or feet feel cold or sweaty

___ Nail biting

___ Legs get shaky or tighten up

___ Tapping fingers/feet

My Personal 
Stress Symptoms

Learn to trust the messages your body 
gives you about stress.  Ask yourself:



Helping Children Manage their Stress:

When we are aware of our children's stress, we can
be helpful to them by calmly addressing the issues.
Remember you are your child's model and you may
be surprised to discover that he or she reacts to pressure
the same way you do. Your response may be the most
important factor in helping your child cope with stress.

Listen and remember what it was like to be a child
so you can look at the problem through your child's
eyes. Do not deny or make fun of worries that are
real to your child.

Talk with your child about concerns and problem
behavior. Knowing that their worries can be talked
about relieves pressure and builds your relationship.

Help children put words to their feelings.  Once
feelings are identified they can more easily be
addressed.  “You seem overwhelmed by all your
activities.  Is there something we can do to simplify
your life?” or “How do you feel when you have so
little free time after school?”

Without revealing a lot of detailed information, tell
your child the truth about family matters and crises.
Simple, honest accounts are better than what your
child will invent when they sense something is
wrong. Reassure your children that the adults will
handle adult issues.

Involve your child in problem-solving.  This will give
them a sense of control and will help them
throughout their lives.

Go to the library and select books to read with your
child about stress.  This can help in talking about
difficult issues and give suggestions on how to
manage feelings.

Provide physical outlets for both you and your child.
Physical activity, like walking, biking, gardening or
dancing relieves tension.

Be affectionate.  During times of stress we all need
love and understanding.

If stress continues, seek professional help.

VIPValueInParenting
Editorial Staff: Denyse Variano: Cornell Cooperative Extension,
Orange County; Stephanie Sosnowski, Maternal Infant Services
Network.  
Graphics: Nancy Karp, Cornell Cooperative Extension, O.C.

For more information on parenting
education and/or the Orange County
Parenting Coalition Action Team,
contact Cornell Cooperative Extension
at 845 - 344 - 1234.
www.cce.cornell.edu/orange
Cornell Cooperative Extension provides equal program 
and employment opportunities.

Funding / Distribution: Empire Blue Cross Blue Shield, National
Accounts Division, Middletown, NY; Orange County Partners 
for Children, a component of Healthy Orange, Inc.

Cooperative Extension
ORANGE COUNTY

Reduce Your Stress By Calling For Support!
These Action Teams are here to help you!

For more information on this topic, please call Cornell Cooperative Extension at 344-1234, the Mental Health Association Helpline at
294-9355 or Occupations, Inc. Service Access Center and Mobil Mental Health Crisis Line (can assist in crisis situations, any hour of the
day or night) 1-888-750-2266

Reading About Stress:
Stress  Management  for  Dummies by Allen Elkin 
The  Everything  Stress  Management  Book:    Practical  Ways  to  Relax,  Be  Healthy,  and  Maintain  Your  Sanity  by Eve Adamson

Perinatal Coalition, Ann Craig, 568-5280; 
Terri Thal, 928-7448
Eating Disorders Coalition, Debbie de Jong, 294-7411
Child Care Team, Liz Kuriplach, 294-4012
Parenting Coalition, Denyse Variano, 344-1234
Immunization Team, Shirley VanZetta, 291-2375
Child Sexual Abuse Team, Lynda Garner, 291-2611

School Readiness Team, Alice Reh, 355-5850
Community Alliance for Prevention of Substance Abuse,
Anna Tilley, 294-9000
Positive Youth Development Team, Carol Chichester,
291-2399
Children's Mental Health Team, Lynda Garner, 291-2611
Healthy Orange, Sue Stenson, 294-8308, 
www.healthyorange.org

Healthy Orange / Partners for Children Action Teams
To learn more about any of these issues, please contact the following Action Team representative:


