
Stress has become a term that is so overused that it has lost some of its impact. As a 
culture we have become desensitized to what the word stress really indicates which is 
disappointing because stress has such a huge impact on our health. I almost want to 
come up with a new word for it! If we take a step back from the exaggerated overuse 
of the word, we recognize that stress is a mismatch between our capacity to handle a 
situation and the intensity of that situation. When we are ‘stressed’, it is a crisis for our 
body and we begin to sacrifice long term processes for short term survival.  This can 
happen at an emotional, physical, or nutritional level. For this module, we are focusing 
on emotional stress as most of the rest of this course addresses balancing physical 
and nutritional stresses. 

How does Stress show up in our body? 
1. Poor mental health- anxiety, depression, feelings of overwhelm, lack of 

motivation or on the opposite end, wired and tired. 
2. Poor sleep- a hard time falling or staying asleep, or sleeping too much, not 

feeling rested even when getting 8-9 hours of sleep. 
3. Overeating or binging patterns with food 
4. Fatigue and malaise 
5. Cognitive decline 

When we see these symptoms start to show up in our lives, it means that our body is 
experiencing the physical manifestation of the inner feelings that we may associated 
with being “stressed out”. In a nutshell, when our nervous system becomes 
dysregulated, we lose our resilience and our non-essential processes begin to break 
down.  The primary hormonal system that is responsible for this reaction is our HPA 
axis which stands for Hypothalamus-Pituitary-Adrenal which is also known as our 
Stress Response System.  These are glands within our body that use chemical 
messengers such as cortisol and epinephrine (adrenaline) to react to perceived 
threats by heightening our awareness, releasing glucose into our bloodstream to fuel 
our muscles, and creating inflammation to prepare for healing. The evolutionary 
mismatch occurs when a system that was built to respond to acute stress and then 
return to baseline is used day in and day out, with little to no relief from the flight or 
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fight mode.  As our Stress Response System is not designed for the type of modern 
day chronic stress that comes in the form of work deadlines, traffic jams, financial 
worries, and the like, it becomes dysregulated. So instead of having cortisol peak in 
the morning to cause alertness and then fall at night as it works in opposition to its 
complementary hormone called melatonin to regulate our circadian rhythm, cortisol 
is being pumped out all day long, leaving us sleepless at night. This can eventually 
result in complete disruption in our sleep/wake cycle which suppresses other key 
functions such as blood sugar regulation, intestinal repair, fertility, and the breakdown 
of amyloid plaque that are required for healthy aging but not required during a short 
term acute stressor.  The mismatch occurs when a system that is designed to address 
acute issues is activated on a daily basis. 

Dysregulation of the nervous system 

Let’s review what causes dysregulation in our nervous system:  
1. Perceived stress that is emotional and psychological that can be rooted in fear 

or anxiety or have a biochemical cause such as genetic SNPs that reduce the 
clearance of stress hormones 

2. Glycemic dysregulation that result from eating patterns such as a high glycemic 
diet and irregular meal timing that can lead to either high and low blood sugar 
or reactive blood sugar where you alternate between the two extremes. 

3. Circadian disruption which regulated our sleep/wake cycle.  What starts as a 
pattern established to extend the day so that you can achieve more work or 
have more fun or for parents with young kids, take care of children can develop 
into a hormonal imbalance that takes on a life of its own.  A pattern where 
maybe you start using caffeine to get through the day or to stay up late, 
reducing your sleep duration which leads to sleep deprivation that starts 
disrupting the circadian rhythm that is the basis of our Stress Response System. 
 Some people will find themselves unable to go to sleep at night despite being 
tired that is likely related to high night time cortisol which can come from too 
much exposure to blue light at night, not enough exposure to natural light 
during the day, shift work, and frequent travel across time zones.  Whatever the 
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cause, the dysregulation pattern becomes established in our HPA axis as a 
result. 

4. One final cause of dysregulation that I want to touch on is the inflammatory 
signaling that occurs throughout the body. The inflammation can come from a 
nutrient poor diet with inflammatory foods, physical inactivity or overtraining, 
gastrointestinal dysfunction (SIBO, dysbiosis, gut infections, etc.), autoimmune 
disease, and a variety of other modern sources. 
This inflammation is guided by pathways in our body that set the tone for the 
way the body operates much like the radio station that you choose. If you 
choose the coffee house, you will hear a certain kind of music played by artists 
that favor acoustic performance. When your teenage gets in the car and 
changes it to Hits 1, the mood of the whole car changes. This is very much like 
how inflammation sets the tone for the body in a way that when it occurs on a 
chronic basis, changes the way the nervous system functions.  

If the causes of HPA axis dysfunction sound a little like a chicken and egg scenario, 
that’s because they are all related. Due to the way the nervous system’s chemical 
messengers interact with each other and impact various systems at once, HPA axis 
dysregulation can start at the top with mis-managed stress which then creates 
physical symptoms such as gut dysbiosis or it can start in the gut with inflammatory 
foods, neurotransmitters dysregulation, and then show up as a mood imbalance like 
anxiety with a heightened nervous system response.  Given the opportunity, 
addressing stress and finding tools to stay grounded and steady (I like the ride the 
wave analogy) is ideal, but if you already have other symptoms of HPA axis 
dysregulation then you may need to address the stress management at the same time 
as you heal your gut to balance out inflammatory processes there. 

Tools for stress reduction 
There are many different tools out there for reducing stress and it’s important to find 
the right combination of tools that works for you.   

1. First we want to consider any changes that we could make to our lives that 
would have a positive impact on the level of stress we feel. Often this becomes 
clear after some introspection on the topic and can involve little things like 
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hiring a house cleaner to help or big things like finding a new job. While I do 
believe that focusing on our reaction to stress is the best use of our energy, I 
also think we can give ourselves a fighting chance by doing what we can to 
avoid or mitigate areas of high stress in our lives. Stress is good for us, it makes 
us stronger. Too much stress is not, so let’s talk about tools that have been 
shown to help us adapt to stress and limit its impact on our health. 

2. A foundational lifestyle support that we can make that will have an immediate 
impact on our stress response is to get enough sleep. I understand that this can 
be easier said than done and if this is the case, you may want to target your first 
interventions on improving your sleep. We’ve gone into detail in this in the 
Sleep module, I just remind you here that it directly impacts your ability to 
handle stress.   

3. Next we have a whole group of practices called Mindfulness.  It’s a big 
category of techniques that work directly on your HPA axis to improve your 
stress resilience.  It involves particular techniques that will retrain your brain, 
changing pathways and creating balance.  

 Here are a few of my favorites:  
• Meditation: Wikipedia defines Meditation “as a practice where an 

individual uses a technique, such as focusing their mind on a particular 
object, thought or activity, to achieve a mentally clear and emotionally calm 
state”. I would add to this the idea that the goal of meditation is to bring 
yourself into the present state which has the effect of calming the nervous 
system so that we achieve a balance between our sympathetic and 
parasympathetic nervous systems.   
- How does meditation help?  Meditation allows us to develop a pause 

between our thoughts and our actions, allowing us to live more fully in 
alignment with our principles.  It gives us relief from the pain of living 
either from regrets of the past or from the fears about the future.  It 
supports sleep by helping to reset the HPA axis and rebalancing the 
circadian rhythm. 

- What are the best tools out there? 
• Headspace is my first go-to recommendation mostly because it 

was the first tool that really taught me how to meditate. It’s an 
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online application with a free 10 for 10 series that will give you a 
chance to experience the approach before you pay the monthly 
subscription. You get a discount for the annual access and either 
way, for the amount of content you get access to, the price is a 
steal.  It has built-in accountability and for the competitive people 
out there, you can keep track of your streaks and tag a family 
member or friend to help encourage them to take time out to 
meditate. This is still my most frequent way to meditate. 

• Calm is another online app that is very popular.  A slightly 
different approach, if Headspace doesn’t feel right, try this app. 

• Heartmath is a science-based biofeedback approach that has 
shown impressive results in creating coherence which is an 
objective measure of a healthy stress response. By using an app 
called InnerBalance along with a biofeedback cord that connects 
to your ear lobe in order to get your heart rate. This is great for 
those who want a visual representation of your stress response 
and an ability to track your progress with a very sensitive marker, 
heart rate variability.  You can take their free online survey to help 
you make an assessment of your state of wellbeing.  If interested 
go to https://www.heartmath.com/survey 

• Breath work can be a quick and easy way to reset your nervous 
system.  My favorite approach is the 4:8 Breath, because after just 
3 breaths, I can feel my whole body shift into a different space. I 
can do this anywhere and anytime if I am feeling overwhelmed or 
just need to clear my mind.  This practice asks you to breathe in 
through your nose for a count of 4 and out through your mouth 
for a count of 8, it’s a quick reset when you feel stress creeping in 
and also can be nice before meals to make sure you are in “rest 
and digest”mode.  As you get acclimated, you can add a 7 count 
hold after the inhale before you exhale.  This is optional!  

• Our next area of mindfulness that I am excited to share with you is called 
Mindful Eating 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 as it ties together two of my passions. Mindful eating is an approach to 
eating which allows us to take a step back and be present with the 
process of taking nutrients into our bodies. There are many different ways 
to approach this topic and I will share with you a few of my personal 
favorites to get your started. 
- First, let’s review the connection we have between the brain and the gut: 

you will know this like the back of your hand by the time the course is 
done! There is an entire nervous system called the enteric nervous 
system connected via the vagus nerve that goes from the gut to the 
brain. This is a two way communication system. We used to think that 
our mood was regulated from the brain with Neurotransmitters like 
serotonin and dopamine that were produce there. Now we know that 
almost all our neurotransmitters are made in our gut by our beneficial 
bacteria and transported via the vagus nerve into the brain. Now you 
see why we say the gut is the foundation of health! 

- Because of this strong connection which we can feel when we are 
nervous and we get butterflies or have diarrhea, it is important to 
understand that we can use our mind as a way to regulate our gut and 
vice versa. Consider the two main branches of the nervous system which 
are the sympathetic or “Fight, Flight, or Freeze” and parasympathetic or 
“Rest and Digest”.  There is no dimmer switch, you are in one or the 
other. This is how we were built. So when we are in the Fight or Flight 
mode, we have everything optimized that we need in order to fend off 
an attack: our pupils dilate,  pulse elevates to deliver oxygen to the cells, 
nutrients like glucose are delivered to fuel our skeletal muscles.  And 
everything that we need to rest and heal is turned off: digestion, cellular 
repair, reproductive systems. Let’s think about what happens when this 
is not just a once or twice a week phenomena, when we are chronically 
in fight or flight mode. The care and feeding of our gut is impaired, our 
capacity to heal damaged cells or get rid of old cells is impacted, and 
these important functions if left un-utilized, will be the root of almost 
every chronic disease we know from heart disease to osteoporosis to 
cognitive impairment. Recognizing this, many people begin to feel 
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much better when they learn how to switch into rest and digest mode 
and shift into a more balance nervous system state because everything 
associated with longevity is improved.   

- One incredibly effective tool for resetting the nervous system uses food 
as the focal point, the object that brings you to the present moment is 
the very food that you will be better able to digest if it’s eaten in a 
mindful state. Eating mindfully is a meditation technique as well as a way 
to heal your relationship with food. It allows food to be a sensual 
experience and rejects the idea that food can be used to punish or 
control oneself or one’s behavior. Mindful eating has many different 
approaches wrapped up within it. I want to share with you a few of my 
favorite tools that you can experiment with. 

• The raisin experiment is a classic introduction to Mindful eating. 
The idea behind this is to experience the food as though it were 
the first time you were seeing it. You take time to full engage with 
all aspects of the raisin-  noticing the texture, smell, color, how it 
really tastes when you allow it to sit on your tongue and be chewed 
slowly. If you are interested, there is an audio of this meditation that 
you can do on your own. It’s very revealing as many realize for the 
first time that they actually don’t taste the majority of their foods. 
When we aren’t tasting the food, the certain chemical messengers 
that trigger satiety aren’t mobilized and we can easily over eat what 
we truly need. There is a story about a man who would eat 
McDonalds every day and the practitioner asked him to eat one of 
his McDonald’s meals mindfully, tasting each bite and staying 
present. He came back to see her and said that he had stopped 
eating at McDonald’s.  She was surprised and asked what 
happened. He said that when he actually tasted the food, it was 
disgusting and he hasn’t gone back since.  This can happen with 
foods that we tend to overindulge with- if eaten mindfully a serving 
of chocolate cake can be 3-4 bites. 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• Jan Chozen-Bay’s is a buddhist monk that has a mindful eating 
retreat center where she helps people explore their relationship 
with food. She asks that you take time to reflect before you eat and 
check in on which of the 7 hungers you are experiencing which 
recognizes the idea that there is more than one way to be hungry. 
As you see here, there are some hungers that are driven by cellular 
needs like craving chocolate when you are low in magnesium and 
there are others that have an emotional basis like Heart hunger that 
are more about longing for connection. Once you identify the 
hunger, you are then in a position to choose how to satisfy the 
hunger. There is no wrong answer but rather an opportunity for 
self-empowerment that develops around food that allows us to stay 
present while we are eating and to tune into what we are actually 
hunger for. 

• Another fascinating area of research around food choices comes 
out of the work of Brian Wansink. He studies the patterns around 
how people choose foods and in what quantity and outlines the 
results of years of research in his book called Mindless Eating. 
Rather than making large scale dramatic changes, he contends that 
if we make smaller adjustments in the Mindless Margin, we can 
address the slow weight creep that starts in our 40’s and seems to 
continue unabated. My favorite takeaways from his entertaining 
book are: 

1. In a study where he set up students with an endless bowl of 
soup and some without, the students whose bowl kept 
refilling ate 73% more soup 

2. The farther away from a candy dish you sit, the less likely 
you are to eat it.  He found that putting it 6 feet away, 
reduced eating by 1/2 as much 

3. If a buffet costs more, you eat 42% more 
4. Descriptive labels increase sales by 27% and make the 

food taste better 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• There’s another whole movement called Intuitive Eating which 
encourages you to tune into what you body wants as a means to 
stop disordered eating patterns. It is a body-positive approach that 
can help people break a cycle of restriction and indulgence. This 
can be a good place to start that allows us to work on health-
related food changes that really aren’t possible until the disordered 
pattern is interrupted. 

There are many ways to use food as part of stress management technique as it is 
meant to be a very present act that we experience 3-6 times per day. And if that’s 
the only mindfulness we have, we should be in good shape. 

What are your next steps for this week? 
• Review any additional information you are interested in from the resources 

section. 
• Make an assessment of where you are currently at in terms of your stress 

management tools and overall stress. 
◦ Listen to the interview with Mara Benner as she dives into how to create 

a personalized stress management program for yourself. 

◦ Take a look at your lifestyle, are there opportunities to reduce stress that 
feel manageable? 

◦ Consider how some of your hidden worries could be creating 
underlying stress, sometimes we are not fully aware of why we are 
reacting a certain way and by digging into what is behind the reactivity, 
you free yourself up to find a healthier way of addressing the actual 
concern which then reduces the stress you are carrying. 

◦ Are you showing signs of your body being overwhelmed?  Where can 
you relieve some of the burden that you carry? 

• Complete Your Healthy Mind Workbook for Stress and set aside time this 
week to work on this health goal. 
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