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Identifying Stressors
Relational Stressors
Identifying stressors by relationship
Sometimes it can be helpful to identify the stress in 
your life by your relationship to what and who is 
around you. These categories include:
• Environmental stressors: “Your physical 

surroundings can set off  the stress response. 
Examples of environmental stressors include an 
unsafe neighborhood, pollution, noise (sirens 
keeping you up at night, a barking dog next door), 
and uncomfortable living conditions. For people 
living in crime-ridden areas or war-torn regions, 
the stress may be unrelenting.

• Family and relationship stressors: Problems 
with friends, romantic partners, and family 
members are common daily stressors. Marital 
disagreements, dysfunctional relationships, 
rebellious teens, or caring for a chronically-ill 
family member or a child with special needs can all 
send stress levels skyrocketing.

• Work stressors: In our career-driven society, work 
can be an ever-present source of stress. Work stress 
is caused by things such as job dissatisfaction, 

an exhausting workload, insuffi  cient pay, offi  ce 
politics, and confl icts with your boss or co-workers.

• Social stressors: Your social situation can cause 
stress. For example, poverty, fi nancial pressures, 
racial and sexual discrimination or harassment, 
unemployment, isolation, and a lack of social 
support all take a toll on daily quality of life.”1

Minor/Major – Temporary/Permanent 
Stressors 
Identifying stressors by magnitude
Sometimes it helps to think about the magnitude of 
the events in your life. Ask yourself these questions: 
How big is the event or change? How long will it last? 
Is it a temporary or permanent situation? Decide if 
your stressors are:
• Accidental hassles: These are temporary stressors, 

but they can cause signifi cant stress. Examples are 
losing the house or car keys, a fl at tire, missing the 
bus, or gett ing a traffi  c ticket.

• Major life changes: These stressors can include 
positive and negative events. Examples of positive 
events are marriage, graduation, starting a 
business, or the birth of a baby. Negative changes 
include events like losing a job, divorce, or death in 
the family.

• Ongoing problems: These stressors include 
situations like an unhappy marriage, unstable 
job, poor relationship with a family member or 
coworker, or accumulating debt.2

Internal Stressors 
Identifying self-generated stressors
 “Not all stress is caused by external pressures and 
demands. Your stress can also be self-generated. 
Internal causes of stress include:
• uncertainty or worries,
• pessimistic att itude,
• self-criticism,
• unrealistic expectations or beliefs,
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• perfectionism,
• low self-esteem,
• excessive or unexpressed anger,
• lack of assertiveness,”1 and
• fears or apprehensions (e.g., fear of fl ying or 

heights; apprehension about speaking to strangers 
at a party).3

Whichever categories your stress falls into, a good way 
to start the process of managing stress is to fi rst identify 
the cause of it. Identifying the causes of your stress is a 
fi rst step toward fi nding strategies to reduce it.

Sources:
1. HelpGuide (2007). Understanding stress: signs, 

symptoms, causes, and eff ects [on-line]. Retrieved 
June 19, 2008. From htt p://www.helpguide.org/
mental/stress_signs.htm.

2. National Library of Medicine (2007). X-plain: 
managing stress – reference summary [on-line]. 
Retrieved June 19, 2008. From htt p://www.nlm.nih.
gov/medlineplus/tutorials/managingstress/htm/
index.htm.

3. Mayo Clinic (2006). Understanding your sources 
of stress [on-line]. Retrieved June 19, 2008. From 
htt p://mayoclinic.com/health/stress-management/
SR00031.
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Breathe deeply to relax

“Deep breathing is a good way to relax.”1 In our 
society of slim model images, we tend to hold in 
our stomachs and breathe shallow breaths.2 “Deep 
breathing can be an easy way to take a short break 
and relax. Try it a couple of times every day. Here’s 
how to do it. 

1. Lie down, or sit in a chair. 

2. Rest your hands on your stomach. 

3. Slowly count to four, and inhale through your 
nose. Feel your stomach rise. Hold it for a second. 

4. Slowly count to four while you exhale through 
your mouth. To control how fast you exhale, 
purse your lips like you’re going to whistle. Your 
stomach will slowly fall. 

5. Repeat fi ve to 10 times.”1 

Source:
1. Offi  ce on Women’s Health, U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services (2005). Stress and 
your health [on-line]. Retrieved June 19, 2008. 
From htt p://womenshealth.gov/faq/stress.htm.

2. Harvard Medical School (2007). Breathing 
techniques help control stress. Harvard 
HEALTHBeat e-newslett er. Retrieved December 22, 
2007.
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Organization – Ideas to get you started

Sometimes the hardest part about organizing is just 
gett ing started. It can feel overwhelming to try to 
get your home or offi  ce organized. Try to take a new 
perspective – you don’t have to tackle everything at 
once. Try these smaller steps to get the job done.

• Tackle just one drawer or closet each weekend. 

• Sort through a pile every other day until you get 
through all of them. 

• Keep a day planner or calendar handy, and use it. 

• Post all of your important telephone numbers and 
e-mail addresses in an easy-to-see place so you 
don't have to keep looking them up. 

• Make a schedule for bill-paying day, laundry day, 
grocery shopping day, and library day. 

• Make “to do” lists, and check off  tasks once they’re 
done. The lists will show your progress and help 
you feel like you’re gett ing things done when you 
don’t think you are.1

Make a list of what needs to be done. Prioritize 
the most important tasks fi rst, and break your big 
jobs into smaller ones. Though this can take time, 
becoming organized can help reduce the time that 
tasks take in the long run…and it can go a long way 
in reducing stress.

Source:
1. American Association of Retired Persons (2008). 

Managing stress: Manage stress by managing 
your time [on-line]. Retrieved June 19, 2008. From 
htt p://www.aarp.org/health/staying_healthy/stress/
a2003-03-11-strategies.html
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Resources
Stress & Stress Hormone’s Effect on the Body
Stress: Win control over the stress in your life     
(Mayo Clinic)

Stress (American Diabetes Association)

Chronic stress and the heart (Journal of the American 
Medical Association)

Acute emotional stress and the heart (Journal of the 
American Medical Association)

Stress: Can it cause weight gain? (Mayo Clinic)

http://mayoclinic.com/health/stress/SR00001
http://www.diabetes.org/type-1-diabetes/stress.jsp
http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/reprint/298/14/1722.pdf
http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/reprint/298/3/360.pdf
http://mayoclinic.com/health/stress/AN01128



