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Managing Stress with

Cognitive Behavioural Strategies

We experience stress everyday but how much do
we know about what "stress” is? Stress is the cognitive,
emotional, physiological and behavioural responses to
an event. For instance, when a person is assigned an
important job, he/she will contemplate the solutions
(cognitive response), feel nervous (emotional response),
may experience heart palpitations and muscle tension
(physiological response), and may withdraw from social
functions so as to stay focused on the job (behavioural
response). In the early twentieth century, Robert M
Yerkes and John D Dodson, both psychologists,
proposed an “inverted-U" model to describe the
relationship between stress response and performance
(Figure 1). According to the model, our performance
reaches the optimal point when we experience
appropriate levels of stress. The stress hormone, cortisol
is produced, which energises our mind and body to
cope with a stressful event. This may explain why most
of the world records were created in large-scale sports
games. The experience of "eustress” ("good stress”) in
these games helps bring out the potential of the
sportsmen. On the other hand, unfortunately, when
we are stressed overwhelmingly (i.e. "distress”), we will
feel emotionally tense and tired. Furthermore, the
excessive release of cortisol will compromise our
attention and memory, and hamper the functioning
of our immune system. Therefore, effective management
of stress is crucial.

Optimal
Performance

Performance
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(Figure 1) Stress

Cognitive behavioural strategies can be applied
to manage our stress in everyday living. “Cognition” is
the mental processing of information, which determines
our responses. For example, officer A and B, having
the same qualifications and work experience, receive

a promotion for the same job. Officer A perceives the
new job as problematic and feels despairing because
he only focuses on the negative side of the job. On
the other hand, officer B perceives the new job as an
opportunity for growth and, thus, feels energetic and
passionate about the demanding job. The above
example demonstrates that stress could derive from
our interpretation of an event, which could be quite
neutral. In order to transform the "distress” into "eustress”,
we should pay attention to the positive aspects of an
event, bearing an attitude of "I am willing to take the
challenge”.

Behaviourally, we can manage our stress by taking
appropriate actions. The following suggestions may be
considered when there are adverse distress symptoms
(e.g. insomnia, loss of appetite and feeling tense):

l Appropriate amount of physical exercise: during
physical exercise, the brain will release "endorphins”
which produce analgesia and a sense of happiness.

B Enjoy life: schedule a time slot (even just 15 minutes)
for yourself to participate in an enjoyable activity
everyday.

B Diaphragmatic breathing: this deep breathing exercise
relieves stress-induced symptoms (e.g. shortness of
breath, dizziness, headache, muscle tension, etc).

B Enjoy a social gathering: research shows that
emotional and instrumental support from friends
contributes to a "buffering effect” that reduces the
harmful impact of distress.

B Adequate rest and nutrition: enough rest and
nutrition help maintain our attention, emotional
stability and energy level.

Stress is inevitable in our lives. Therefore, stress
management can help people's personal growth and
development. As a clinical psychologist | can provide
an individual plan for effective stress management.

Mr Joe Wong
Registered Clinical Psychologist
Haven of Hope S K Yee Hang Hau Clinic

(Remark: Clinical Psychological Service is provided at Haven of Hope S K Yee Hang Hau Clinic. For enquiries please call 2703 2060.)




