
Managing Life’s Stressors and the Stress Response 

for Restoring Brain Health 

 
As a means to improve overall health, all of us need to employ strategies to reduce the harmful 

effects of stress on our bodies.  In fact, many health experts consider stress the number one cause of 
many chronic diseases.  For those with mental health conditions and poor brain function, reducing stress 
is an absolute essential part of healing.  Let me explain what stress does to the body. 

 
The physiologic response to stressful situations involves the release of stress hormones (cortisol, 

epinephrine, and nor-epinephrine) from the adrenal glands.  These hormones help us deal with stressful 
events by increasing our sympathetic nervous system (responsible for our freeze, fight, or flight 
response) as well as boosting our sugar levels (energy for our muscles).  When we are under chronic 
stressful situations (work, relationships, finances, chores, etc.) stress hormones remain elevated for 
prolonged periods of time.  The associated chronic, high cortisol exposure has been shown to decrease 
mental function, learning, memory, and shrinks the brain; especially the pre-frontal cortex responsible 
for decision making, concentration, judgement, and social behaviors.  It has been linked to many mental 
health conditions such as depression and dementia.  (Many would consider stress itself to be a mental 
health condition: anxiety.) 

 
Furthermore, chronic stress inhibits gut function leading to poor digestion and absorption of 

nutrients and changes in the microbiome.  These changes lead to multiple nutrient deficiencies that 
impact your brain and beyond.  The changes in the microbiome set you up for more inflammation ad is a 
common root cause of mood disorders like depression or cognitive decline and memory problems.  As 
you can see, it is essential to deal with stress in order to heal the brain. 

 
 

Most effective ways to manage stress 
 

Avoid Life Stressors 
 
This means minimizing sources of stress.  It seems like a “duh” thing to say, but often people need 

the reminder that their stressful situation is causing them harm.  The best solution may be to remove 
the source of stress from your life.  That could mean leaving an overly stressful job, leaving abusive 
relationships, taking daily tasks off your plate, or any combination of removing the things that are the 
source of your stress.  Not surprisingly, this is powerful! 

 
Spend Time in Nature 

 
Time in nature is well researched to improve your ability to handle stressful events, it also:  

 improves energy 

 decreases depression and anxiety 

 improves the immune system 

 regulates sleep cycles 

 boosts creativity and productivity 

 



Here are some ideas:   

 Hike or stroll through the woods 

 Sit by a river 

 Meditate on top of a mountain 

 Go bird watching 

 Try camping 

 Really anything done in a natural environment is helpful.   

 
Exercise 

 
There is a massive amount of research on exercise and its health benefits, especially for managing 

stress and overall brain health.  Yoga is a particularly helpful exercise for managing stress and getting 
out of your head.  In fact, it was created by Yogis to prepare their bodies for meditation practice.  Here’s 
a snapshot of what exercise can do:  

 

 improves intelligence and memory 

 decreases depression and anxiety 

 improves stress tolerance 

 improves focus, attention, and concentration 

 decreases PTSD symptoms 

 improves sleep, energy, and increased resilience 

 increases Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF) to grow new brain cells 

 builds higher self-esteem 
 

Mindfulness Meditation 

 
Research on mindfulness meditation (MM) has shown promising results, particularly when used 

daily.  These results can be achieved with as little as five minutes a day.  Simply sit in a quiet area, close 
the eyes, and focus your attention on your breathing.  Pay attention to the air filling your lungs all the 
way down to the belly.  As you are doing this you will at some point notice that you are having thoughts.  
Victory!  This awareness that you are thinking things is the point of MM.  Your goal from here is to let 
those thoughts happen while gently pulling your attention back into your breath.  This dance that your 
conscious mind plays out will train it to let go of stress, anxiety, depression, disturbing thoughts, and 
more.  It is an excellent technique for sleep if thoughts are keeping you awake. 

 

Maintain a Regular Circadian Rhythm 
 
Good sleep rhythms will help you manage life’s stresses.  Cortisol plays a role in your daily rhythms:  

it helps wake you up in the morning and needs to drop very low in order for you to fall asleep.  By 
getting on a regular rhythm you can help regulate your cortisol cycle.  That means going to bed and 
waking at the same times every day.  (Not staying up to 3am going to the bars on Friday and Saturday or 
playing videogames into the wee hours, as many are apt to do.  I’m not saying this is you, but if it is, time 
to make a change.) 

 

  



Cut Out Caffeine 
 
I hate to keep going after coffee, but unfortunately, caffeine again comes up as a possible contributor 

to poor health.  The result of the stimulus from caffeine is higher stress hormones in the body.  Drinking 
coffee is a lot like taking a shot of stress hormones so you can focus and be really alert for a few hours.  
It’s not a whole lot different than stressing out on a regular basis.  If you want to take control of feelings 
of stress or anxiety, the caffeine has got to go.  Once eliminated, you can then start working to nourish 
the adrenal glands.  Working to improve your adrenal gland health will go a long way to regulating stress 
hormones and your brain health (see next section). 

 

Adrenal Gland Function 

 
The adrenal glands sit on top of the kidneys and are the endocrine gland that secretes epinephrine, 

nor-epinephrine, and cortisol (your stress hormones).  When someone is constantly stimulating the 
release of these hormones, the body tends to adapt by inhibiting these glands and down regulating 
receptors for the stress hormones.  In other words, people will adapt to the stress, but often to the 
point of not feeling that they are under constant stress.  Eventually, the adrenal glands start to lose their 
ability to create this adaptation.  The name for this is adrenal fatigue (a tired adrenal gland).  These are 
often the folks who have low tolerance to stress and are themselves quite fatigued.  If this is you, it is 
worth taking a look at your life and seeing where you may benefit by eliminating sources of stress in 
order to give those poor, tired adrenals a rest.  It can take a long time to bounce back from years of 
constant stress.  If you do not see your energy levels improving when cutting out stress and caffeine, 
you will likely need a little help from your herbal allies.  This is where adaptogenic herbs shine.  I highly 
recommend talking to your naturopathic doctor or herbalist about which of these herbs is right for you.  
Ashwagandha is one of the most safe and universally used adaptogens for stress, but can still interact 
with medications, so check with your naturopathic doctor to be safe. 

 
Stress and Digestion 

 
Stress directly inhibits the body’s ability to digest food.  This is because your digestive organs 

function best when you are relaxed.  The autonomic nervous system (responsible for unconscious stuff 
like breathing and heart beating) contains two branches:  sympathetic and parasympathetic.  These two 
branches will inhibit each other.  Stress is a response handled by your sympathetic branch, which 
suppresses the parasympathetic branch when active.  Digestion is handled by parasympathetic nerves.  
In other words, stress shuts down your digestion.  Poor digestion leads to undigested proteins that 
cause your immune system to react (they don’t look like normal food anymore) and contributes to 
intestinal permeability (called leaky gut syndrome) as your body tries to deal with what it thinks are 
foreign invaders.  This is a major cause of food sensitivities and increased inflammation throughout the 
body, which ultimately impacts brain health.  It also opens up the door to dangerous compounds from 
your gut traveling up the vagus nerve and gaining back door access to the brain.  Restoring proper 
digestion is essential to healing the gut lining and protecting your brain from bacteria, inflammation, and 
poisonous proteins like alpha-synuclein (which contributes to Parkinson’s and dementias).  There will be 
more on healing this in the diet module coming up. 
 

 
  



What to do if Unable to Remove Stress or Add Stress Relieving Activities? 
 
It is not always possible to remove ourselves from the daily stresses that are harming us.  In addition, 

some people have such busy schedules that they can’t carve out time for recommended stress relieving 
activities.  I highly encourage you to work on these things, even if they seem impossible at the moment.  
In the interim, you may benefit from a supplement that can decrease your stress hormones and mitigate 
the damage that they are doing to your brain and body.  There are a lot of great products out there, but 
if you do not feel like hunting and testing out your own, I commonly recommend a product called, 
“Cortisol Manager” by the company Integrative Therapeutics.  It contains a potent set of herbs and 
nutrients that are great for reducing cortisol levels.  This can be an excellent sleep aid as well if stress is 
keeping you up at night.   
 
Again, if you would like to support me in my mission to help others with their brain health, you can 
purchase through my online medicinary FullScript.  As always, talk to your doctor before adding any new 
supplements into your regimen. 

 
The link to my medicinary:  https://us.fullscript.com/welcome/drschull 
 
 

https://us.fullscript.com/welcome/drschull

