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DISCLAIMER:

The information provided in this  book is intended exclusively for informational purposes. It is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician or other qualified health providers with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition.

The content presented in this book is based on the author's research, personal experiences, and knowledge available up to the date of publication. However, the field of wellness and health sciences is constantly evolving, and new research may emerge that could change the understanding or recommendations in this book.

Individual results and outcomes may vary. The suggestions, recommendations, and strategies outlined in this book may not be suitable for everyone, as individual health conditions, fitness levels, and circumstances differ. It is important to consult with a qualified healthcare professional before making any significant changes to your diet, exercise routine, or lifestyle.

The author and publisher of this book are not liable for any injuries, health complications, or adverse effects that may arise from the use or misuse of the information presented herein. Readers are encouraged to use their own judgment and discretion in applying the concepts discussed in this book.

Furthermore, any product recommendations, endorsements, or advertisements within this book are not guarantees of effectiveness or suitability. Readers are advised to conduct their own research and consider consulting with professionals before purchasing or using any products mentioned in this book.

By reading this book, you acknowledge and agree to the above disclaimer and release the author, publisher, and any associated parties from any responsibility or liability for any harm or adverse effects that may result from the use of the information provided. Always prioritize your safety and well-being, and consult appropriate professionals for personalized guidance.
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Time to Move

“FORWARD”

Welcome to “PART III” of my three-part “Release Yourself” series dedicated to conquering chronic stress for health, happiness, and harmony. I sincerely appreciate and thank you for being here. My mission is to help you become a stress conqueror to optimize your mental and physical well-being. 

I think we tend to underestimate the impact chronic stress or traumas may have on us and are generally dismissive thereof. In case you haven’t read it yet, “PART I” of this series reviews the fundamentals of the nervous system and the stress response and how incredibly destructive chronic stress is. Chronic stress impacts mood, energy, appetite, weight, sleep, digestive health, immunity, and the risk of developing most mental disorders and physical diseases, as well as aging in general. The epic rise in chronic stress parallels the epidemic rise in mental and physical health challenges, including digestive and mood disorders, diabetes, dementia, obesity, inflammatory conditions, and autoimmune diseases. This parallel is far from coincidental in my opinion; I believe that we have the power to master our health destinies but to do so we must address the stress. 

I reference topics I covered in “PART I” throughout “PART II” and “III” and recommend you read them to get the most out of this series. I made “PART I” available for free* as an ebook because it is my fervent hope that as many people as possible appreciate the absolute need to manage stress to avoid a wide array of nagging and debilitating mental and physical ailments and diseases. “PART I” is dedicated to discussing our societal problem with chronic stress, while “PARTS II” and “III” focus on the solution.

This “PART III,” together with “PART II,” collectively provides 50 practical, evidence-based, transformative strategies to successfully manage stress and prevent the wide-ranging potential negative physiological, psychological, and behavioral consequences thereof. If you haven’t read it yet, the focus of “PART II” is on mindset, relationships, and relaxation. Each of the three books is intended to be more or less standalone because I wanted readers to be able to start with whichever lifestyle interventions appealed most to them. Of course, I strongly suggest incorporating as many of the 50 recommendations as you can to benefit the most. I utilize pretty much all of them daily and benefit significantly from their cumulative impact. 

As I recount in “PART I,” I endured a lifetime of misdiagnoses and mistreatments and engaged in “enigmatic” numbing and reckless behaviors because of chronic stress and unresolved traumas. I quit my profession as a corporate lawyer decades ago to focus on my passion - natural wellness (which, for me, includes travel and all the glorious exploration that encompasses). I have a Master’s in Natural Health and various International Sports Sciences Association fitness and sports nutrition certifications. I’m a full-time author on a mission to make holistic wellness accessible via simple, natural lifestyle interventions according to my “KISS” philosophy, as in keep it simple, sweetheart. 

I utilized my passion for research, my background, and my trademark optimism and perseverance to self-heal my various lifelong psychosomatic ailments largely via a Mediterranean lifestyle I have been blessed to be living for almost two decades. I am now dedicated to sharing my insights and my learnings in fervent humble hopes of helping enhance others’ lives. As the saying goes, “Sharing is caring.” It would be one of my many blessings if I can help others to avoid the challenges I have dealt with and to live life as authentically and optimally as possible as soon as possible. 

I still encounter “stress” regularly but I am no longer captive to it. I always say I preach what I practice; recently, I have experienced some unprecedented challenges that put me to the test like never before and I’m grateful to say the recommendations I make have helped me tremendously.

This “Release Yourself” series reflects my intimate understanding of how negativity affects us not only psychologically but physiologically and behaviorally as well. I say “negativity” because although the focus of this series is on chronic stress, the concepts are broadly applicable and can include limiting beliefs, anger, bitterness, jealousy, anxiety, depression, etc. The skills and tools I have learned and acquired to deal with “stress” have served me well in innumerable aspects of my life. Negativity of any type breeds negativity and positivity breeds positivity. I firmly believe that adopting the various recommendations throughout this book and “PART II” will elevate your life in ways far beyond the topic of stress.

We simply cannot have optimal holistic health if we have unmanaged chronic stress. Since it is my mission to help people enhance their health, happiness, and harmony, it is important to me that we stop being dismissive of chronic stress, which is a major impediment to the achievement of overall well-being. I am also working on an ebook dedicated specifically to overcoming traumas which have a serious propensity to cause a lifetime of issues if left unresolved, including chronic stress and its ravages. 

This series is intended as a call to action to address the stress with a collection of tools to help release the negativity to avoid enduring mental anguish, physiological embodiment, and maladaptive behaviors as I did for decades. My wish for everyone is to be a stress conqueror to be able to live the rest of his or her life as the best of life...

*One major online retailer requires a minimum price of $.99.

******
[image: ]


THE SOLUTION

CHANGE THE MINDSET: LET’S GET “UNCONVENTIONAL” 

STRESS IS INEVITABLE; ongoing suffering and stress-related physical and mental ailments and illnesses are not. Stress is so negatively impactful when we get stuck in sympathetic nervous system mode. Cultivating the ability to prevent activation of the sympathetic division of the autonomic nervous system and cultivating the ability to access the “relaxation” response of the restorative parasympathetic division of the autonomic nervous system will be your “superpower” to conquer the detrimental fallout from stress. You can be a stress conqueror.

Anything that helps you: reduce potential stressors; adapt to stress; cultivate resilience to stress; focus your attention away from the stress; access the parasympathetic relaxation response; and “release” the stress and the embodiment thereof, can significantly help you manage stress overall and prevent the deleterious consequences associated therewith. A number of the recommendations are particularly potent tools to deal with stress insofar as their benefits overlap different areas of the foregoing goals. 

We know that chronic stress is prevalent. We know that chronic stress has profoundly negative consequences for physical and mental well-being and overall quality of life. We know that chronic stress, indirectly and directly, causes or contributes to virtually all psychological and physiological health issues, including epidemics like obesity and type 2 diabetes; increasing incidences of inflammatory conditions and autoimmune diseases; and top killers, including cardiovascular diseases and certain cancers. We know that unresolved traumas and unmitigated stress are associated with eating disorders/obesity, substance abuse, addictions, and even suicide attempts, extraordinarily challenging problems that plague our society relentlessly. 

We know that conventional approaches, like drugs and traditional psychotherapy, have significant drawbacks and limitations; drugs have significant negative side effects, and conventional medicine and traditional psychotherapy both have limited efficacy and are not accessible to all. In addition to the personal toll chronic stress has on individuals, we know that relentless stress has exorbitant costs on society in general. 

The prevalence of chronic stress is clear, the far-ranging injurious effects are well-established, and the conventional approaches are clearly failing. We know how bad things are, yet alternative approaches and interventions to prevent and reverse the ill effects of chronic stress do not garner the attention they deserve. This is a huge missed opportunity to intercede with the innumerable, accessible, simple, natural, and inexpensive lifestyle habits that have proven efficacy in significantly ameliorating chronic stress and avoiding the cascade of negative physical and mental consequences thereof. As the grammatically cringeworthy saying goes, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Our approach to chronic stress is most definitely broken, so let’s fix it. Let’s apply the “KISS” philosophy and review 25 ways to address and ameliorate chronic stress, shall we? Keep it simple, sweetheart. Self-care made simple.
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Breath Practices

#26. Every Breath You Take

MANY MEDITATIVE PRACTICES involve slow, focused, patterned breathing and this accounts, in part, for some of the benefits associated with meditation that I detail in “PART II.” Breathing exercises can be employed as an independent stress-reducing practice with independent positive health effects, regardless of whether or not you engage in meditative practices. We breathe countless times a day and each breath is an opportunity to reduce stress or prolong stress. I’m a hugaholic and I like to think of breathing like an internal hug my lungs are giving my heart. This visual helps me be more mindful of my breathing throughout the day. It also highlights our interconnectedness which underlies my holistic approach.

When we are stressed, we are breathing relatively shallowly from our chests with rapid frequency, something we have learned from being stuck in our sympathetic nervous system. Rapid breathing is a sympathetic response in an effort to quickly take in and distribute oxygen-rich blood throughout our bodies. This type of breathing can elicit the body’s “fight or flight” mode and trigger the cascade of “stress responses” associated therewith. 

To counter this stress response, we can utilize breathing techniques to slow our breathing. We tend to take breathing for granted since it’s automatic and does not require our conscious effort. Breathing is unique in that it is both an involuntary function as well as a voluntary function we can purposefully control. A lot of us tend to have more rapid, shallow breathing if we aren’t consciously controlling our breathing pattern. The brain associates rapid, shallow breathing with “threats”/“danger” since a sympathetic state triggers this breathing pattern automatically. By consciously regulating our breathing practice, making it “calmer,” deeper and slower, we can promote psychological and physiological well-being by disengaging the sympathetic nervous system and activating the relatively calm parasympathetic state. 

Breathing practices to master the slower, deeper, calmer pattern of breathing reduces stress hormones and heart rate and generally improves the cardiorespiratory system. It can also induce feelings of calm and comfort; increase general relaxation, as well as alertness and concentration; and reduce hyperarousal, anxiety, and depression. It’s no wonder that breathing practices are becoming so popular given the array of positive mental and physical benefits that are within our control, accessible simply via patterned breathing. 

There are numerous variations of breathing techniques and you can experiment to see which sync best with you. Ideally, you choose one or more that you can regularly incorporate throughout your day so that stress-reducing pattern is something you can easily and effectively access when you are stressed or “triggered”. You may choose to alternate amongst different practices as well; for instance, I find some more energizing which I therefore use in the morning and some more relaxing which I use at night to help promote restful sleep. I also use the so-called “psychological sigh” (discussed below) when I am sad/stressed and find myself waking during the night. 

Deep breathing, “belly breathing,” or “diaphragmatic breathing” is an excellent, easily accessible stress reducer. If you watch a baby or a dog breathing while sleeping, you will notice that they breathe more deeply from their abdomens, which is consistent with our more natural default state of breathing when we are in parasympathetic nervous system “rest and digest” mode. The fact that we control our breathing is very empowering from a stress perspective. Diaphragmatic breathing reduces cortisol levels, deactivates the sympathetic nervous system, and activates the parasympathetic nervous system. Utilizing our ability to breathe more deeply is an easy, quick way to cue to our brains and nervous system that everything is fine and we can relax. 

Cultivating the practice regularly of deep belly breathing so you feel your abdomen rising more than your chest is an excellent way to cope with any stress that may arise as well as help prevent stress from becoming an issue to start with. There are plenty of online tutorials if you are interested in learning more about various breathing techniques. You can experiment to find what syncs with you, what feels most natural and relaxing. Ideally, deep breathing becomes second nature.

There are different practices of deep breathing based on counting variations. In general, aim for exhaling at least twice as long as your inhale. 4-7-8 breathing is a popular one where you inhale for 4 seconds, hold for 7 seconds and exhale for 8 seconds. To me the “magic” of these exercises isn’t the precise count of inhale and exhale but rather by focusing on counting, you really are forced to focus on your breathing in the moment and not let your mind wander, which is part of the goal. I like “box breathing” where you inhale for 4 seconds, “hold” for four seconds, exhale for 4 seconds and “hold” for 4 seconds. It’s amazing how much concentration this takes. You’re basically “getting out of your head” and into your body. The mind really can focus on only one thing at a time so if you’re really paying attention to your breathing/counting, your mind can’t ruminate about regrets of the past or anticipate woes for the future. You can also try chanting a comforting word while you’re focused on your inhalations/exhalations if you find that more soothing than counting actual breaths. Experiment to see what resonates with you the most and find your preferred rhythm so to speak.

“Prayanamic” breathing, which involves manipulating breathing movement, is one variation that has demonstrated significant positive physiological impacts; it is characterized by regular, slow breaths with long retention periods prior to exhalation. This type of breathing apparently interacts with the nervous system and affects both autonomic functions and metabolism as well. 

It is noteworthy that breathing through your nose is recommended generally and, particularly, for the stress-reducing potential of “proper” breathing. Breathing through the nose accesses neurons in the brain’s limbic system (especially the amygdala, the hippocampus, and the olfactory cortex, the brain areas involved in processing emotions, memories and scents). This neuronal access is why we tend to associate particular scents with good or bad experiences (for instance, the smell of home-baked chocolate chip cookies fresh out of the oven may bring up nostalgic memories for you or the smell of pine may be reminiscent of the holidays). Practicing nose breathing when we are calm may help us associate good memories and make us less likely to respond strongly to emotional stimuli. Aromatherapy (the benefits of which I review below) capitalizes on this association.

In addition to its stress-reducing impacts, I appreciate the practice of fully oxygenating my blood for its many benefits, including enhanced energy and its inhibitory effect on viruses, which cannot survive in highly-oxygenated environments.
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#27. Practice Yoga

ONE OF THE REASONS why yoga is associated with reduced stress is because it generally involves focused breathing and often a meditative mind, the benefits of which I reviewed in “PART II.” To be honest, I really don’t “practice yoga” per se. I do Pilates and I do yoga poses and stretches. By no means have I mastered - nor frankly even “noviced” - the quiet mind-body connection and controlled breathing associated with traditional yoga. My point is try not to overthink this if you’re just starting out working on incorporating  “breathwork” into a yoga routine. 

Simply focusing on expanding your belly instead of your chest will benefit you - nothing fancy required. I try to get into the routine of deep breathing while doing yoga poses for at least a few minutes a day throughout the day. I particularly like doing a “legs up the wall” pose while practicing breathing before going to sleep because it is calming and sleep-inducing. This is also a great stretch for your lower back and tight hamstrings and I love a good multi-tasking practice.

There are many variations of yoga; some are more active while others are more passive. I engage in yoga poses from a “physical activity” perspective, primarily for its strengthening and balancing benefits. If you are interested in pursuing yoga, experiment with different modalities to find one that syncs with you. There are of course plenty of in-person sessions if you are so inclined, but there are also countless online tutorials. 

With respect to stress, I have found “yin yoga” and “yoga nidra” (or “yogic sleeping”) to be particularly useful. These are both more passive variations and I find them quite calming and relaxing. Yin yoga is kind of the opposite of “hot yoga”, if you will; it’s slower, more deliberate nature  focuses on breathing and relaxing into poses. It is a calming yoga practice associated with stress reduction.

Yoga nidra or “sleeping yoga” is a posefree yoga practice of lying down and is kind of a state between waking and sleeping. It accesses the autonomic nervous system and has demonstrable positive physiological changes, including positive hormonal changes and impacts on blood glucose levels. It has also been shown to improve red blood cell count; red blood cells oxygenate bodily tissues and send carbon dioxide to your lungs for exhalation. Yoga nidra has measurable impacts on the central nervous system; it increases cerebral blood flow and triggers the release of dopamine. I think of richly-oxygenated blood as synonymous with energy and increased carbon dioxide exhalation as detoxifying/fat expelling. This practice has been shown to be more effective at reducing anxiety than meditation and to positively reduce both cognitive and physiological symptoms related to anxiety. There are plenty of online tutorials to guide you through this unique yoga practice with proven stress management benefits.

Yoga simultaneously calms and oxygenates/energizes. “Energized peace” is my favorite state of mind. Compared to meditation, yoga nidra has been shown to be relatively more effective in reducing the cognitive and physiological symptoms of anxiety. I love that I can use it during the day, particularly tapping into its energizing impacts and also employ it at night to help me transition into, or back into, sleep. As I’ve said, I’m particularly fond of practices with simultaneous benefits. In this case, yoga nidra can be relaxing while energizing and supporting lung detoxification, a completely free win-win-win. To me, it’s the ideal combination of deep breathing, mindful relaxation, and progressive muscle relaxation. Yoga nidra definitely fits within my “
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