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What is Anxiety/Stress
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Stress

What is it?



Stress

A simple definition (following Parkin & 
Boyd, 2011):

“Stress occurs when pressure exceeds 
our perceived ability to cope”

How do YOU manage stress?



Stress

A simple definition (following Parkin & Boyd, 2011):

“Stress occurs when pressure exceeds our perceived ability to 
cope”

• Because stress can mean different things to different 
people, in different settings

• Can appear differently for different people, in different 
settings

• Stress causes physiological changes that produce 
physical reactions, feeling reactions, thinking reactions, 
and behaviour reactions. 





45% 29% 

22% 



Why?

• Fight vs flight
– The brain (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal system; HPA) – release of 

‘stress’ steroid hormones like cortisol 

–  activates some bodily systems (like heart, lungs, blood, metabolism, 
immune system, skin, digestion) and shuts others down

–  activates neurotransmitters that decrease frontal lobe activity 
(memory, concentration, inhibition, decision making)

Stress  Relaxation vs Stress  Stress  Stress…

PROs and CONs



‘Stressors’

• Environment (crowding, relocation, travel, 
noise)

• Occupations (low control/high demand) 
OOS

• Relationships

• Uncontrollable/unpredictable stress  Locus 
of Control



Helpful & unhelpful anxiety/stress
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What is Resilience?
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Resilience: Developing capacity to 
cope through adversity

• Resilience is being able to cope with stress, challenges and 
catastrophe, and being able to bounce back after difficult 
times. 

 “Only to the extent that we expose ourselves over and over to annihilation can that 
which is indestructible in us be found” – Pema Chodron

 “Inside of a ring or out, ain’t nothing wrong with going down. It’s staying down 
that’s wrong” – Muhammad Ali

 “I have missed more than 9000 shots in my career. I have lost almost 300 games. 
On 26 occasions I have been entrusted to take the game winning shot...and I 
missed. I have failed over and over and over again in my life. And that’s precisely 
why I succeed” – Michael Jordan
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What makes someone more resilient?
• Research with children and youth faced with adversity (e.g. effects 

of war, poverty, natural disaster) indicate several factors are linked 
to successful adaptation (resilience):
• Being able to regulate emotions

• Effective attachment behaviours

• Positive self-esteem

• Optimism

• Altruism

• Active coping style when facing a stressor

• Other factors: Having a clear and firm set of core moral principles (guiding 
compass); seeking models of successful coping behaviours in others.

(Bell, 2001; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Richardson, 2002)
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Relationship between Anxiety & 
Resilience

• Anxiety and stress can present an opportunity for learning, 
self-discovery, and the development of emotion regulation 
skills. Overcoming adversity aids self-esteem, and provides 
experiences someone can draw upon in the future to sustain 
them through hard times. 

And…

• Anxiety and stress can deplete resilience if over and above the 
level someone has the skills and means to manage.
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Anxiety/Stress and the depletion of Resilience
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Bucket model of resilience

Resilience increases with things that help you cope…

Relaxation Enjoyment Social support

…and decreases due to stressors that drain your resources

(Taken from New Zealand defence force booklet on resilience) 



Resiliency bucket

• What fills it up?

• Opportunities for mastery

• Healthy, supportive relationships

• Health habits

• What creates holes and leads to resilience draining out? Can we plug 
these holes?

• Knocks to self-esteem

• Poor emotional or physical health

• (Repeated) stressors
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Related issues

• Mood

• Physical health; sleep

• Perfectionism
• Positive perfectionism

• Negative Perfectionism

Youth Wellbeing Study team, 2013© Youth Wellbeing Study



Adolescence: Special considerations
• Brain still developing

• Particularly pre-fontal cortex (personality + impulse control)

• Facade of invincibility...
• Less experience with long-term consequences...

• Not having past experience to draw on..
• ..to assist with decision making 

• Identity formation : who am I?
• Strength + certainty in knowing your values

• Individuation
• Developing sexuality

• Loss of relationships/forming new ones

• Forming strong attachments/relationship
• Others..?
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Managing Anxiety and Stress

• Identifying that there is a problem
– Changes in mood? 

– Poor sleep

– Negative self-talk

– Engaging in less fun activities

Knowing the Early Warning Signs for your child; (shared) planning for 
what to do if you notice these signs 
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“Stress busters”

• How you think about the demands upon us 
(because our thoughts drive our stress 
response)

• Resilience

• Lifestyle – activity, diet, coffee/alcohol, sleep



Eating good, 
and stress

Ironically, this cartoon predates 

the actual tiger attack on Roy 

Horn in 2003



Why don’t people eat good?



Why should we eat good?

From: http://theconversation.com/health-check-the-science-of-hangry-or-why-some-people-get-grumpy-when-theyre-hungry-37229



Why should we eat good?

http://www.wired.com/2014/07/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-10-brain-myth-explained-in-60-
seconds/

Why does your brain 

need energy?



Why should we eat good?

http://www.wired.com/2014/07/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-10-brain-myth-
explained-in-60-seconds/

2-3% of your body 

weight…

25% of circulating 

glucose…





A note on willpower…



“Hangry?”

http://www.wsj.com/articles/how-the-brain-

uses-glucose-to-fuel-self-control-

1417618996











“Hangry?”



Remember stress?





(Google “PsycBlog what the hell”) 



Sooo…

If you shouldn’t have too much sugary drinks, Red Bull, 
alcohol, fatty foods, etc, what should you eat?

• Don’t try to be perfect, try to be good…
 Remember willpower?
 “What the hell…”

• Acquisitional, rather than inhibitional, goals…
• Involve others and plan ahead…
• Set a timer!



Managing anxiety and stress
 Know what works for you

 Talking to someone

 Exercise

 Relaxing 

Music; Reading

 Creative outlet

Writing; Poetry; Artwork

 Problem solving

 Identify the problem

Brainstorm solutions

Rank solutions based on anticipated outcome

Follow through with solution

Evaluate outcome

Did it work? If not => back to brainstorm
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Relaxation

• Breathing techniques
– Diaphragmatic breathing

– “Belly breathing” “Bubble breathing”

• Progressive Muscle relaxation
– Tense and relax you muscle groups one-by-one

• Meditation

• Mindfulness

• Visualisation 

• (Noticing tension – part of EWS)

• What do you find helpful? 
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Unhelpful thoughts
• Unhelpful ways of thinking

– Mindreading

– Jumping to conclusions

– All or Nothing thinking

• Challenging unhelpful thoughts
– What is the evidence of this thought? What’s the evidence 

against this thought?

– Is this a style of thinking I’ve fallen into? Does it represent an 
unhelpful thought pattern (see above types of thinking)

– What might a friend say? 

– Is this a helpful thought? Choosing to ‘buy’ the thought or leave 
it on the shelf…
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Expressing Emotion
• Developing emotion regulation skills

• Identify and describe emotions (reduces their intensity)

• Acceptance of emotional experience (rather than fighting it)

• Learn what factors lead to emotional vulnerability (e.g. ‘hanger’)

• Encouraging emotion language in your home

• What is the culture of emotional expression in your home? 

• Mood diary (monitor positive and negative triggers)

• Thankfulness journal 

• Mood shifters
• Movies/ YouTube clips

• Photos

• Quotes 
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Managing Behaviour
• What types of unhelpful behaviours does your child 

or rangatahi engage in when stressed? 

• Reward systems:

• Praise desired behaviour/ effective stress management

• Praise insight when they choose to engage in healthy 
behaviours even though they don’t feel like it.

• Engage in discussion

• Does this behaviour help them? In the short term? In the 
long term? What life goals or values does it get in the way 
of (if the behaviour is unhealthy)?
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Self care
• Self care box 
• Important factors for self care 

– (balanced) Exercise
– (balance) Food 
– Sleep hygiene
– Limits/set boundaries
– Being able to say no 
– Assertiveness

• When….. (you follow me when I’m angry)
• I feel… (even angrier!)
• I would like…. (you to give me space to calm down..)
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“Just In Case Plan”
• Used in relapse prevention in therapy
• Helpful for everyone!
• Can include

– What I’m like when I’m well…
• Social? Active? Regular sleeping patterns?

– What helps keep me well?
• Activities
• People to be around
• Things to avoid

– What I’m like when I start to get stressed…
• Wake regularly at night? Start skipping meals?

– What helps when I’m stressed
• Talking to X? Taking the dog for walks? 

– Who can remind me of these helpful strategies
• Make an agreement + plan when things are going well (if possible)

– Who can help me notice my EWS – what can they say when they notice?
• (as above)

– Contact details of support people, agencies, etc.
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Fostering Resilience

• Make connections (to foster social support; identify role models)

• Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems
– Challenges to be overcome and learn from

• Accept that change is part of living 

• Move toward your goals 
– SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Timeframe).

• Take decisive actions (rather than time passing an decision made for you)

• Discuss values, and how these are enacted day-to-day
– Part of self-concept; self-esteem

• Look for opportunities for self discovery
– What can adversity teach us about ourselves

• Nurture a positive self-esteem

• Maintain a helpful outlook – develop optimism
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What can be done..
• Teachers

• Messages about achievements – praising effort

• Scaffolding to students level 

• Recognising achievement – verbal acknowledgement

• Parents

• Scaffolding – graded praise for increasingly more difficult challenges over time. 
Starting small and praising big. 

• Developing insight

• Talking through the skills used to tolerate distress after/whilst overcoming 
a stressor. 

• Go through what fosters resilience and what saps resilience

• Friends

• Group challenges; Social support
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Managing your own reactions and stress

• We can also apply to following as adults!

– The ‘Just in Case plan’

– Knowing our early warning signs

– Self care

– Modelling
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In closing…

• Self-care

• Useful resources
• “I’ve had it up to here. From stress to strength” by Gaynor Parkin and Sarah Boyd, 2008, 

Consumer NZ
• ‘Learned Optimism’ by Martin Seligman

• Youth Wellbeing Study 

• Contact us on youth-wellbeing@vuw.ac.nz

• http://www.victoria.ac.nz/psyc/research/youth-and-wellbeing-study
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