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Stress Management Tutorial
A free downloadable

We are in a state of being overwhelmed, and dealing with situations 
we don’t have experience in. With the help of this tutorial, find ways 

to manage stress and prevent burnout.

Adapted from the Ready for Work Programme offered by the University of 
Pretoria

Purpose

This tutorial focuses on why you 
need to manage stress and some 
ways of doing it.

Learning Outcomes

You will be able to identify 
potential stressors at the moment 
and reflect on how to manage 
them effectively.

http://www.ce.up.ac.za/Course?tabid=58&Course=91808bed-b8f2-df11-9e88-0050569b0004
http://www.linkedin.com/company/business-enterprises-at-university-of-pretoria-pty-ltd
https://www.facebook.com/EnterprisesUniversityOfPretoria/
https://goo.gl/bTq9po
https://goo.gl/9oxcnw


Key Points

This tutorial explores the following topics:
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From survive to thrive
What is stress?

Do you sometimes feel as if everything is just too much, that you are barely surviving? Perhaps you are 
suffering from too many demands, causing stress. You might feel a sense of pressure, strain, anxiety and 

constant worry. 

The following are some of the typical symptoms experienced by a person under stress:

• Memory and concentration problems
• Insomnia
• Physical aches and pains
• Fatigue
• Feeling paralysed
• Feeling emotionally drained

Just surviving is not a pleasant way to live. You need to thrive, to do well, to enjoy work, and be happy.

Figure 1
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From survive to thrive
Is stress always bad? 

Many people say they perform well when under pressure. Research has found that low levels of stress can 
contribute positively to our performance.

Take a look at the following graph:

It is clear that too little stress leads to experiences such as boredom, but too much stress leads to 
fatigue, exhaustion, and burnout.  There is, however, a level of stress that generates an optimum level of 
performance. The experience of stress is unique to every person. The amount of stress that is too little for 
you may be just right for someone else, and your optimum may be too much for another person.

Figure 2
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From survive to thrive
Can we avoid stress?

What happens in our body and brain when we are confronted with stress triggers?

You can see in Figure 3 the impact of continued stress.

Figure 3

Table 1

More than likely, you will not be able to avoid the repetition of stress triggers in your day-to-day life. So the 
question is, what can we do? If we are exposed to stress, how can we prevent healthy stress from becoming 
unhealthy?

1 Stress hormones are released as a protective mechanism: adrenalin and cortisol.

2 Reaction in body: flight, fight, or freeze response. Acute improvement in focus, memory, 
and immune system.

3 Personal growth and stress resilience improve. This leads to optimum performance.

4 Stressful experience is repeated.
8 More stress hormones are released. Cortisol in the body becomes excessive.
6 Chronic stress.

7 Anxiety, depression, physical illness, and low energy. We experience tiredness, lack of 
enthusiasm, and lack of motivation.
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From survive to thrive
What causes stress?

There are all kinds of reasons why people would feel stressed, including elements of their personal life that 
are causing them stress at the moment. It is not possible to leave your personal life at the door although 
you should not allow it to intrude to the point of you becoming ineffective at work.

Some factors that might stress you:

• Workload: You might contribute to your overload at work if you are not realistic about when you need 
to say ‘no, sorry, I don’t have time’. You might get the work done by working longer hours but you miss 
out on socialising, family time, exercise time, and so on, often with no appreciation. Eventually your 
health suffers. So do your work diligently and well but avoid continual overload because it will stop you 
from enjoying what you do. You spend too much time at work to hate what you are doing.

• A toxic environment: You might encounter a toxic culture where people are abused, unappreciated, 
criticised, discriminated against or harassed. You might have colleagues who thrive on being awkward 
or claw their way to the top over other people.

Watch the following video and see what it adds to this list.

Skills Boosters. (2015). Top 5 triggers for stress in the workplace. 

(2:41) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cs6vNXcMuxs
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Stress management

(3:40). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gHku87yOPow, Accessed 17 December 2019.

(2:41) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cs6vNXcMuxs

Research shows that there is a relationship between stress management and emotional intelligence. 

According to Bar-On (2006) (see reference list), stress management requires three skills:

Flexibility and optimism are part of our mind-set, the way we think and approach life. Bar-On (ibid.) states: 
‘Flexibility is adapting emotions, thought, and behaviours to unfamiliar, unpredictable, and dynamic 
circumstances or ideas’. It is within our reach and ability to be flexible. It requires us to open our minds to 
the perspectives and views of others to at least try to understand them.

Bar-On (ibid.) also describes optimism and states: ‘Optimism is an indicator of one’s positive attitude 
and outlook on life. It involves remaining hopeful and resilient, despite occasional setbacks’. Regarding 
optimism, we can learn much from Nelson Mandela (1995):

Two of the skills to manage stress are thus within our grasp. Decide to be more flexible and optimistic. 
The following video is by an expert in mindset who works at Harvard University. Note that his research 
shows that social support is the greatest predictor of stress management. He links to the idea of self-
awareness, a key domain of emotional intelligence.

Achor, S. (2017). Stress management and awareness. 

I never thought that a life sentence truly meant life and that I would die behind bars... I always knew 
that one day, I would once again feel the grass under my feet and walk in the sunshine as a free man. 
I am fundamentally an optimist ... Part of being optimistic is keeping one’s head pointed towards the 

sun, one’s feet moving forward.
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Stress tolerance

Stress tolerance requires us to manage the following activities:

If we manage these activities well, our bodies will release hormones that help us stay on the level where optimum performance 
is possible. We call them our happy hormones. Let us unpack these simple activities and see how easy it actually is to manage 
our stress.
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Eating

Eating

What we smell

A few principles regarding eating:
The basic principle is to eat everything in a form as close to its natural form as possible. Stay away from processed 
foods and preservatives. That means, stay away from fast food.

• Eat something spicy. Capsaicin, the chemical compound that makes chilli peppers hot, also induces the 
release of endorphins.

• Take ginseng. Apart from increasing mental alertness, it also improves physical endurance. Just remember to 
consult your doctor if you add supplements to your normal diet.

• Eat more eggs, pineapples, salmon, bananas, nuts, and white meat. These increase the release of serotonin. 
Serotonin ensures that neurotransmitters make it possible for messages to be transferred in the brain, which 
improves well-being and happiness.

• Eat chocolate. Chocolate, specifically dark chocolate, helps the brain to release endorphins. Endorphins are 
the body’s pain-relieving and pleasure-promoting hormones and give us a feeling of well-being.

Endorphins are also released when we smell certain aromas such as vanilla and lavender. The following essential 
oils are also great stress-relievers: 

• Juniper berry oil
• Jasmine oil
• Chamomile oil
• Rose oil
• Frankincense

You might be more into the scent of that cup of morning coffee or the roses in your garden – you do not have to 
invest in expensive oils. 

ListeningWhat we 
smell

Sleeping Laughing and 
taking time 

out
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Listening

Moving

Sleeping

Laughing and taking time out

Listening to your favourite music can have different effects on the brain and, therefore, on the release of happy 
hormones. Any music with a slow rhythm or without a beat will lower your heart rate and make it easier to relax. 
Humming along with the music will also relax you. Also, ascertain any policy about listening with earphones in 
while working.

Exercise is essential for stress release. We should move according to our preferences. We do not all have to run 
marathons or work out in a gym. Do what you like to do as long as it makes your heart pump. It is said that we 
need 250 minutes of exercise per week. A good guideline is that you need to exercise hard enough so that it is 
impossible to sing at the same time, but you must still be able to talk. Try it!

If you have played a sport all your life, try to keep it up. Do not suddenly become a couch potato, watching others 
play. Playing a sport is social and fun as well as providing good exercise.

Make an appointment with yourself for at least 15 minutes per day (though 30 minutes per day is better) during which you clear 
your mind of stress triggers and think about something that makes you feel good.
You could also lose yourself in a good book or movie. The secret is that what you do should hold your attention so well that you 
are not able to think of the stressors. Remember that while you are relaxing, your subconscious mind will work on sorting out 
your problems and stressors.

Socialising with family and friends regularly is so important in managing stress. You enjoy yourself and feel that you have a 
support circle.

Please take note: Alcohol and drugs only paralyse the brain and keep it from making use of the stress release resources. Both 
these types of substances contribute to stress, as they lead to dehydration of the brain (which is where the hangover comes 
from). A dehydrated brain cannot function properly.

Welltory. (2017). (2:22). How to boost your stress tolerance. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tO8zuuwUVc
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We need the magical seven: seven hours of sleep, seven days a week. Serotonin is produced while we sleep. Good 
quality sleep is essential. Recent research is even showing that eight hours of sleep a night is essential. 

A good laugh can assist greatly with stress tolerance. Hearty laughter results in the following:

• It lowers blood pressure
• It reduces cortisol, the stress hormone
• It exercises your abs
• It improves the health of your heart
• It boosts immunity
• It triggers the release of endorphins
• It produces a general sense of well-being.
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