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Does the holiday  
madness leave you 

frazzled? Not only can 
stress turn you into the 

Grinch, it can make you 
gain weight. Here’s how  

to beat stress… and maybe 
the bulge as well.

By Holly Pevzner

From

“Arrg!”
...to Ahhh.
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I
t turns out that a stressful event can slow 
down our metabolism—so much so that 
we could gain an extra 11 pounds over 
the course of a year, says a new study in 
 Biological Psychiatry. 

“We found that women who were 
stressed burned 104 fewer calories the next day 
than women who weren’t stressed,” says study 
co-author Martha A. Belury, Ph.D., R.D., 
nutri tion professor at Ohio State University. 
 Belury wasn’t even measuring huge life- 
changing stresses, but just everyday anxieties 
like caring for aging parents and kids. “The 
stressed women had a slower metabolism, 
higher levels of insulin, which contributes  
to fat storage, and higher levels of the stress 
hormone cortisol after a meal,” says Belury. 
(Women with a history of depression had even 
higher levels of cortisol post-meal than women 
without a similar history.) Cortisol increases 
our chances of gaining fat, in particular vis-

ceral fat, the danger-
ous kind that sits in 
our midsection and 
surrounds our organs. 
Viscera l  fat  ha s a 
hand in raising cho-
lesterol and insulin 
resistance, setting the 
stage for type 2 diabe-
tes and heart disease.

While all of the 
women in the study 

ate the same meals, calorie-for-calorie, real life 
doesn’t work that way. In real life, many of us 
tend to pick junk food—and too much of it—
when we’re stressed. “We turn to high-fat, 
high-sugar, high-calorie foods in times of stress 
because they’re delicious and they literally give 
us a temporary high by boosting endorphin 
and dopamine levels in the brain,” says Eliza-
beth Somer, R.D., author of Eat Your Way to 
Happiness. 

And while we may feel better in the short-
term after that hot-fudge brownie sundae, the 
better stress-busting choices are healthy foods. 
“Some of our nutrient needs increase when 
we’re stressed. If we get these nutrients instead 
of fat and sugar, we can calm the stress re-
sponse and help stop the damage that stress 
causes,” says Somer. For instance, stress acceler-
ates cellular aging that’s associated with heart 
disease, cancer and Alzheimer’s. However, a 
healthy diet puts the brakes on this process, ac-
cording to brand-new research. So the big 
question remains: What should we eat to con-
quer cravings and beat stress? Read on:

Nuts. Stress depletes our B vitamin stores and snacking on nuts helps re-

plenish them. “B vitamins keep our neurotransmitters in their happy place and 

help us handle the fight-or-flight stress response,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., 

R.D., a psychologist in Burlington, Vermont, and founder of smashyourscale.

com. The potassium in nuts is also key: Penn State researchers found that a 

couple servings of potassium-packed pistachios a day can lower blood pres-

sure and reduce the strain stress puts on our heart. 

Salmon. “To keep your wits about you when life gets hairy, you need 

omega-3s, especially DHA,” says Somer. In a study in Brain, Behavior and Im-

munity, people who took a daily omega-3 supplement (containing DHA and 

EPA) for 12 weeks reduced their anxiety by 20 percent compared to the pla-

cebo group. You won’t get the same mood boost from the omega-3s (ALA) in 

flax, walnuts and soy, though, so shoot for about 2 servings a week of wild 

salmon or other oily fish and/or talk to your doctor about DHA supplements.

Red Peppers. While oranges get all of the vitamin C hype, red pep-

pers have about twice as much (95 vs. 50 mg per 1/2-cup serving). In a study 

in Psycho pharma cology, people who took high doses of C before engaging in 

stress-inducing activities (oral presentation followed by solving math prob-

lems aloud) had lower blood pressure and recovered faster from the cortisol 

surge than those who got a placebo. “Diets loaded with vitamin-C-rich foods 

lower cortisol and help people cope,” says Elizabeth Somer, R.D. 

Spinach. This leafy-green veggie is rich in stress-busting magnesium. 

People with low magnesium levels (most of us, actually) are more likely to 

have elevated C-reactive protein levels—and research shows people with 

high CRP levels are more stressed and at a greater risk for depression. 

“Magnesium helps regulate cortisol and blood pressure too,” says Somer. 

And since magnesium gets flushed out of the body when you’re stressed, it’s 

crucial to get enough. Other solid magnesium sources: beans, brown rice.

Oatmeal. “Oatmeal is warm and comforting—and it also helps your 

brain generate the destressing neurotransmitter serotonin,” says Albertson. 

Research in the Archives of Internal Medicine shows carb-eaters felt calmer 

than those who shunned carbs. The carb-avoiders reported feeling more 

stressed. Any carb won’t do, however. Refined carbs (white bread and pasta) 

digest faster and spike blood sugar, messing with moods and stress. Complex 

carbs like oatmeal are digested more slowly and don’t spike blood sugar.

Tea. A study from University College London discovered that tea drinkers 

destressed faster and had lower cortisol levels than those who drank a pla-

cebo. Although (caffeinated) black tea was used in the study, caffeine revs the 

stress response in many people, so stick to decaf and herbal teas. “Drinking 

herbal teas like chamomile, peppermint or ginger can be wonderfully sooth-

ing to the digestive tract, which can help with stress by calming the nervous 

system in your gut,” says Kathie Swift, M.S., R.D.N., author of The Swift Diet.

Dark Chocolate. If you crave chocolate when you’re on edge, 

have some. Research in the Journal of Proteome Research showed people who 

ate the equivalent of an  average-size candy bar (about 1.4 ounces) daily for 

two weeks had lower cortisol and fight-or-flight hormone levels. To reap the 

feel-better rewards, choose chocolate that’s at least 70 percent cocoa. And 

remember: dark chocolate is a high-calorie food, so mind your portions.
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“Often times, people react to stress with anger,” says Albertson. 
“You may find yourself snapping at your kids or lashing out at 
your spouse.” For people who react to stress in this manner, 
solitary activities are their best bet for a recalibration.  

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots often 
respond well to what Albertson dubs “grounding activities,” 
that help you focus on the present moment--not 
fast-forwarding to more things to be anxiuos about. 

When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate, you 
want to do the opposite to relieve stress,” says Albertson. 
“Social isolation will often cause you to constantly think 
about what’s stressing you out and worsen your stress.

DO YOU TAKE NAPS?

HIT THE SACK! 
Not getting enough sleep lowers your 
threshold for stress, according to a 
study in the journal Emotion. While 
most of us could always use more Zzs, 
if you’re the type whose stress triggers 
anger, you may benefit more than 
others from this solo venture.

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

GO FOR A RUN! 

If stress triggers your temper, “running 
gives you a safe space to release stress 
without lashing out,” says Albertson. 
Princeton University researchers found that 
runners’ brains release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, designed to 
quiet activity—like worry—in the brain. 

DO YOU 
KEEP A 

JOURNAL?

PUT PEN TO PAPER!

A study in the journal Science found that spending
a mere 10 minutes writing down your anxieties and 
fears helps to reduce those feelings. This is most 

beneficial to the anxious-when-
stressed types. “Grounding activities, 

like journal writing, help you focus on the 
present moment, enabling ruminators to 
regain their center,” says Albertson.

SPEND SOME TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND.

A pet is a one-size-fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry friend 
bonding decreases cortisol levels, notes a study in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research. “Engaging with pets generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious-types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, they allow withdrawal-types to get out of their shell.”

TRY YOUR HAND AT SELF MASSAGE.

“Massage is a fantastic stress buster because it allows the feel-good hormone 
oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. Moreover, one study found that people who got a 
Swedish massage at least once a week had lower cortisol levels than those who 
didn’t get rubbed down. And the benefits were cumulative, meaning doing it often is 
more beneficial than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works, too.)

THEN GET FRISKY!

“Everyone garners the stress-relieving benefits of kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “Intimate touch generates the hormone oxytocin, 
which reduces stress and anxiety.” Sex also lowers blood pressure—and 
research shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the 
hippocampus, the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

GET YOUR OHM ON!

and do a little downward dog in your 
living room. Practicing yoga encourages 
the release of endorphins that promote 
relaxation. Plus, women who practiced 
yoga TK times a week were calmer and 
happier than a control group, says a 
study in the journal Psycho-Oncology.  

LACE UP YOUR
WALKING SHOES! 

Walking releases endorphins that stimulate 
relaxation. Plus, doing it outdoors surrounded 
by trees and green further lowers levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol. 

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

KEEP AT IT!

Meditation is one of the best 
stress-relievers, but you don’t need 

a Monk-level of commitment. 
Recent research shows even small 

doses of mindful meditation (75 
minutes over three days) can 

reduce psychological stress. Want 

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

Listening to relaxing music (something 
with a slow tempo, low pitch and no 
lyrics) has been shown to reduce the 
stress hormone cortisol moreso than not 
listening to music. And because those 
who withdraw when stressed can most 
benefit from company, take a friend along.

LAUGH IT UP!

If comedy is more your speed, pick an old 
favorite that you know makes you laugh. 
Merely anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, according to researchers at Loma 
Linda University in California.

CRY ITOUT!

Grab a friend—but just one—and watch a tear-jerker. 
Withdraw-types benefit from company, but studies show that people 
who cry with one other person—no more—experience the greatest 
cathartic e�ect. (A larger group could bring embarrassment.) In 
addition, watching a sad tale often causes people to reflect and 
count their blessings, resulting in a better mental state, so finds a 
study in the journal Communication Research. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

It doesn’t matter what class you 
choose, just make it a group activity. 
Exercising en mass can actually bring 
on more calm than sweating solo, says 
a study in the International Journal of 
Stress Management. Researchers chalk 
the e�ect up to social support. 

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

What’s Your Recipe for Stress Relief?
Your sister de-stresses with yoga. You hate downward dog. Your best friend meditates her worries away. You don’t have that kind of patience. Don’t let that add 
to your worries. “The key to finding what stress-relief works for you is understanding how you respond to stress,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D., a psychologist 

and registered dietitian in South Burlington, Vermont. “While we’re all di�erent, essentially there are three ways people respond to stress: we withdraw, 
we lash out, or we become anxious and agitated.” Reflect on your stress knee-jerk and go with the flow below to find the right relief for you.

ARE YOU QUICK TO 
SNAP AT SOMEONE?
Your response to stress 
is probably to

Your reaction to stress is just as varied as the ways to relieve it. Here, we show you how to get from point Ahhh! to point Relief.

LASH OUT

DO YOU PREFER 
TO BE ALONE?
Then you probably 
tend to

WITHDRAW

DO YOU TEND TO 
HOLD THINGS IN?
You are probably

OVER
ANXIOUS

DO YOU GET AT LEAST 
8 HOURS OF SLEEP?

DO YOU LIKE 
TO MEDITATE?

DO YOU 
BELONG TO 

A GYM?

T
R

E
M

E
N

D
O

U
SN

E
SS; PA

G
E

 51: ©
 B

R
A

N
D

 N
E

W
 IM

A
G

E
S/T

H
E

 IM
A

G
E

 B
A

N
K

/G
E

T
T

Y

7 Foods to Soothe Stress

Cortisol 
increases our 
chances of 
gaining fat,  
in particular… 
the dangerous 
kind that sits in 
our midsection 
and surrounds 
our organs. 
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“Often times, people react to stress with anger,” says Albertson. 
“You may find yourself snapping at your kids or lashing out at 
your spouse.” For people who react to stress in this manner, 
solitary activities are their best bet for a recalibration.  

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots often 
respond well to what Albertson dubs “grounding activities,” 
that help you focus on the present moment--not 
fast-forwarding to more things to be anxiuos about. 

When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate, you 
want to do the opposite to relieve stress,” says Albertson. 
“Social isolation will often cause you to constantly think 
about what’s stressing you out and worsen your stress.

DO YOU TAKE NAPS?

HIT THE SACK! 
Not getting enough sleep lowers your 
threshold for stress, according to a 
study in the journal Emotion. While 
most of us could always use more Zzs, 
if you’re the type whose stress triggers 
anger, you may benefit more than 
others from this solo venture.

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

GO FOR A RUN! 

If stress triggers your temper, “running 
gives you a safe space to release stress 
without lashing out,” says Albertson. 
Princeton University researchers found that 
runners’ brains release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, designed to 
quiet activity—like worry—in the brain. 

DO YOU 
KEEP A 

JOURNAL?

PUT PEN TO PAPER!

A study in the journal Science found that spending
a mere 10 minutes writing down your anxieties and 
fears helps to reduce those feelings. This is most 

beneficial to the anxious-when-
stressed types. “Grounding activities, 

like journal writing, help you focus on the 
present moment, enabling ruminators to 
regain their center,” says Albertson.

SPEND SOME TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND.

A pet is a one-size-fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry friend 
bonding decreases cortisol levels, notes a study in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research. “Engaging with pets generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious-types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, they allow withdrawal-types to get out of their shell.”

TRY YOUR HAND AT SELF MASSAGE.

“Massage is a fantastic stress buster because it allows the feel-good hormone 
oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. Moreover, one study found that people who got a 
Swedish massage at least once a week had lower cortisol levels than those who 
didn’t get rubbed down. And the benefits were cumulative, meaning doing it often is 
more beneficial than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works, too.)

THEN GET FRISKY!

“Everyone garners the stress-relieving benefits of kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “Intimate touch generates the hormone oxytocin, 
which reduces stress and anxiety.” Sex also lowers blood pressure—and 
research shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the 
hippocampus, the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.
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A MORE RELAXED 
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GET YOUR OHM ON!

and do a little downward dog in your 
living room. Practicing yoga encourages 
the release of endorphins that promote 
relaxation. Plus, women who practiced 
yoga TK times a week were calmer and 
happier than a control group, says a 
study in the journal Psycho-Oncology.  

LACE UP YOUR
WALKING SHOES! 

Walking releases endorphins that stimulate 
relaxation. Plus, doing it outdoors surrounded 
by trees and green further lowers levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol. 

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

KEEP AT IT!

Meditation is one of the best 
stress-relievers, but you don’t need 

a Monk-level of commitment. 
Recent research shows even small 

doses of mindful meditation (75 
minutes over three days) can 

reduce psychological stress. Want 
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OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

Listening to relaxing music (something 
with a slow tempo, low pitch and no 
lyrics) has been shown to reduce the 
stress hormone cortisol moreso than not 
listening to music. And because those 
who withdraw when stressed can most 
benefit from company, take a friend along.

LAUGH IT UP!

If comedy is more your speed, pick an old 
favorite that you know makes you laugh. 
Merely anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, according to researchers at Loma 
Linda University in California.

CRY ITOUT!

Grab a friend—but just one—and watch a tear-jerker. 
Withdraw-types benefit from company, but studies show that people 
who cry with one other person—no more—experience the greatest 
cathartic e�ect. (A larger group could bring embarrassment.) In 
addition, watching a sad tale often causes people to reflect and 
count their blessings, resulting in a better mental state, so finds a 
study in the journal Communication Research. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

It doesn’t matter what class you 
choose, just make it a group activity. 
Exercising en mass can actually bring 
on more calm than sweating solo, says 
a study in the International Journal of 
Stress Management. Researchers chalk 
the e�ect up to social support. 
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What’s Your Recipe for Stress Relief?
Your sister de-stresses with yoga. You hate downward dog. Your best friend meditates her worries away. You don’t have that kind of patience. Don’t let that add 
to your worries. “The key to finding what stress-relief works for you is understanding how you respond to stress,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D., a psychologist 

and registered dietitian in South Burlington, Vermont. “While we’re all di�erent, essentially there are three ways people respond to stress: we withdraw, 
we lash out, or we become anxious and agitated.” Reflect on your stress knee-jerk and go with the flow below to find the right relief for you.
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“Often times, people react to stress with anger,” says Albertson. 
“You may find yourself snapping at your kids or lashing out at 
your spouse.” For people who react to stress in this manner, 
solitary activities are their best bet for a recalibration.  

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots often 
respond well to what Albertson dubs “grounding activities,” 
that help you focus on the present moment--not 
fast-forwarding to more things to be anxiuos about. 

When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate, you 
want to do the opposite to relieve stress,” says Albertson. 
“Social isolation will often cause you to constantly think 
about what’s stressing you out and worsen your stress.

DO YOU TAKE NAPS?

HIT THE SACK! 
Not getting enough sleep lowers your 
threshold for stress, according to a 
study in the journal Emotion. While 
most of us could always use more Zzs, 
if you’re the type whose stress triggers 
anger, you may benefit more than 
others from this solo venture.

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

GO FOR A RUN! 

If stress triggers your temper, “running 
gives you a safe space to release stress 
without lashing out,” says Albertson. 
Princeton University researchers found that 
runners’ brains release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, designed to 
quiet activity—like worry—in the brain. 

DO YOU 
KEEP A 

JOURNAL?

PUT PEN TO PAPER!

A study in the journal Science found that spending
a mere 10 minutes writing down your anxieties and 
fears helps to reduce those feelings. This is most 

beneficial to the anxious-when-
stressed types. “Grounding activities, 

like journal writing, help you focus on the 
present moment, enabling ruminators to 
regain their center,” says Albertson.

SPEND SOME TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND.

A pet is a one-size-fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry friend 
bonding decreases cortisol levels, notes a study in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research. “Engaging with pets generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious-types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, they allow withdrawal-types to get out of their shell.”

TRY YOUR HAND AT SELF MASSAGE.

“Massage is a fantastic stress buster because it allows the feel-good hormone 
oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. Moreover, one study found that people who got a 
Swedish massage at least once a week had lower cortisol levels than those who 
didn’t get rubbed down. And the benefits were cumulative, meaning doing it often is 
more beneficial than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works, too.)

THEN GET FRISKY!

“Everyone garners the stress-relieving benefits of kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “Intimate touch generates the hormone oxytocin, 
which reduces stress and anxiety.” Sex also lowers blood pressure—and 
research shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the 
hippocampus, the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

GET YOUR OHM ON!

and do a little downward dog in your 
living room. Practicing yoga encourages 
the release of endorphins that promote 
relaxation. Plus, women who practiced 
yoga TK times a week were calmer and 
happier than a control group, says a 
study in the journal Psycho-Oncology.  

LACE UP YOUR
WALKING SHOES! 

Walking releases endorphins that stimulate 
relaxation. Plus, doing it outdoors surrounded 
by trees and green further lowers levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol. 

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

KEEP AT IT!

Meditation is one of the best 
stress-relievers, but you don’t need 

a Monk-level of commitment. 
Recent research shows even small 

doses of mindful meditation (75 
minutes over three days) can 

reduce psychological stress. Want 

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

Listening to relaxing music (something 
with a slow tempo, low pitch and no 
lyrics) has been shown to reduce the 
stress hormone cortisol moreso than not 
listening to music. And because those 
who withdraw when stressed can most 
benefit from company, take a friend along.

LAUGH IT UP!

If comedy is more your speed, pick an old 
favorite that you know makes you laugh. 
Merely anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, according to researchers at Loma 
Linda University in California.

CRY ITOUT!

Grab a friend—but just one—and watch a tear-jerker. 
Withdraw-types benefit from company, but studies show that people 
who cry with one other person—no more—experience the greatest 
cathartic e�ect. (A larger group could bring embarrassment.) In 
addition, watching a sad tale often causes people to reflect and 
count their blessings, resulting in a better mental state, so finds a 
study in the journal Communication Research. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

It doesn’t matter what class you 
choose, just make it a group activity. 
Exercising en mass can actually bring 
on more calm than sweating solo, says 
a study in the International Journal of 
Stress Management. Researchers chalk 
the e�ect up to social support. 

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

What’s Your Recipe for Stress Relief?
Your sister de-stresses with yoga. You hate downward dog. Your best friend meditates her worries away. You don’t have that kind of patience. Don’t let that add 
to your worries. “The key to finding what stress-relief works for you is understanding how you respond to stress,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D., a psychologist 

and registered dietitian in South Burlington, Vermont. “While we’re all di�erent, essentially there are three ways people respond to stress: we withdraw, 
we lash out, or we become anxious and agitated.” Reflect on your stress knee-jerk and go with the flow below to find the right relief for you.

ARE YOU QUICK TO 
SNAP AT SOMEONE?
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is probably to
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“Often times, people react to stress with anger,” says Albertson. 
“You may find yourself snapping at your kids or lashing out at 
your spouse.” For people who react to stress in this manner, 
solitary activities are their best bet for a recalibration.  

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots often 
respond well to what Albertson dubs “grounding activities,” 
that help you focus on the present moment--not 
fast-forwarding to more things to be anxiuos about. 

When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate, you 
want to do the opposite to relieve stress,” says Albertson. 
“Social isolation will often cause you to constantly think 
about what’s stressing you out and worsen your stress.

DO YOU TAKE NAPS?

HIT THE SACK! 
Not getting enough sleep lowers your 
threshold for stress, according to a 
study in the journal Emotion. While 
most of us could always use more Zzs, 
if you’re the type whose stress triggers 
anger, you may benefit more than 
others from this solo venture.

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

GO FOR A RUN! 

If stress triggers your temper, “running 
gives you a safe space to release stress 
without lashing out,” says Albertson. 
Princeton University researchers found that 
runners’ brains release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, designed to 
quiet activity—like worry—in the brain. 

DO YOU 
KEEP A 

JOURNAL?

PUT PEN TO PAPER!

A study in the journal Science found that spending
a mere 10 minutes writing down your anxieties and 
fears helps to reduce those feelings. This is most 

beneficial to the anxious-when-
stressed types. “Grounding activities, 

like journal writing, help you focus on the 
present moment, enabling ruminators to 
regain their center,” says Albertson.

SPEND SOME TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND.

A pet is a one-size-fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry friend 
bonding decreases cortisol levels, notes a study in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research. “Engaging with pets generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious-types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, they allow withdrawal-types to get out of their shell.”

TRY YOUR HAND AT SELF MASSAGE.

“Massage is a fantastic stress buster because it allows the feel-good hormone 
oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. Moreover, one study found that people who got a 
Swedish massage at least once a week had lower cortisol levels than those who 
didn’t get rubbed down. And the benefits were cumulative, meaning doing it often is 
more beneficial than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works, too.)

THEN GET FRISKY!

“Everyone garners the stress-relieving benefits of kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “Intimate touch generates the hormone oxytocin, 
which reduces stress and anxiety.” Sex also lowers blood pressure—and 
research shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the 
hippocampus, the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

GET YOUR OHM ON!

and do a little downward dog in your 
living room. Practicing yoga encourages 
the release of endorphins that promote 
relaxation. Plus, women who practiced 
yoga TK times a week were calmer and 
happier than a control group, says a 
study in the journal Psycho-Oncology.  

LACE UP YOUR
WALKING SHOES! 

Walking releases endorphins that stimulate 
relaxation. Plus, doing it outdoors surrounded 
by trees and green further lowers levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol. 

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

KEEP AT IT!

Meditation is one of the best 
stress-relievers, but you don’t need 

a Monk-level of commitment. 
Recent research shows even small 

doses of mindful meditation (75 
minutes over three days) can 

reduce psychological stress. Want 

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

Listening to relaxing music (something 
with a slow tempo, low pitch and no 
lyrics) has been shown to reduce the 
stress hormone cortisol moreso than not 
listening to music. And because those 
who withdraw when stressed can most 
benefit from company, take a friend along.

LAUGH IT UP!

If comedy is more your speed, pick an old 
favorite that you know makes you laugh. 
Merely anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, according to researchers at Loma 
Linda University in California.

CRY ITOUT!

Grab a friend—but just one—and watch a tear-jerker. 
Withdraw-types benefit from company, but studies show that people 
who cry with one other person—no more—experience the greatest 
cathartic e�ect. (A larger group could bring embarrassment.) In 
addition, watching a sad tale often causes people to reflect and 
count their blessings, resulting in a better mental state, so finds a 
study in the journal Communication Research. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

It doesn’t matter what class you 
choose, just make it a group activity. 
Exercising en mass can actually bring 
on more calm than sweating solo, says 
a study in the International Journal of 
Stress Management. Researchers chalk 
the e�ect up to social support. 

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

What’s Your Recipe for Stress Relief?
Your sister de-stresses with yoga. You hate downward dog. Your best friend meditates her worries away. You don’t have that kind of patience. Don’t let that add 
to your worries. “The key to finding what stress-relief works for you is understanding how you respond to stress,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D., a psychologist 

and registered dietitian in South Burlington, Vermont. “While we’re all di�erent, essentially there are three ways people respond to stress: we withdraw, 
we lash out, or we become anxious and agitated.” Reflect on your stress knee-jerk and go with the flow below to find the right relief for you.

ARE YOU QUICK TO 
SNAP AT SOMEONE?
Your response to stress 
is probably to

Your reaction to stress is just as varied as the ways to relieve it. Here, we show you how to get from point Ahhh! to point Relief.

LASH OUT

DO YOU PREFER 
TO BE ALONE?
Then you probably 
tend to

WITHDRAW

DO YOU TEND TO 
HOLD THINGS IN?
You are probably
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“Often times, people react to stress with anger,” says Albertson. 
“You may find yourself snapping at your kids or lashing out at 
your spouse.” For people who react to stress in this manner, 
solitary activities are their best bet for a recalibration.  

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots often 
respond well to what Albertson dubs “grounding activities,” 
that help you focus on the present moment--not 
fast-forwarding to more things to be anxiuos about. 

When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate, you 
want to do the opposite to relieve stress,” says Albertson. 
“Social isolation will often cause you to constantly think 
about what’s stressing you out and worsen your stress.

DO YOU TAKE NAPS?

HIT THE SACK! 
Not getting enough sleep lowers your 
threshold for stress, according to a 
study in the journal Emotion. While 
most of us could always use more Zzs, 
if you’re the type whose stress triggers 
anger, you may benefit more than 
others from this solo venture.

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

GO FOR A RUN! 

If stress triggers your temper, “running 
gives you a safe space to release stress 
without lashing out,” says Albertson. 
Princeton University researchers found that 
runners’ brains release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, designed to 
quiet activity—like worry—in the brain. 

DO YOU 
KEEP A 

JOURNAL?

PUT PEN TO PAPER!

A study in the journal Science found that spending
a mere 10 minutes writing down your anxieties and 
fears helps to reduce those feelings. This is most 

beneficial to the anxious-when-
stressed types. “Grounding activities, 

like journal writing, help you focus on the 
present moment, enabling ruminators to 
regain their center,” says Albertson.

SPEND SOME TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND.

A pet is a one-size-fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry friend 
bonding decreases cortisol levels, notes a study in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research. “Engaging with pets generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious-types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, they allow withdrawal-types to get out of their shell.”

TRY YOUR HAND AT SELF MASSAGE.

“Massage is a fantastic stress buster because it allows the feel-good hormone 
oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. Moreover, one study found that people who got a 
Swedish massage at least once a week had lower cortisol levels than those who 
didn’t get rubbed down. And the benefits were cumulative, meaning doing it often is 
more beneficial than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works, too.)

THEN GET FRISKY!

“Everyone garners the stress-relieving benefits of kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “Intimate touch generates the hormone oxytocin, 
which reduces stress and anxiety.” Sex also lowers blood pressure—and 
research shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the 
hippocampus, the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

GET YOUR OHM ON!

and do a little downward dog in your 
living room. Practicing yoga encourages 
the release of endorphins that promote 
relaxation. Plus, women who practiced 
yoga TK times a week were calmer and 
happier than a control group, says a 
study in the journal Psycho-Oncology.  

LACE UP YOUR
WALKING SHOES! 

Walking releases endorphins that stimulate 
relaxation. Plus, doing it outdoors surrounded 
by trees and green further lowers levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol. 

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

KEEP AT IT!

Meditation is one of the best 
stress-relievers, but you don’t need 

a Monk-level of commitment. 
Recent research shows even small 

doses of mindful meditation (75 
minutes over three days) can 

reduce psychological stress. Want 

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

Listening to relaxing music (something 
with a slow tempo, low pitch and no 
lyrics) has been shown to reduce the 
stress hormone cortisol moreso than not 
listening to music. And because those 
who withdraw when stressed can most 
benefit from company, take a friend along.

LAUGH IT UP!

If comedy is more your speed, pick an old 
favorite that you know makes you laugh. 
Merely anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, according to researchers at Loma 
Linda University in California.

CRY ITOUT!

Grab a friend—but just one—and watch a tear-jerker. 
Withdraw-types benefit from company, but studies show that people 
who cry with one other person—no more—experience the greatest 
cathartic e�ect. (A larger group could bring embarrassment.) In 
addition, watching a sad tale often causes people to reflect and 
count their blessings, resulting in a better mental state, so finds a 
study in the journal Communication Research. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

It doesn’t matter what class you 
choose, just make it a group activity. 
Exercising en mass can actually bring 
on more calm than sweating solo, says 
a study in the International Journal of 
Stress Management. Researchers chalk 
the e�ect up to social support. 

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

What’s Your Recipe for Stress Relief?
Your sister de-stresses with yoga. You hate downward dog. Your best friend meditates her worries away. You don’t have that kind of patience. Don’t let that add 
to your worries. “The key to finding what stress-relief works for you is understanding how you respond to stress,” says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D., a psychologist 

and registered dietitian in South Burlington, Vermont. “While we’re all di�erent, essentially there are three ways people respond to stress: we withdraw, 
we lash out, or we become anxious and agitated.” Reflect on your stress knee-jerk and go with the flow below to find the right relief for you.

ARE YOU QUICK TO 
SNAP AT SOMEONE?
Your response to stress 
is probably to

Your reaction to stress is just as varied as the ways to relieve it. Here, we show you how to get from point Ahhh! to point Relief.

LASH OUT

DO YOU PREFER 
TO BE ALONE?
Then you probably 
tend to

WITHDRAW

DO YOU TEND TO 
HOLD THINGS IN?
You are probably

OVER
ANXIOUS

DO YOU GET AT LEAST 
8 HOURS OF SLEEP?

DO YOU LIKE 
TO MEDITATE?

DO YOU 
BELONG TO 

A GYM?
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DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 
WRITE?

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

DO YOU GET AT LEAST 
8 HOURS OF SLEEP?

DO YOU LIKE 
TO MEDITATE?

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

LAUGH 
OR CRY?GO FOR A RUN!  

If stress sets off your temper, 
“running releases stress 
without lashing out,” says 
Albert son. Runners’ brains 
release a notable amount of 
the neurotransmitter GABA, 
which quells anxiety. 

HIT THE SACK  

Not getting enough sleep 
lowers your stress threshold. 
While most of us could 
always use more zzzs, if your 
stress triggers anger, you 
may benefit more than others 
from this timeout.

LACE UP  
YOUR  
SNEAKERS 

Walking releases endorphins that  
stimulate relaxation. Plus, doing it 
outdoors further lowers cortisol levels. 

PUT PEN TO PAPER Spending a mere 
10 minutes writing down your anxieties 
and fears can help reduce those feelings, 

says one study. “Grounding 
activities, like journal writing, 
enable ruminators to regain 
their center,” says Albertson.

GET OUT YOUR MAT 

Practicing yoga releases endor-
phins that promote relaxation. 
Plus, subjects who practiced yoga 
once a week for 10 weeks were 
calmer and happier than a control 
group, says a study. 

SPEND TIME WITH YOUR FURRY FRIEND A pet is a one-size-
fits-most stress-reliever: just 30 minutes of furry-friend bonding has 
been shown to decrease cortisol levels. “[It] generates the hormone 
oxytocin, which soothes lash-out and anxious types,” says Albertson. 
“Plus, pets allow withdrawal types to get out of their shell.”

GET FRISKY “Many people get stress relief from kissing, hugging and 
sex,” says Albertson. “[It] generates oxytocin, a hormone that reduces 
stress and anxiety.” Sex can also lower blood pressure—and research 
shows frequent intercourse can lead to cell growth in the hippocampus, 
the area of the brain that keeps stress under control.

TRY YOUR HAND AT MASSAGE “It is a fantastic stress buster 
because it allows the feel-good hormone oxytocin to flow,” says Albertson. 
In one study people who got a Swedish massage at least once a week 
lowered their cortisol levels. The benefits were cumulative, meaning doing 
it often is better than once in a while. (P.S.: Self-massage works too.)

KEEP AT IT  

You don’t need a monk’s level of 
commitment: small doses of mindful 

meditation (25 minutes daily for 
3 days) can reduce psychological 

stress. Start by taking 1- to 5-minute 
breaks where you just breathe. 

GO TO ONE TODAY 

Whichever class you choose, 
exercising en masse can 
actually bring on more calm 
than sweating solo, according 
to one study. Researchers 
chalk the effect up to social 
support. 

LAUGH IT UP If comedy is more 
your speed, pick an old favorite that 
you know makes you laugh. Merely 
anticipating hilarity can reduce stress 
hormones, say researchers at Indiana 
State University.

CRY IT OUT Watch a tear-jerker with (just one) 
friend. Studies show that people who cry with one 
other person get the greatest cathartic effect. (A larger 
group could bring embarrassment.) Watching a sad 
tale also helps people reflect and count their blessings.

Listening to relaxing music 
(something with a slow tempo, 
low pitch and no lyrics) has 
been shown to reduce the stress 
hormone cortisol. And because 
those who withdraw when 
stressed benefit from company, 
take a friend along.

Food aside, certain activities can curb your stress more than others. And the activities that work for you depend on your typical 
stress response. Do you withdraw, lash out or become anxious and agitated? Go with the flow below to find the right relief for you. 

B Y  H O L L Y  P E V Z N E R  •  I L L U S T R A T I O N S  B Y  T R E M E N D O U S N E S S

“Oftentimes, people react to stress with anger,”  
says Ellen Albertson, Ph.D., R.D. “You may find yourself snapping at  

your kids or your spouse.” If you respond in this manner, solitary 
activities are your best bet to recalibrate. 

Those who react to stress with a belly full of knots  
often respond well to grounding activities that help them focus  

on the present moment rather than fast-forwarding to more things  
to be anxious about. 

“When your natural reaction to stress is to hibernate,  
you want to do the opposite to relieve it,” says Albertson.  

“Social isolation causes you to constantly think about what’s  
stressing you out, worsening your stress.” 
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EXERCISE?

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 
WRITE?

DO YOU PREFER 
A MORE RELAXED 

TYPE OF EXERCISE?

ARE YOU 
A YOGI?

DO YOU 
HAVE A PET?

DO YOU LIKE GROUP 
FITNESS CLASSES?

QUICK: 
MUSIC OR 
MOVIES?

GO SEE A 
CLASSICAL 
OR JAZZ 
CONCERT

DO YOU HAVE 
A PARTNER?

DO YOU LIKE 
A SWEATY

WORKOUT?

DO YOU GET AT LEAST 
8 HOURS OF SLEEP?

DO YOU LIKE 
TO MEDITATE?

DO YOU 
LIKE TO 

EXERCISE?

LAUGH 
OR CRY?

CAN YOU NOT STOP WORRYING?

Your response to stress is to become

OVER ANXIOUS


