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How stress can damage your brain and body

By Stacey Colino

April 26, 2022 at 8:00 a.m. EDT

We all know what stress feels like physically — though the symptoms vary by person. Some people experience
hakiness or a racing heart, while others develop muscle tension, headaches or stomach aches. But what we might
not realize is that our physiological responses to life’s stresses and strains can have deeper, less obvious <~ __‘(\
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for Behavioral Medicine Research at Ohio State University’s College of Medicine. When yo
brain triggers the release of a cascade of hormones — such as cortisol, epinephrine (ak.a., adrenaline) and
norepinephrine — that produce physiological changes. These changes, called the stress response or the fight-or-flight
e react to or cope with a threat or danger they’re facing.
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they can take a toll on the body and mind.

The trouble is that th
/| deadlines, traffic jams, financial pressures, family strife — and, over time,
“People understand big stressors, but they don’t pay attention to smaller, accumulating stressors that make a

difference, too,” Kiecolt-Glaser said.

The whole-body impact of stress

What follows is a detailed look at how stress can affect many organs and systems in the body, from head to toe.
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The brain: Acute forms of stress — when you're facing a work deadline or having an argument with a loved one, for
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Over time, stress also can lead to the narrowing of blood vessels and
further raise the risk of cardiac events. It’s also possible that if someone experienccf,s an acutl et
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hormones are released, which leads to rapid respiration and can make you feel as though you can’t catch your
breath. This can affect the transport of oxygen and carbon dioxide in your blood. “Shallow, rapid breathing isnota
good thing. You're not getting rid of carbon dioxide optimally, and you can starve yourself of oxygen, which can lead
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Both acute and chronic stress can trigger asthma attacks or exacerbate chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
(COPD) in those who have these conditions. A review of studies in a 2017 issue of the journal Respiratory Medicine

found that active stressors (such as having to complete a math task) and passive stressors (such as watching stressful
and the passive form of stress also was
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od clotting), which
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movies) both led to increases in activation of the sympathetic nervous system,
associated with mild bronchoconstriction among people with asthma.

The immune system: During a stressful event or period of time, stress hormones such as cortisol travel to the
immune system and have various dysregulating effects. One is by triggering heightened inflammation, which is at
the root of many conditions, including cardiovascular disease and dementia, Kiecolt-Glaser said. “When you're

stressed, you can get a release of pro-inflammatory cytokines,” proteins that affect immune function.




system becomes activated, which

As a result, when you experience acute or chronic stress, the skin’s Immune
leading to a worsening of skin conditions such as rosacea, psoriasis, hives and eczema.

promotes inflammation,
and the cascade of stress hormones that are

Stress also can interfere with the skin’s ability to hold on to water —
oil, which can trigger acne breakouts, said

released prompts the sebaceous glands in the skin to produce more
an associate professor of-dermatology at Mount Sinai Hospital. “Within days of a stressful event,

Joshua Zeichner,
we see downstream effects on the skin. The impact of stress on the skin is real.” What’s worse: This can lead to a
which can lead to more distress and exacerbate or

vicious cycle where stress can cause a skin condition to act up,

prolong the skin problem, Fried said. \
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The bottom line

Understanding how stress affects the body can help you realize the importance of mitigating it. And for the most
part,.ﬂ;g,damaging effects of stress are somewhat modifiable, experts said.
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you exercise regularly, get good-quality sleep and take steps to reduce and/or manage your stress, “you can reduce h

stress activity in the brain, systemic inflammation and your risk of developing cardiovascular disease,” Tawakol said.

You also can dial down your reactivity to stress by doing deep-breathing exercises, progressive muscle relaxation,
meditation, yoga or aerobic exercise, which will help calm your body’s response to it, Fried said.

Adopting such strategies is smart, given that stressful events and situations — both big ones and smaller ones —

probably won’t go away any time soon. Remember: “It’s not just major stressors that matter. Minor stressors that

accumulate do, too,” Kiecolt-Glaser said, “especially if you don’t manage them.”
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