Surviving the Holidays

Understanding How stress affects your health and how to overcome it with these 12 Stress Busters
The Holiday season is approaching fast! A time of joy, giving, loving, celebrating and showing gratitude for all that we have. However for many, the holidays end up being a time of stress and frustration! It all starts right after Halloween when folks start thinking about Thanksgiving and it all goes downhill from there… shopping, baking, holiday cards, decorations, parties, festivities, more shopping and of course it trickles into the new year when all the bills arrive… None of us should be denied the joys of the holiday season. 
I am not going to tell you to just relax, forget about your traditions and take time off because you probably will not do that. However, I thought that if you understand the effect of stress on your body and start recognizing more its symptoms, it might motivate you to change some habits to help minimize its impact in your life,  which will ultimately help you enjoy this Holiday Season more. 
Stress is one of the greatest triggers of disease and imbalance today. It is something you have to face and deal with, or quite honestly, it will deal with you. The best solution is to learn how to implement daily stress prevention and nourishing self-care habits. Being busy and being stressed is not the same thing!

Stress can be physical, emotional, psychological, environmental, infectious or a combination of these factors. Your body responds to every kind of stress the same, without recognizing the source.   While a death of a loved one,  divorce and loss of a stable job are considered the highest stress factors, intense physical exercise, an unhappy relationship, an argument  with your best friend, pressure at work, back pain, allergies, lack of sleep, or poor diet are all, while less obvious, also substantial stress factors.  Sometimes, these ‘smaller” stresses can be more detrimental to your health as they all occur simultaneously, are cumulative and tend to be chronic. 

Stress eventually manifests into physical, visible symptoms but often many people don't even recognize that they are stressed and yet others overlook the symptoms and reach for Alcohol, Tylenol or just remain in denial.  The truth is that stress response is actually one of our most refined survival tools and our bodies are designed to withstand it by making constant daily adjustments to respond to it. However, when the amount of stress overextends the body’s capacity to respond, compensate and recover, it can create quite some havoc in the body and lead to adrenal fatigue and many serious diseases. 
During acute stress, the well known flight or fight response,(our ancestors encountered acute stress when they came across a bear or a tiger and they had to fight or flee!) your entire nervous system is affected.  Your body senses the emergency, becomes alert and in preparation for the alertness it drastically slows down, many of your other functions placing your systems on standby while it deal with the danger, or the stress factor at hand.  

A complex chain of biochemical and physical changes take place in order to turn the body on full alert.  At this first stage of alertness, you start feeling the energy slumps, irritability or feeling wired, trouble sleeping and some digestive discomfort. Chemicals, such as cortisol and adrenaline,  are produced and released into the blood, increasing blood pressure, heart rate, oxygen intake and blood flow to the muscles, instantly urging you to either think faster, (not necessarily better) or to engage in a physical activity. (fight or flight)  Blood sugar rises to increase fuel for energy and the blood's clotting ability increases to be ready for the potential danger of injury.  
This alert phase lasts a few minutes to a few hours, followed by the recovery phase that lasts 24-48 hours. In this phase the body is less able to respond to stress and you feel more tired and have the desire to rest.  If there is any additional stress factor, your body goes into another phase known as the “the phase of Resistance/Adaptation”, during which your body continues fighting the stressor for a much longer time. When you learn to adapt, over time your symptoms actually lessen, which is yet another survival tool. This phase can last for 15-20 years, following which the body can go into adrenal exhaustion leading to physical burnout.
This is the stage when most people first realize they are suffering from stress.  Your body no longer has the juice to keep going and there is no more fuel to take from. This is when your immune system breaks down and you start suffering from chronic conditions such as sudden onset of allergies, depression, hypoglycemia, acid reflux, colitis, chronic fatigue, autoimmune diseases and severe disorders such as metabolic syndrome, diabetes, MS, fibromyalgia, rheumatoid arthritis and cardiovascular disease. Even cancer is connected to stress and severe emotional trauma. During the entire stress response, cortisol is the big key player, and while it is a powerful anti-inflammatory hormone in small quantities, in larger quantities it depresses your body’s immune response.  Thus, while an acute stress response, is a valuable survival instinct, chronic stress can be quite detrimental to our health
Symptoms that you experience when stressed: 
You cannot sleep and might experience:  

Digestive problems and stomach aches, excessive acid and reflux. 

Constant headaches and migraines. 

Tightness or pain in your lower back. 

Heart palpitations and high blood pressure. 

Increased abdominal fat you cannot get rid of

Anxiety most of the time, even during down-time, 

Exhaustion, fatigue and lethargy

You get sick all the time, a cold, the flu... 

You can not relax without feeling guilty. 

While many feel that their stressful life is beyond their control as are the fast approaching holidays, the truth is that there are factors in life that we can indeed control.
12 Holiday Stress Busters.
Plan ahead: We know well in advance (like a year before) that the holidays will require a lot more of our time for special preparations in addition to our regular routines and responsibilities. Yet, many of us get caught running around at the "eleventh hour," trying to get the last-minute stuff done, feeling a bit (or a lot) stressed out. This year, plan ahead and actually schedule your events and tasks. Literally put things on paper so you can look at them, remember and tackle them.  Estimate that almost everything takes 10-20% more time than anticipated so allow for that extra time.  Which means surrendering to limitations, like the number of hours in a day (24) and the amount of time it takes to get from your house to the mall… in your car, not in your Batmobile!!!
Use Pencil, Not Pen:  If you rely on your “to-do” list as much as I do, then you’ll want to start using pencil instead of pen. During the holiday season, it is imperative that you try to stay as flexible as you can and learn how to prioritize.  Things change! And change is not our enemy, even though our brain categorizes it as such. You want to be able to erase a task or reminder at any time, move it up or down the list and focus on the most important tasks at hand. 
Stop Juggling:  I realize some multi-tasking is inevitable in our rushed culture, but do we really have to simultaneously cook dinner, check e-mail, talk on the phone and  do laundry all  at the same time?   Multitasking is actually stressful, especially when it takes away from the activities that give us pleasure.  So enjoy your lunch time when you have one, indulge in cooking or music therapy if that fulfills your soul, and pick a day in the week or a time in the day to plow through your to-do list. … at least for some of the times… 

Just Say No:  If you're constantly doing and giving, you're going to be too depleted to be the best worker, parent, friend, or spouse you can be.  Schedule and find pockets of R&R time  so you can replenish and restore your own energy.  That means thinking twice before taking on new tasks. Make a rule for yourself that you won't ever say yes immediately when someone asks you to do something, and if you can't say no right away, then just say maybe.  So learn to set boundaries with others as well as with yourself when it comes to scheduling activities. 

Ask for Help : While the length of your “to-do” list is respectively proportional to stress many times, I think it is also important to note that many times, you don't get stressed from what you are doing but from what you don't get done.  So if you feel you have more things to do than you can handle or fit in your calendar, ask for help!  You don’t have to do it all on your own. Hire out some activities or if you can’t afford to do so, delegate and share the shopping, cooking and cleaning with the rest of the family members.  Have everyone bring a dish during the holidays and simplify some of the traditions such as sending cards, wrapping gifts and shopping. (I will share many ways to avoid over-eating, overspending and over-stressing during November’s ‘surviving the Holidays” cooking class and lecture!) 
Get Out of Your Head : Clear your mind with meditation, yoga or tai chi. These activities have been shown to slow your heart rate and relax certain muscles, offsetting the effects of your body's overly activated stress response. The trick is making some time to squeeze a yoga or tai chi class into your schedule. In the days where that is not feasible, even meditating for 5-10 minutes a day  first thing in the morning, during work or even as you're lying in bed at night can have a huge benefit to your health. (The New Yoga Session scheduling is starting this Tuesday)  
Exercise:  Physically active people feel less anxious and depressed in several ways. Cardiovascular workouts stimulate brain chemicals that foster growth of nerve cells. Exercise also increases the activity of serotonin and norepinephrine, a chemical that helps the brain deal with stress more efficiently.  Furthermore, a raised heart rate releases endorphins which reduce pain, induce euphoria, and help control the brain’s response to stress and anxiety. For all this to happen, you don’t need to run a marathon or complete an Ironman triathlon. A quick stroll in the morning or in the evening might be just enough to tell the stress hormones in your blood to scatter.

Have a balanced diet. You need all the nutritional support you can get from whole foods during times of stress, and consider that this is typically the time that we tend to even take even less time and consideration in nourishing ourselves properly!. A diet that is rich in vegetables, good essential fatty acids, lean proteins, and whole grains for a good source of glucose for energy, will keep you in balance in times of distress.   Remember that food becomes your blood and your blood feeds your entire cell and hormonal system, your brain, your muscles, and your organs. Refined carbohydrates (like white rice and baked goods) can jack up your cortisol levels. While increasing your intake of omega-3 fatty acids (through fatty fish, flaxseed, fortified foods, or supplements) may help keep this stress hormone in check. B Vitamins help nourish your adrenals (glands that release cortisol and adrenaline), so get your Bs from eggs, whole-grain cereals, broccoli and dark green leafy vegetables.  Cutting back on caffeine can also help, since constantly stimulating yourself can drain your system. If you're a coffee drinker, opt for green or black tea; these are healthier choices overall.  ( You will get some wonderful, quick recipes for the holidays in November’s “ surviving the Holidays” Cooking Class and lecture!!!) 
Don't overindulge. Anything in moderation. The holidays are a time when it is easy to overindulge in what we eat and drink. The problem is, we pay for it later and sometimes sooner. A little advanced planning might help as well. Make sure you eat at your regular times and don’t skip meals, especially breakfast. Many people knowing that they will be attending and overindulging at a holiday party make the mistake to restrict themselves of food during the day, ‘saving up” for the all the goodies and the alcohol that is to come.  This is actually the perfect way to sabotage yourself, as you have starved all day and by the time that party rolls around you are probably famished!  By eating at your regular times, first you obviously will take in some of your regular healthy nutrition with your balanced meals and furthermore, you keep your blood sugar in check  so while you can enjoy many of the delicacies and treats, you can still practice moderation!

Get enough sleep: During the holidays, with all there is to do, the parties, the preparations, the shopping, the wrapping, and the cooking, it is easy to pay for the additional time required with our sleep time.  Lack of sleep, makes us cranky, irritable, moody and fatigued, thus making us even more inefficient to deal with our responsibilities, which of course adds to our stress level all on its own. Especially during the busy holiday period, take the time for adequate sleep so that you have the energy to get into the full swing of things and enjoy it as it happens.

Don’t forget to laugh and be Jolly! (((:   Just as chronic and severe stress can damage organic systems in our body, humor can heal. When people laugh, the autonomic nervous system mellows out and the heart is allowed to relax. Laughter can also boost the immune system, as it has been found to increase a person’s ability to fight viruses and foreign cells, and reduce the levels of three stress hormones: cortisol, epinephrine, and dopac. Plus it’s just fun to laugh. And having fun is its own stress buster.

Don’t sweat the small stuff, and most of it is small stuff… : So consider shifting your perspective this holiday season. More often than not we stress about minor issues and when you consider the problems in our world today, there are is a lot of worse situations than your holiday cards arriving a bit late… Enjoy the journey, not just the destination. Don't "dread" any part of it, the shopping, the wrapping, the cooking, the cleaning, etc. Find happiness in all of it. Yes enjoy the festivities leading all to the “big night” but remember to relax and enjoy all the “in between  stuff” so you can enhance the quality and your level of enjoyment for the entire season.

Consider using all, some or even one of these stress busters this holiday season and realize that you can indeed be only at one place at one time! ( Join the November cooking class for more tips on Surviving the Holidays and to learn some fun, healthy , quick holidays recipes that will leave your guests asking for more! 
To your health, 

Dina

