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Discover how stress could
be manifesting itself
physically in the form of love
handles to acne.
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Stress is a word that gets thrown around
a lot in personal and professional circles:
from work stress to relationship stress,
family stress to sharehouse stress – it seems
to have infiltrated every area of our lives.
Defined as mental, emotional or physical
strain or tension, ‘stressors’ can be created
by your body, your mind, your environment,
your relationships, your job, and major or
critical incidents such as a car accident or
family death. Stress is even contagious, with
recent research published in the journal
Psychoneuroendocrinology revealing that

simply observing someone else in a stressful
situation typically elicits an empathic stress
response in the observer. And if you have a
close relationship with the stressed person,
your emphatic stress response is likely to be
even stronger. So, cheers, Susan.
Given its prevalence, it should come as no
great surprise that stress is in fact ‘normal’,
insofar as we are designed to feel stressed
and experience its cascade of physical and
mental responses when confronted with
a threatening situation. Modern stress
overload, on the other hand, is decidedly not

normal and results in a host of consequences
for our skin, body composition and sex
drive – just to name a few. It’s an unfortunate
coincidence that the side effects of stress can
be far scarier than what was stressing you out
in the first place.
The good news is that you do have some
control over how stress operates in your life:
rather than view stress as an inevitable part of
your fast-paced being, you can learn how to
minimise and manage it. And it begins with
understanding exactly what stress is, why it
occurs and how it manifests itself physically.

THE STRESS STICK:

WEIGHT GAIN
Chronic stress has been shown to have
a direct impact on weight gain, due only
in part to a tendency to emotionally
binge eat. A study from the University of
California at San Francisco found that
women who were constantly stressed
out actually metabolised fat and sugar
differently to women who were under
less pressure.
In our earlier evolution, stress was in
response to an immediate physical threat,
such as tribal warfare or being attacked
by a tiger. Although we are now living
in a drastically different world, the body
hasn’t yet learnt to differentiate between
physical and emotional or mental
threats; it still releases excess glucose
into the bloodstream to provide energy
for running or fighting, despite the fact
you’re likely dealing with a demanding
email and downing your third caffeine
hit for the day.
The stress hormone cortisol
is released during times of stress
and encourages weight deposition,
particularly around the middle. “This
biggest catch 22 of this is that the more
weight you hold, the more cortisol
you release in response to the stress,”
says health psychologist Dr Marny
Lishman. “If stress is not managed
properly and continues for an extended
period, it can lead to elevated cortisol

levels in the body that go on to further
increase appetite.”
“Stress is often the underlying cause
of why some women hit a weight loss
plateau and why some find it simply
impossible to shift weight,” adds health
coach and wellness blogger Nic Makim.
“When people suffer from high stress,
the body becomes resistant to important
homeostatic functions. In a process
comparable to insulin resistance, the
sympathetic nervous system activity
continues to increase, yet cells become
less responsive. The excess of cortisol
breaks down muscle mass, causes insulin
resistance and surges appetite.”

THE FIX:
The lesson here is that once stress
escalates, it can be tough to stop in
its tracks. One stratagem is to make
stress management techniques part
of your day-to-day life, thus avoiding
stress sneaking up on you. Practise
mindfulness to learn to pay attention to
the moment you’re living in and avoid
getting caught up in the emotional
ramifications of every decision.
Additionally, balance your blood sugar
levels throughout the day by eating
small amounts of protein with every
meal, making those Tim Tam binges
less tempting.
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THE STRESS STICK:

BRAIN FOGS

Stress has an insidious way of making us feel
mentally foggy and unable to perform simple
tasks involving memory. This is because
when the fight-or-flight sympathetic nervous
system unleashes stress hormones, such
as epinephrine and cortisol, our memory
function goes on the blink.
“Stressed-out women often talk about
having a bad memory,” says Dr Lishman.
“That’s because their brain is automatically
focused on the stressors and not everything
else that’s going on around them. A usually
intelligent person can move down the IQ
scale in microseconds when stressed out!
When you’re super anxious, instinct
overwhelms rational thought.”

THE FIX:
Undertaking some form of aerobic exercise
for 30 minutes a day (including fast walking)
can increase the production of a vital
chemical called phenylethylamine, which is
similar in structure to amphetamines and
has memory- and logic-enhancing qualities.
However, exercise mindfully. While the
benefits of exercise for overall health cannot
be denied, choosing exercise that feels
nourishing to the body, as well as providing
a sense of belonging and support (think a
group fitness class), can instil confidence as
well as ‘feel good’ hormones.

THE STRESS STICK:

SLEEPLESSNESS

You know what it feels like to lay awake at 3am, your mind racing
with anxiety? Well, it turns out there’s a reason why stress screws up
your sleeping patterns: with more cortisol in your bloodstream, your
heartbeat quickens, giving your brain more oxygen and releasing
extra energy, which makes it tough to transition into sleep mode.
Plus, when you’re already stressed and are advised to get eight hours
of sleep, the stress you’re already feeling ratchets up and we become
even less likely to switch off.
“If you are experiencing stress and anxiety during the day, then
it is most certainly going to come to bed with you at night,” says Dr
Lishman. “You may find yourself waking during the night or early in
the morning.”
“Elevated cortisol levels can suppress the production of serotonin
(the happy hormone),” says Makim. “If we don’t produce enough
serotonin during the day, our bodies are unable to produce enough
melatonin (the sleep hormone) at night.”
The worst thing about this particular by-product of being stressed
is that often we are well aware of how beneficial a good night’s sleep
44

would be, yet still can’t stop our minds from running through our
‘to-do’ or ‘what if ’ lists. Because we live in the ‘always on’ era of
smartphones and email, many of us think of it as an indulgence
to press the ‘off ’ button for a whole evening or prioritise a state
of relaxation.

THE FIX:
Aim to shut off your digital devices at least an hour or two before
bed when you’re stressed and make a point of eating a nourishing
evening meal to improve your slumber.
“The main nutrients we need for managing stress include
magnesium, healthy fats and vitamin B,” says Makim. “Calcium
and magnesium soothe the nerves and are essential for
managing stress. I recommend eating foods that are high in
calcium, magnesium and tryptophan – an amino acid that acts
as a precursor of melatonin and serotonin – such as yoghurt. You
can even take a bath in magnesium salts as well as taking it as a
daily supplement.”
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THE STRESS STICK:

DECREASED
SEX-DRIVE

While sex is usually relaxing, stress tends to mess with your
libido, making it difficult to get in the mood. According to
Dr Lishman, sex is one of the first things to dissipate when
people are under pressure.
“Contrary to popular knowledge, sex isn’t necessary for
survival, so when women are stressed out, the brain switches
off all things sex-related, including desire, performance and
even fertility. Chronic stress can even negatively impact
your body’s production of estrogen, which is the female sex
hormone that keeps your reproductive system in working
order,” she says.

THE FIX:

MA D E W IT H L OV E BY T H E
G E LAT I N B R OT H E R S

Your best defence against this sad side effect is to eat
wholefoods and avoid any processed meals while
understanding that your low libido is probably caused by a
temporary combination of physical and psychological factors.
While it may sound obvious, don’t stress about it! Loss of
sexual desire, known in medical terms as hypoactive sexual
desire disorder (HSDD), is the most common form of sexual
dysfunction among women of all ages. Wayward cortisol can
rob your other sex hormones and sexuality is multifaceted.
So while you may be inclined to think there’s something
wrong with you, there probably isn’t.

THE STRESS STICK:

SKIN WOES

“Often women find that their skin breaks out more during
times of stress,” says Dr Lishman. “There are many factors that
could be contributing to this, from the increase in cortisol,
which affects our hormones, to the presence of stress, leading
us to eat more unhealthy foods, or simply being too tired or
busy to maintain a proper skin care routine.”
Stress results in the levels of your sex hormones, known
as androgens, to spike, causing acne to erupt out of your
emotional angst.

THE FIX:
Birth control pills can help balance out your hormones, but if
that’s not a good option for you, switch to non-comedogenic
(i.e. non-pore-clogging) makeup, moisturisers and sunscreen
during periods of stress.
“Often there are other contributing factors when it comes
to troubled skin,” warns Makim. “So look at your diet and
avoid the urge to pick at your skin. Because your body’s ability
to heal isn’t at its peak when you’re stressed, you may end up
with scarring.”
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STRESS
MANAGEMENT
TECHNIQUES
“The right diet is crucial for managing stress,”
says Makim. “Eat regularly and consume
yoghurt and low-fat milk to boost your
calcium levels and settle your nerves. If you
have an intolerance to dairy, make sure you’re
getting enough calcium and magnesium
from other food sources. Chamomile tea is
an age-old tonic to relax and soothe – you
may also want to consult a naturopath about
herbal support to help decrease the impact of
stress on your brain and body.”
Eating right will supercharge your body’s
natural immune and healing systems, and
exercising regularly goes a long way too.
Breathing, meditation and visualisation
exercises can help you let go of anxieties, and
there is strong evidence to suggest that yoga
therapy and meditation help reduce stress
and its associated symptoms.
A 2014 study published in JAMA
Internal Medicine found that mindful
meditation can help ease psychological
stresses such as anxiety, depression and
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fatigue, and therapeutic yoga programs
were also shown to reduce markers of stress
and inflammation.
More importantly, recognise that some
stress is inevitable.
“If you have unproductive worries, try
to remember that as much as we may strive
to, we are never going to rid our lives of
stress entirely,” says Dr Lishman. “Stress is
a vital part of being alive. In fact, without
feeling stressed now and again, we would be
so carefree and blasé about everything that
we would have been killed off years ago! It’s
not stress itself that matters; it’s what you do
with it that counts.”
The symptoms that we associate with
a stressful lifestyle such as sleep deprivation,
social isolation, weight gain and major
depression are all associated with higher
rates of heart disease. It is clear, therefore,
that finding effective stress management
strategies is essential to our overall health
and wellbeing.

However, don’t stress about it! Just
concentrate on the following:
» eat nourishing foods to meet the
nutritional demands of the body
» exercise regularly to naturally reduce
your cortisol levels
» unplug from digital devices when
you need to chill out
» pay active attention to
your emotions
» distinguish between problemsolving thoughts and the
unproductive ones that simply make
your mind race faster
» disengage, but don’t detach from
your feelings
Find a balance between rest and
activity, and create a maintainable chillout routine for when you get home to
prioritise calm and relaxation.
“Tuning in to your beautiful body is
always at the top of my agenda with
all my clients,” says Makim. “I’m also
loving this whole mindfulness trend
at the moment. Less judgement and
negativity and more acceptance and
appreciation go a long way towards
managing stress and life in general.”
In other words, when you’re stressed
you’re unable to function at your full
potential, so make time for yourself. We
can’t stress that strongly enough.
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