Common Symptoms of Stress or Trauma

Physical

Tiredness; Difficulty sleeping, or else spending a lot of time in bed; Nightmares; Headaches; Back pain; Inability to relax; Dry mouth and throat; Feeling sick or dizzy; Pounding heart; Sweating and trembling; Stomach-ache and diarrhoea; Loss of appetite, or over-eating; Feeling very hot or cold; Shortness of breath; Shallow, fast breathing; Irregular menstruation; Frequent need to urinate; Increased risk of ulcers, high blood pressure and coronary heart disease.

Emotional

Depression; Tearfulness, or feeling a desire to cry but being unable to; Mood swings; Anger (at self or others); Agitation; Impatience; Guilt and shame; Shock; Feelings of helplessness and inadequacy; Feeling different or isolated from others; Feeling overwhelmed/ unable to cope; Feeling rushed all the time; Anxiety; Panic/ phobias; Loss of sense of humour; Boredom; Lowered self-esteem; Loss of confidence; Unrealistic expectations (of self and others); Insecurity; Self-centred, inability to think about others; Feelings of vulnerability; Feeling worthless.

Behavioural

Withdrawal from others or becoming dependent on them; Irritability; Critical of self and others; Relationship problems; Lack of self-care; Nail biting; Picking at skin; Speaking in slow monotonous voice, or fast, agitated speech; Taking unnecessary risks (e.g. when driving); Trying to do several things at once; Lack of initiative; Working long hours; Poor productivity; Loss of job satisfaction; Carelessness; Absenteeism; Promiscuity, or loss of interest in sex; Increased smoking or use of alcohol or drugs (including prescription drugs); Excessive spending or other activities to try to take one’s mind off the situation; Loss of motivation; Self-harm or suicidal behaviour.
Thought patterns

Concentration and memory difficulties; Indecisiveness; Procrastination; Pessimism; Thinking in ‘all or nothing’ terms; Very sensitive to criticism; Self-critical thoughts; Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities; Imagining the worst will happen; Preoccupation with health; Expecting to die young; Less flexible; Confusion and disorientation; Excessive fears; Trying to avoid thinking about problems; Avoiding any reminders of a traumatic experience; Flashbacks, or intrusive thoughts about difficulties; Hindsight thinking (‘If only...’ ‘why didn’t I...’); Negative thoughts about oneself, one’s work, family, the future and the world; Time seems to slow down or speed up; Suicidal thoughts.

Spiritual/ Philosophical

Questioning the meaning of life; Loss of purpose; Loss of hope; Changes in beliefs; Doubts; Giving up faith; Rigidity; Cynicism; Loss of sense of community with others; Sense of being abandoned; Spiritual dryness; Unforgiveness; Bitterness; Feeling distant from God; Difficulty praying; Anger at God or at life.

Stress Management Strategies
Different people find different techniques useful for coping with stress. These are some strategies which many people find helpful. It is a good idea to try a few strategies from each of the five categories.

Physical Strategies

1. Be self aware, and spot when you have symptoms of stress. Use this as a warning sign to encourage you to take stock and look after yourself.

2. Physical exercise is a natural anti-depressant, and helps to relieve tension. Find an activity you enjoy (e.g. walking, swimming, running, cycling [outside, or a stationary bike], playing sport, an aerobic video, gardening, chopping wood!)

3. Eat a balanced diet with plenty of vitamins. Ensure you are eating enough (for energy), but don’t overeat.

4. Relaxation exercises can help your body feel more relaxed and take away aches and pains. Try tensing and relaxing your muscle groups (e.g. your hands, then your eyes, mouth, stomach, toes etc).

5. Reduce your alcohol and caffeine intake, as these tend to magnify feelings of stress or depression.

6. Get enough sleep. Stress is tiring, so you may need to sleep for longer than usual. Having a banana or cup of milk before bed may help.

7. If you are having severe sleeping problems or feeling depressed all the time, you might benefit from taking medication for a while. Speak to a doctor about this.  

Emotional Strategies

1. Write a journal, including your thoughts and feelings. Or, if you prefer, write emails or letters, or tape your thoughts, or talk to someone about them. This helps you process your experiences, and stops them going round and round in your head.

2. Talk to friends/ family/ colleagues about your experiences.

3. Allow yourself to cry if you want to. Emotional tears contain an anti-stress hormone, and so crying helps people feel better.

4. Smiling and laughing can help you feel better. Try watching a funny movie, reading something amusing, or having a laugh with friends.

5. If you feel very distressed, consider seeking help. 
Behavioural Strategies
1. Do things that help you relax or that you enjoy (e.g. chat with friends; watch videos; go to a place you like; read; have a relaxing bath; listen to music; draw; do cross-stitch).

2. Don’t isolate yourself. Spend time with people you like.

3. Give yourself treats; be kind to yourself

4. If you feel overwhelmed by having too much to do, try to set yourself small goals and just focus on doing one thing (perhaps starting with an easy task). Prioritise. 

5. Be assertive. Delegate tasks, and ask for time off if you need it. Be willing to ask for help.

Thought patterns

1. Realise it is normal to feel low or have symptoms of stress when involved in disaster work. Don’t blame yourself – most people have such symptoms. It is not a sign of weakness, and does not mean that you are ‘not coping’.

2. Remember that these feelings pass, and you will feel better.

3. Lower your expectations of yourself. You don’t have to do everything perfectly.

4. Don’t become too introspective, or ruminate on your worries.

5. If you have negative thoughts (e.g. ‘I’m really bad at this job’), try to speak to someone else to get an objective, external perspective. Negative thoughts may be a sign of stress or depression, rather than reality.

6. Remind yourself of times you have coped with stress before, and what helped you then. ‘Success breeds success’ – remembering past times of coping helps you to cope again. 

Spiritual/ Philosophical Strategies

1. Remind yourself of the value of the work you are doing.

2. Remember the good things in the world – the people who are helping others, etc.

3. Use your spiritual beliefs to help you gain a sense of perspective and meaning.

4. Talk with others who share your beliefs or values, or read some books which help sustain your inner life. Consider having a retreat, or sharing with a spiritual director, prayer partner, or mentor.
5. If you have questions about the meaning of life or why there is suffering, find people to talk to (or email) about these matters.

6. Pray, or ask people to pray for you.

7. If necessary, forgive yourself or other people.

8. Meditate on God’s word.

9. Worship – perhaps including singing or listening to worship music.

10. If you find it helpful, remind yourself that there will be a day when you will no longer know any suffering, pain, sorrow or tears.  
(Used by Hanni Boeker with kind permission from Dr. Debbie Hawker-Lovell)


Consider how you are at applying spiritual resources when you are struggling with stress, and use this scale to indicate your responses.

1 = Hardly ever,   2 = Occasionally,   3 = Sometimes,   4 = Often,   5 = Nearly always

_____    1. I consciously choose to put my trust in God, and in His working in my life.                Psa. 56:3; Prov. 3:5-6; Isa. 12:2; 26:3-4; Nahum 1:7.

_____    2. I am careful to confess sinful reactions, destructive attitudes, lack of faith, etc.           Psa.  32:1-5; 1 John 1:9.

_____    3. I ask God for what I need from Him to be able to handle the stress. 2 Sam. 22:7; Phil. 4:6-7; James 5:13.

_____    4. I pour out my heart to God.  Psa. 55:22; 62:8; 1 Peter 5:7.

_____    5. I choose to give thanks to God.  2 Cor. 2:14; Eph. 5:20; Phil. 4:6-7.

_____    6. I choose to worship Him in praise.  Psa. 68:19; Heb. 13:15.

_____    7. I claim God’s promises, especially those that bring comfort, strength, joy and encouragement.  Psa. 119:50,52,148,162; Rom. 4:20-21; 15:4.

_____    8. I seek to apply the teachings of God’s Word on how to cope with stress.  Psa. 25:10; 119:100,105; 2 Tim. 3:16,17.

_____    9. I choose to rejoice in the Lord, even when the stress is difficult. Hab. 3:17-18; Phil. 4:4.  (Paul spoke of joy fourteen times when he wrote to the Philippians from prison).

_____    10. I take time to rest—in whatever ways I rest best. Matt. 11:28-30; Mark 6:31.

_____    11. I sing and/or listen to music that helps lower my stress level. Psa. 32:7; 59:16-17;    77:6; Isa. 12:2; Acts 16:25.

_____    12. I share my burdens with others so they can help bear them. Num. 11:10-17; Gal. 6:2.

_____    13. I seek counsel and a biblical perspective from others.  Col. 3:16; 1 Thess. 5:14.

_____    14. I allow others to comfort and encourage me.  2 Cor. 1:3-4; 7:5-6; Heb. 3:13; 10:24-25.

_____    15. I ask others to pray for me.  2 Cor. 1:11; Eph. 6:18-20; James 5:16.


HOW AM I AT USING MY SPIRITUAL RESOURCES TO MANAGE STRESS?
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