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Science of Stress 

What is Stress? 
Stress is the body’s response to change. It can occur when an individual 

perceives that the pressures they are experiencing exceed their capacity to deal 

with them –especially in a situation where they perceive coping as important. 

Some stress helps us perform more effectively, but maintaining that optimum 

level is challenging. The body’s autonomic nervous system has a stress 

response that causes physiological changes to allow the body to combat 

stressful situations; this is known as flight or fight response. When exposed to 

never-ending stress, serious problems can occur. Over time, the chronic 

presence of stress can result in: 

• High blood pressure 

• Frequent illness 

• Development of coping mechanisms that are reactions, not solutions 

(relying on alcohol and drugs) 

Eventually, the hormonal response to stress can turn into distress. Distress is 

the chronic feeling of being overwhelmed, oppressed, and behind in one’s tasks. 

It can trigger feelings of anger, guilt, and fear. 

 

Common Symptoms 
Chronic stress can lead to a variety of physical symptoms and vary by 

individual. These can include: 

• Dizziness 

• Aches and pains 

• Grinding teeth and clenched jaw 

• Headaches 

• Indigestion or acid reflux 

• Increase or loss of appetite 

• Muscle tension 

• Sleep problems 

• Racing heart 

• Trembling/shaking 
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Physical & Mental Effects 

Stress & The Heart 
Stress takes a toll on our bodies and can even diminish the benefits of a healthy 

diet. It especially takes a toll on the heart and can increase risk for heart 

disease. People often turn to comfort foods when they are stressed –pizza, 

cookies, etc. –which are high in fat and cholesterol. These contribute to the 

artery damage that causes heart attacks and strokes. Stress also causes many 

to drink and smoke, leading into more heart-damaging behaviors.  

Research also suggests that the stress itself triggers inflammation of the heart, 

but it hasn’t been proven. There is a syndrome known as broken heart 

syndrome that results from sudden, severe (acute) stress. It occurs from 

traumatic news –such as the death of a child – and a person will suffer an 

immediate heart attack. The condition is more common in women.  

Stress & Memory 

Studies show that chronic stress leads to memory loss as you age. Stress 

produces higher levels of the hormone cortisol. This hormone helps when you 

need to react quickly to a stressor, but having elevated levels of cortisol over 

time can wear down the part of your brain responsible for short-term memory. 

Your brain need the short-term memories to turn into long-term memories –this 

means that learning is more difficult when stressed. Memories can also change 

after they are formed; stress can affect previously formed memories, leaving 

almost a fingerprint. The effects of memory loss begin to show around the age 

of 65. 
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Other Negative Emotions 

Accepting Negative Emotions 
Recent research finds that accepting negative emotions is the best way to deal 

with them. Dr. Iris Mausee, one of the study’s authors, said, “We found that 

people who habitually accept their negative emotions experience fewer negative 

emotions, which adds up to better psychological health.” They researchers are 

not sure why this is the case. “Maybe is you have an accepting attitude toward 

negative emotions, you’re not giving them as much attention. And perhaps, if 

you’re constantly judging your emotions, the negativity can pile up. People who 

accept these emotions without judging or trying to change them are able to cope 

with their stress more successfully” 

Anxiety Linked to Sitting 
New research shows that activities that require a lot of sitting are linked to 

increased anxiety. Low energy activities like watching TV, working at a 

computer, or playing electronic games may all be linked to anxiety according to 

the study. Since research has shown positive associations between sedentary 

behavior and depressive symptoms, this was another foundation for further 

investigation into the link between sedentary behavior and anxiety symptoms. 

The researchers believe the cause of the link could be due to disturbed sleep, 

poor metabolic health, or social withdrawal. 
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Stress Reduction 

Using Laughter 

One way to help combat stress is with laughter. Humor is infectious and binds 

people together, increasing intimacy and happiness. It also triggers healthy 

physical changes in the body: 

• Strengthens the immune system 

• Provides energy boosts 

• Protects against future bouts of stress 
 

It also triggers the release of endorphins, the feel-good chemicals. These 

chemicals protect your heart by: 

• Lowering blood pressure 

• Reducing stress hormone levels 

• Increasing the number of T-cells (specialized immune system cells that 
boost immune system) 

• Improving function of blood vessels; increasing blood flow 

• Improving overall cardiovascular health 
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Mindfulness & Meditation 
 

Mind Wandering 
Ten minutes of mindfulness exercise a day is effective against repetitive anxious 

and stressful thoughts according to recent research. It can also help keep the 

mind from wandering. The study’s first author, Mengran Xu, said, “Our results 

indicate that mindfulness training may have protective effects on mind 

wandering for anxious individuals. We also found that meditation practice 

appears to help anxious people to shift their attention from their own internal 

worries to the present-moment external world, which enables better focus on a 

task at hand. Mind wandering accounts for nearly half of any person’s daily 

stream of consciousness. For people with anxiety, repetitive off-task thoughts 

can negatively affect their ability to learn, to complete tasks, or even function 

safely.” 

 

Meditation Exercises 
Walking Meditation – Take a 10 to 15-minute walk. Go somewhere with as few 

distractions as possible. Focus on the sensation of your feet touching the 

ground. Focus on your breath or move your attention around your body, part by 

part. The key is to control your attention. If your mind starts to wander, try to 

bring it back and focus on yourself. 

 

Eating Meditation – When you take your first bite of food, try to pay attention to 

the taste. Look at the food and feel the texture in your mouth, smell it, and try to 

notice how our body reacts when you taste it. You don’t have to do this with 

every bite, but try to do it every so often to focus your attention.  

 

Mini-Break – At work, instead of stopping to check emails, try a mini-break 

instead. Turn away from your computer or any other device, and concentrate on 

yourself. Try to notice sensations in your mind and body. How do you feel? 

What can you hear? Focus on your breathing. 

 

Listen Mindfully – When it’s convenient, listen mindfully. If you are in the city, 

listen to what’s around you –the cars, sirens, trains, etc. If you’re in the country 

or a park, listen to nature. You can also put in some headphones and listen to 
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music or meditation sounds –try a meditation app. Focus on the sounds without 

letting your mind wander.  

 

Mindful Brushing – There are habits that we do every day that we don’t notice 

any more. Habits like 

brushing our teeth and 

hair. Try to focus on 

these habits as you 

perform them. When 

washing dishes, try to 

focus on the task at 

hand instead of letting 

your mind wander. 

 

Just One Breath – At 

any point during your 

day, try taking a moment to focus on taking a breath. Breathe in and breathe 

out. Focus on what your body is doing, what it sounds like, and how it feels. Do 

this several times at different points throughout the day.  

 

Candle Meditation – You will need a lighted candle and a dark room. Sit and 

watch the flame of the candle. Focus on the light. You are trying to just notice 

the candle’s flame.  

 

Experience Nature – This can also include the Walking Mediation. If you are in a 

park or live in the country, go out and experience it. Sit, stand, or walk and focus 

on your surroundings. Look at the leaves and plants, feel the breeze, listen to 

the birds. When your mind starts to wander, try and draw it back in to your 

surroundings.  
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Forming Habits 

1. Keep a positive attitude. 

2. Accept that there are things that you cannot control. 

3. Don’t be aggressive – be assertive. Be assertive of your feelings, opinions, 

beliefs instead of becoming angry and defensive. Learn to say “no”.  

4. Try relaxation techniques like meditation, mindfulness, yoga, etc.  

5. Exercise regularly and eat healthy, balanced meals. 

6. Use social support. Spend time with loved ones. 

7. Learn good time-management. 

8. Make time for your hobbies and interests. Make time for yourself. 

9. Get enough sleep. 
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Apps & Technology 

 
We are not endorsed by any apps, but here are some recommended by Health 
Line to help alleviate and cope with stress and anxiety. 

Apps 
 
Anxiety Free (iOS) – Self-hypnosis app teaches users techniques on how to 
relax and subconsciously have more peaceful thoughts. 

Acupressure: Heal Yourself (iOS; Android) – Teaches users to perform self-
acupressure with over 90-point combinations to help relieve anxiety, pain, and 
other common conditions. 

Nature Sounds: Relax and Sleep (Android) – App plays nature sounds to send 
you to sleep, or to relax you during the day; includes sounds like thunder, ocean 
waves, birds, rain, and waterfalls.  

Worry Box (Android) – Manages your worries by determining if something you’re 
fretting over is unimportant, important, controllable, or uncontrollable. Also has a 
personal diary and allows you to examine worries objectively with various 
techniques to manage the apprehension. 

Stop Panic & Anxiety Self-Help (Android) – App helps manage panic attacks due 
to anxiety. Uses a personal diary and/or panic assistance audio to overcome 
attacks.  

Meditation Oasis (iOS; Android) – Helps users meditate to reduce stress and 
anxiety. Offers guided meditations and nature sounds. 

Headspace (iOS; Android) – Teaches about meditation with regular practice -10 
minutes a day. Offers guided exercises; monthly or annual subscription to 
access more meditation exercises. 
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Track Your Stress 
There are many formats to track your stress. Create your own with a Word document –here’s 
an example.  
Scale of 0-10, how bothersome has your stress been? 0 – Not bothersome at all. 5 – 
Somewhat bothersome. 10 – Extremely bothersome. 
Anticipatory Anxiety is feeling of increased anxiety or stress just thinking about a future event, 
situation, or interaction. 

Date & 
Time 

Stress 
Level 
(0-10) 

What was I 
doing? 

What was I 
thinking? 

Future event or situation 
giving me anxiety or 

stress?  
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1. Brett Ford et al., The Psychological Health Benefits of Accepting Negative 
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4. Mengran Xu, et al., Mindfulness and mind wandering: The protective effects 
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Our Mission  

Everyone should be happy while at work. People deserve to lead an integrated 

life 24/7 and to find meaning and purpose in their jobs. There is a false duality 

between work as drudgery, contrasted with time away from work as “living.” 

Work can be structured to be engaging and performed with excellence while 

maximizing personal contentment.  

 

Although our focus is working with lawyers, soft skills, best practices, and 

effective habits all promote contentment and competency throughout the 

workplace for any profession. 

 

How We Promote Our Mission 
 

Soft skills and effective habits are not innate; they can be taught and learned. 

Happy Effective Lawyer, LLC was founded in January 2017 to educate lawyers 

and other legal professionals on how to achieve both peak performance and 

contentment. Robert A. Creo publishes a blog on the website Happy Effective 

Lawyer. Knowledge and insights are delivered via online courses and 

workshops. A one-time fee can provide you access to over a dozen online 

courses on happyeffectivelawyer.org.  

 

The comprehensive Competency & Contentment Course is also available online 

and includes a lifetime subscription to the online Resource Library.  

The Resource Library contains information based upon scientific research and 

the latest studies. It has over 4,000 pages of useful information including videos, 

downloads, and links to original research sources. The Library is a subscription 

service, nominally priced, that does not collect or share the user’s personal data. 

 

The objective is to integrate performance and contentment in a holistic approach 

based upon lifestyle and productive habits. The Healthy Habits E-book series is 

offered for free to promote our mission and goals.  

 
Our Courses 
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Our Courses 

To add to your skills and best practices, Happy Effective Lawyer has designed a 

comprehensive menu of online courses tailored to the busy lawyer and other 

professionals for self-development.  

 

Master Course Package 

Happy Effective Lawyer offers access to access to 5 Skills & Best Practices 

courses, as well as all 7 Knowledge & Insights courses for a one-time fee. This 

package does not include the extensive Competency & Contentment Course. 

 

Competency & Contentment Course 

The immersive Competency & Contentment Course is designed to be 

completed over a number of months and facilitated in cooperation with senior 

lawyers. This course is offered as online only, or as a hybrid with the online 

course and on-site workshops.  

 

Skills & Best Practices for Effective Lawyering 
 
These online courses and modular provide substantive skills for effective 
lawyering. Most of these courses provide Certificates for passing the final exam. 
Certificates are provided by the Effective Lawyer Institute. 

Navigating Emotions 
This series focuses on dealing with emotions, including addressing deception. 

De-Escalation of Emotions – Affect Labeling 
Learn Techniques to defuse intense emotions, especially anger and frustration. 

The Art & Science of Persuasion 
Learn about the art of persuasion with a focus on oral communication. 
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Creativity Practices 
Innovative solutions promote effective representation -learn creativity skills and 
practices. 
 
Navigating Stress 
This course provides information about stress anxiety and coping strategies. 

Knowledge & Insights  
 
While these online courses are compiled from available sources, for ease of 
access and reference, we have saved you the time and energy of self-searching 
the internet to find and summarize the knowledge. These courses do not result 
in certificates upon completion. 
 
Understanding Mediation 
Understanding Mediation provides the basics of mediation. 

Understanding Millennial Lawyers 
This course explores the perspectives and habits of those born between 1981 
and 1996. 

Understanding Practice Management & Development 
An introduction to the basics of law firm practice management and development. 

Understanding Storytelling 
The basic foundations, purpose, and delivery of storytelling to persuade. 

Understanding Creativity 
An introduction to the basics of the creativity process. 

Understanding Arbitration 
An introduction to arbitration concepts and practice. 

Understanding Emotions 
This course is an introduction to emotions and emotional-related behavior. 
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