
Stress and Brain Function
Are you having difficulty sleeping, feeling irritable or
moody, forgetting little things, and feeling overwhelmed
and isolated? A combination of one or more of these
could mean you are going through stress. As COVID-19
restrictions begin to loosen in Canada and around the
world, many of us are grappling to adjust to new norms
for return-to-work and the other routines of day-to-day
life. These added stressors, as well as the prolonged
exposure to them, can significantly impact our bodies
and brains. 

Stress is not always a bad thing. It could be useful for a
burst of extra energy and focus, like when playing a
competitive sport or public speaking. But when it is
continuous, such as the kind that most of us face day in
and day out, it actually begins to change our brains. This
newsletter will discuss how different types of stress
affect our brains and ways on how to manage these
stressors.

How Stress Affects Our
Brain
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Short-term vs. Chronic Stress
Studies from Stanford University's School of Medicine distinguish the effects of short-term and chronic stress on
the brain. The answer lies in the complex relationship between stress and memory. There are many types and
degrees of stress and different kinds of memory. Let’s begin with how short-term stress impacts your memory for
facts. Facts you read, hear, or study become memories through a process of acquisition (the moment you encounter
a new piece of information), which then activates a unique set of brain areas. Moderate stress can actually help
experiences enter your memory. Your brain responds to stressful stimuli by releasing hormones known as
corticosteroids, which activate a process of threat-detection and threat-response which can help us react positively
to stressful situations. 

But even though some stress can be helpful, extreme and chronic stress can have the opposite effect. Chronic
stress, like being overworked or having arguments at home, can affect brain size, its structure, and how it functions.
The act of remembering relies on the prefrontal cortex which governs thought, attention, and reasoning. High levels
of this cortisol over long periods of time can wreak havoc on our brains. As levels of cortisol rise, the part of the
brain that sends signals associated with learning, memories, and stress control, deteriorate. Too much of it results in
the loss of synaptic connections between neurons and the shrinking of your prefrontal cortex, the part of your brain
that also regulates behaviors like concentration, decision-making, judgment, and social interaction. It also leads to
fewer new brain cells being made in the hippocampus. This means chronic stress might make it harder for you to
learn and remember things and can also set the stage for more serious mental problems, like depression and
eventually Alzheimer’s disease. 



Exercise and Meditation
So what can you do to turn stress to your advantage and
stay calm and collected when it matters the most? There
are many ways to reverse what cortisol does to your
stressed brain. The most powerful weapons are exercise
and meditation, which involves breathing deeply and
being aware and focused on your surroundings.
Increasing your heart and breathing rate is linked to
chemical changes in your brain that help reduce anxiety
and increase your sense of well-being. Regular exercise
is also widely thought to improve sleeping patterns,
which can be beneficial the night before a deadline. Both
of these activities decrease your stress and increase the
size of the hippocampus, thereby improving your
memory and how you react to stress. 

How to manage stress?

Planning and Prioritizing
Second, if you know a stressful situation like a deadline
is coming, take a moment to prioritize your goals for the
day and try preparing in conditions similar to the
stressful environment. Novelty can be a stressor when
you are unprepared. Completing practice questions
under time pressure, or seated at a desk rather than on a
couch, can make your stress response to these
circumstances less sensitive. And on the actual day of a
deadline or presentation, try taking deep breaths to
counteract your body’s flight/fight/freeze response.
Deep breathing exercises have shown a measurable
reduction in test anxiety in groups ranging from kids to
adults.

Need Help Managing Stress? 
CONTACT YOUR EAP
1-800-668-2055 (24/7)

INFO@BCICONSULTING.CA
WWW.BCICONSULTING.CA

Technology and Connection
The technology we use can be advantageous or a
hindrance depending on how it is used. Studies from the
University of Washington show that multi-tasking with
numerous technologies can elevate stress levels and
fatigue. Focusing your attention on one task gives you
the singular choice to stay with the current task longer,
rather than responding to interruptions and other
stimuli. Cell phones and e-mail have made our lives more
convenient, but you can't rely on these tools alone. You
must seize every opportunity for conversation by
engaging directly with people every day as not only will
you be forced to use words and gestures that stimulate
the brain, but actively listening and finding support are
powerful tools for overcoming hardships. Talking over
your concerns with someone you trust not only helps
bring relief to stress but also improves overall mental
health. 


