
 

Stress Reduction and Coping Mechanisms 
 
 

We all have a resting state or comfort zone.  Within that zone, we function well, thinking, analyzing, 
problem solving.   
 
We all also have a threshold past which we no longer 
function well.  We can’t think or analyze or problem 
solve.  Past this edge, we “freak out,” “lose it,” and 
“melt down.”  We lose our tempers.  Things we didn’t 
mean to say leak out.  We behave in ways we regret.  
This threshold is different for each person.   
 
Here’s a little graph to illustrate.  We’re comfortable 
with a small amount of stress (purple zone), then we 
feel the stress (green zone), and if the stress mounts, 
eventually we pass out threshold (red zone). 
 

Baseline Stress and General Maintenance 
 
On any given day, there are stressors.  Perhaps, Sunday 
night, you stayed up late and got less sleep.  That’s a 
block of stress your body carries.  It can be relieved by 
taking a nap or going to bed earlier the next night.   
 
Or perhaps you’re in the habit of going to sleep late and 
getting too-little sleep.  In that case, that block of 
stress is ever present. 
 
The result is a decreased capacity to handle stress.  
When sleep-deprived, we have less bandwidth. 

 
Other blocks could pile on top of this one.  Perhaps 
you skipped breakfast, caught a cold, have a deadline, 
forgot your friend’s birthday party, your dog died or 
your grandma is in the hospital.  These blocks of stress 
add up. 
 
If your day-to-day existence includes lots of blocks of stress, your normal stress level could be quite high.  
It might leave you with little capacity to handle daily ups and downs.  This is what I refer to as a high 
baseline level of stress. 
 
You can change your baseline level of stress with your routine habits.  Sleep enough, eat well, exercise, 
meditate, take breaks, nix the negative self-talk – these all lower your baseline level of stress.  They 
increase your capacity to handle acute stresses like a deadline or an angry friend. 
 



 

As parents, we see how important it is to protect our kids’ baseline levels of stress, because when we 
don’t, our children are much tougher to manage.  A tired child has more melt downs, which is an extra 
big block of stress soaking up our capacity, and it’s totally preventable, for both of us. I understand why 
some parents vigilantly guard their child’s nap time.  It’s the same reason why we need our teen’s 
phones to be turned off at night. 
 
I absolutely encourage you to control your child’s baseline level of stress.  You’re enforcing healthy 
habits and it will make everyone happier.  As your child ages, you can give them more and more 
responsibility, teaching them how to choose a balanced breakfast, how to manage their free time, how 
to meet a deadline in stages.  They learn healthy habits and skills. 
 

 
Acute Stress and Coping Mechanisms 
 
A low baseline is no guarantee against meltdowns though.  The acute stressors can pile up.  These are 
blocks of stress from what happened in your day, like having a cold, a bad day at school, a broken toy, a 
fight with a sibling.  Even with a low baseline level of stress, these can stack up quickly. 
 
In general, two strategies calm our nervous systems and decreases the level of stress hormones: 
rhythmic motion and deep breathing.  Some activities include both (running, for example).   
 
Beyond having healthy habits which result in a low baseline of stress, each of us needs a tool kit of 
coping mechanisms which we can use to recover from the daily blips of acute stress.   
 
Some of these are specific to a situation.  For example, a student might experience test anxiety.  The 
school might work with the student to create agreed-upon coping mechanisms the student can use 
during the test.  They might be as simple as a squeeze ball or chewing gum (both rhythmic motion). 
 
Here’s a menu of practices which involve rhythmic motion, deep breathing, or both.  Should your child 
ask to do any of these, it could be an attempt to self-regulate.  In general, allow and encourage these 
behaviors. 
 

Rhythmic Deep Breathing Both 

Rocking Blowing dandelions Crying 

Bouncing Blowing bubbles Laughing 

Swinging Blowing a pinwheel Yoga 

Rolling back and forth Blowing out candles Chanting or singing 

Squeezing a ball Stuffie tummy ride Dancing (fast) 

Foot/finger tapping Breathing with shapes Jumping, skipping 

Playing an instrument Take 10 deep breaths Skating  

Brushing a toy, petting 
an animal 

Smelling scents 
(flowers, candles, 
essential oils) 

Exercising: running, 
swimming, rowing, 
strength training 

Chewing gum Meditation Forehead pulse 

Reading   

Knitting or crocheting   

Dancing (slow)   



 

Writing or drawing   

Walking    

Cleaning/housework   

Gardening   

Massage (giving or 
receiving) 

  

 
 
 

Avoidance  
 
Sometimes we respond to stress by taking time away from our problems.  If that includes the healthy 
behaviors above, it’s productive.  Sometimes, we have unhealthy habits which really only avoid the 
stressors without helping at all. 
 
Examples of avoidance behaviors are: withdrawing socially, overworking, gaming, thrill seeking, 
retreating into TV or movies or porn, surfing the internet, perusing social media, seeking entertainment, 
shopping, binging on alcohol or drugs or sweets, self-harm such as cutting or picking at skin and hair. 
 
These behaviors do not calm the body.  Instead, they provide exciting distraction, competing stimulation 
to drown out the sensations of stress.  These strategies are poor coping mechanisms.  They redirect our 
attention away from the problem so we can forget about it for a while.   
 
Rather than feeling better, we tend to feel worse, more depleted after the avoidance behavior than 
before.  This can cause people to retreat into the avoidance behavior again, creating a cycle or even 
addiction. 
 
 

The Big Picture 
 
As much as possible, it’s best to avoid stressors entirely.  That means eating well, getting enough sleep, 
avoiding the bully, dropping the class you hate, and wearing comfortable clothes.  If you can identify a 
stressor in your life that you can simply opt out of, by all means, work towards that change. 
 
There are also methods to address the stress and empower us to change which are temporarily more 
stressful.  For example, talking through your problems with a friend or therapist might feel good, or it 
might not.  It might stir up a lot of emotions you’ve tamped down.  It might lead to you learning a new 
skill which is totally useful – but will take some time and effort to master.  This is a great way to process 
emotion, by giving it space and light.  However, it’s an investment that may increase rather than sooth 
the stress in the short term. 
 
Beyond acute and baseline stress is another category, trauma.  Trauma is an emotional injury which 
sticks in the brain.  Your reaction to a current situation might be totally inappropriate, because your 
brain is actually remembering and reacting to the past.  This is called being “triggered.”  Healing trauma 
often requires allowing the mind and body to reconnect, since many trauma victims experience a 
disconnect or numbness.  It is important work, and undertaking the healing journey can be temporarily 
more stressful, not less. 



 

 
Most of our children have not been traumatized and simply need help understanding how to cope with 
baseline stress and acute stress.  We set the rhythms of their day to include healthy habits, but some 
slip here and there.  We hope they develop their own coping mechanisms to get through daily ups and 
downs, but some kids are less intuitive about this than others.  They may need our help suggesting ways 
to calm down which fit the circumstances they’re in. 
 
 
 

Reflection 
1. What are the blocks of stress you regularly carry?  Can any of them be dropped? 

 
 
 

2. How do you maintain a low baseline stress level? 
 
 
 

3. What are your 3-5 go-to coping mechanisms when you feel stressed? 
 
 
 

4. Have you shared your practices with your kids? 


