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What is stress?


This leaflet is for people who may be 
affected by stress. If you’ve been feeling 
under pressure lately, it could affect your 
health. But there are small changes you 
can do to make things better.


Stress is a feeling of being overwhelmed 
or under pressure. Maybe you feel there 
aren’t enough hours in the day, other 
people are asking too much of you, or 
that life’s all a bit too much right now. 
You may be feeling anxious and panicked. 
It’s normal to feel like that sometimes.  
But if you are feeling like this more and 
more over time and you are struggling  
to cope, it’s time to make some changes.


Stress alone won’t give you heart 
and circulatory disease. But it is 
linked to unhealthy habits that 
can increase your risk.


to reduce your risk of heart 
and circulatory diseases
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Feeling overwhelmed can mean you may 
make choices that put your heart health 
at risk. You might be eating more than 
usual, choosing unhealthy foods, smoking, 
or drinking more alcohol than is healthy. 
If you or the people close to you have 
noticed you are making unhealthy  
choices or seem under pressure, 
you should take action.


What are heart and 
circulatory diseases?
Heart and circulatory diseases kill 1 in 4 
people in the UK. Leading an unhealthy 
lifestyle can increase your risk.


Fatty material can build up in your arteries 
(the vessels that carry blood to your 
organs). This can increase the risk of heart 
and circulatory diseases. If the arteries that 
carry blood to your heart get damaged 
and clogged, it can lead to a heart attack. 
If this happens in the arteries that carry 
blood to your brain it can lead to a stroke.


Artery in the heart 
getting blocked


Artery in the brain 
getting blocked
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• Smoke


• �Drink too much 
alcohol


• Are overweight


• �Aren’t physically 
active


• �Have high blood 
pressure


• �Have high 
cholesterol


• Have diabetes.


You’re much more likely to get heart 
and circulatory diseases if you:


“�When it comes to stress, it 
all depends on your coping 
mechanisms. Some people try 
to cope by smoking, drinking too 
much alcohol and overeating.  
All of these increase your risk of 
heart and circulatory disease.” 


Chris Allen,  
Senior Cardiac Nurse, BHF


Stress and heart and 
circulatory diseases
Stress can lead you to habits that aren’t 
good news for your heart health. What 
may seem like small actions can add up 
to long-term health problems.


When people are stressed they often turn 
to unhealthy habits like smoking, eating 
comfort food that’s often high in fat or 
sugar, drinking too much alcohol or not 
being physically active. In the moment, 
these things can make us feel relaxed. 
But if we do too much of them in the long 
run, it can harm our heart health. Think 
about small, healthy changes you can  
make over time, like eating your five-a-day 
or going for a 30-minute walk to reduce 
the feeling of stress.


Taking care of yourself by eating well, 
being active, getting enough sleep and 
quitting bad habits will help you feel 
better and protect your heart.
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Unhealthy habits could lead to:


High cholesterol: If you eat too many foods 
high in saturated fat, this can lead to high 
cholesterol. Cholesterol is a fatty substance 
in your body that can get stuck to the walls 
of your arteries. It clogs or damages the 
arteries, increasing your risk of a having 
a heart attack or stroke.


High blood pressure: Feeling stressed 
may make your blood pressure increase for 
a short time. This is normal. But behaviours 
linked to stress like overeating, eating too 
much salt, drinking too much alcohol and 
not moving around enough can lead to 
long-term high blood pressure. This can 
damage your heart, major organs and 
arteries over time.


Type 2 diabetes: A poor diet and not 
enough physical activity increases your risk 
of developing type 2 diabetes in the future.


Inside your arteries


Fatty build-up


Artery wall
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If you have been working too hard, 
suffered a bereavement, have money 
worries or are experiencing anything 
else that’s really stressful, you may 
find yourself withdrawing from 
friends and family.


If these signs continue over a long 
period of time, you may start to 
develop anxiety or depression. 
You need to speak to your doctor 
sooner rather than later.


For more information on improving 
your mental health, go to  
www.mind.org.uk


How do I know 
if I’m stressed?
Everyone feels stressed at times. But learn 
to spot when it’s getting out of control. 


Our minds and bodies have ways of letting 
us know if stress is getting to us. It might be 
a physical sensation or it might be more 
of an emotional state that you can’t shake. 


Watch out for these signs:


Physical signs of stress	


• ��Heart beating fast 
(palpitations)


• �Dry mouth


• ��Headaches, odd pains, 
feeling dizzy or sick


• �Tiredness or trouble 
sleeping


• ��Sudden weight loss 
or gain, frequent bad 
temper and lack  
of patience


Emotional signs of stress


• �Upset


• �Feeling scared, anxious, 
panicked or worried 
often


• ��Easily angry or tearful


• �Feeling alone or 
hopeless


• �Feeling numb and 
uninterested in life.
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What causes
stress?
Recognising and understanding what’s 
making you stressed is the first step to 
reducing your stress levels.


Common sources of stress


Work


Major life  
events


Change


Relationships 
& family life


Loneliness


Money 
concerns


20 !


Pay attention to points in the day when 
you feel stressed. Over time you are 
likely to spot a pattern.


Your environment, who you’re with and 
what you’re doing when you feel stressed 
will help shed light on what’s making you 
feel that way. You will also notice times 
when you don’t feel stressed and learn 
to make more of them.


For example, if the morning commute  
makes you feel stressed but walking the 
dog makes you feel relaxed, try to build  
a short walk into your journey to work 
each morning.


Think about what you can change, 
and what you can’t. Often you can’t 
change what is happening, but you 
might be able to think of ways to 
make things easier.
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“BEING STRESSED 
MADE ME


DO OTHER 
UNHEALTHY 
THINGS LIKE 


SMOKE  
AND DRINK.  
I TACKLED  
THE BAD  


HABITS ONE 
AT A TIME.” 


Robert, age 67


A lot of the time stress feels like something 
you can’t do anything about. Many stressful 
situations, like jobs, family commitments, 
illness or loss of a loved one are unavoidable. 
But you can help to improve your health 
by taking control of the way you react 
to what’s going on.


What’s 
stopping you?


“�I thought I didn’t have a choice.  
I had to work 12 hours a day flat 
out. I now realise that if I take 
a breather at lunch time and get 
up from my desk now and then, 
the world doesn’t fall apart.” 


Richard, age 69 
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The best time to make even small changes 
is always now. It’s easy to think that you’ll 
do it later, but if something is affecting 
your health right now, then you need  
to take action. There will never be a 
perfect time. If you’re not at your best, 
you’re not giving your family, friends  
and co-workers your best either. 
It’s time to put yourself first.


Start small. 
Find 10 minutes 
just for you.
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Once you know what’s making you stressed, 
you can start tackling it in a few different ways. 
This will stop you making choices that increase 
your risk of heart and circulatory diseases.


Where 
to start


Lifestyle
�If you smoke try to cut down or quit. It’s the single 
most important thing you can do for your health.


�Try not to binge drink – that’s more than 8 units 
in a single session for men, and 6 units for women.


Try to eat a healthy, balanced diet with plenty  
of fruit and vegetables and cut down on too 
many sugary or fatty treats.


Take every chance to get up and move. Try to fit  
in a short walk every day at the very least.


�Get plenty of rest and try to take some time out 
for yourself.


Drink plenty of water. Staying hydrated will help 
you feel less irritable.


The only things you can change are your 
actions. Focus on things you can control.
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Mindset


Support


Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Sometimes you 
need to put yourself first.


Try to only focus on the things you can change.


�Put yourself first. Don’t be afraid to pause, 
relax or say no to people.


�Focus on the positives in your life and the things 
you are glad of.


�Try some relaxation exercises, like yoga, 
meditation and breathing techniques.


�Let people in your life know how you’re feeling. 
Spend time with those who matter most.


Take up a hobby or try something new to build 
your confidence.


Don’t keep things to yourself. Talk about your 
problems.


There are services available such as talking 
therapies, including cognitive behavioral therapy.


If you don’t think you can cope with the level 
of stress in your life, talk to your doctor.


Beat heartbreak forever.


Heart transplants. Clot busting drugs. Pacemakers. 
Breakthroughs born from visionary medical research. 
Research you fund with your donations. 
 
Heart and circulatory diseases kill 1 in 4 people 
in the UK. They cause heartbreak on every street. 
But if research can invent machines to restart hearts, 
fix arteries in newborn babies, build tiny devices 
to correct heartbeats, and give someone a heart 
they weren’t born with – imagine what’s next. 
 
We fund research into all heart and circulatory  
diseases and their risk factors. Heart attacks, 
heart failure, stroke, vascular dementia, diabetes 
and many more. All connected, all under our 
microscope. Our research is the promise of future 
prevention, cures and treatments. 
 
The promise to protect the people we love. 
Our children. Our parents. Our brothers. 
Our sisters. Our grandparents. Our closest friends.


You and the British Heart Foundation. 
Together, we will beat heartbreak forever. 


bhf.org.uk


© British Heart Foundation 2018, registered charity in England 
and Wales (225971) and in Scotland (SC039426) U006/0818
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10 TOP TIPS TO 
 MASTER YOUR


EMOTIONS


1. Observe the impact of your emotions


2. Regulate your emotions


3. Get clear on what you are feeling
4. Accept your emotional experiences
5. Create a mood tracker 
6. Pause and breathe
7. Express your emotions effectively
8. Give yourself some space
9. Try meditation and mindfulness
10. Manage stress 
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1. Observe the impact of your emotions


relationship or friendship conflict


difficulty relating to others


trouble at work or school


an urge to use substances to help manage your emotions


physical or emotional outbursts


The spectrum of emotions has its purpose and so-called "bad emotions" and "good


emotions" cannot function without one another.


Our lives are exciting, unique, and vibrant, because of the spectrum of the


emotions that we can feel daily. If we occasionally feel overwhelmed emotionally,


that is ok. The problem is if we find ourselves feeling overwhelmed every day.


When our emotions get out of control we might experience:


 


Therefore, it is important to observe and reflect daily on how are you feeling. Plus, it


will help in detecting how your uncontrolled emotions are affecting your daily life.


Such observations might help in identifying problem areas and also help track your


success.


 


 2. Regulate your emotions
Like in everything in life, finding the right balance between your emotions is the key. The balance
between overwhelming feelings and no feelings at all will result in a healthy emotional
expression. 
Imagine if you can control your emotions with a dial. You wouldn't run them at maximum all the
time, nor would you switch them off completely. Because when we suppress emotions we are
preventing ourselves from experiencing and expressing our feelings. 
Such behaviour can contribute negatively to mental and physical health symptoms.
Some of those symptoms can include:


• anxiety
• depression
• sleep issues
• muscle tension and pain
• difficulty managing stress
• substance misuse


To gain control over our emotions we need to allow ourselves to feel them and then analyse why
we are feeling the way we do.  This will help us to find the balance and understand our emotions
better. 
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3. Get clear on what you are feeling
To gain back control over your feelings you have to start checking in with yourself about


your mood. For instance, if someone upsets us, we react in a way that we usually later


regret. Such experience occurs because we react to the given emotion instantly, instead


of grasping why we are feeling upset. There are certain things you can do to stop


yourself from reacting instantly to your emotions. Before you respond you can interrupt


yourself by asking:


• What am I feeling right now? 


• What happened to make me feel this way?


• Am I seeing the whole picture here?


• What do I want to do about these feelings? 


• Is there a better way of coping with them? 


By interrupting yourself to consider possible alternatives, you’re automatically reframing


your thought patterns, which can help you modify your first extreme reaction.


This takes practice before it becomes a habit. However, going through these questions in


your head will eventually help you calm down and evaluate your emotional reactions.


 


 


4. Accept your emotional experiences
The key is to accept emotions as they come, as it will help you towards getting more comfortable
with them. When you are more comfortable with intense emotions you can have more control
over them. Eventually, you will stop reacting in extreme or unhelpful ways, but in a way that will
serve you or your situation better. 


It is normal to feel a range of emotions even in a day. We can feel excited and anxious at the
same time. The important thing to remember is not to judge the way you feel, but to be
compassionate towards yourself and understand why you are feeling this way and then be ok
with it. 


To practice accepting emotions, try thinking of them as messengers. They’re not “good” or “bad.”
They’re neutral. Maybe they bring up unpleasant feelings sometimes, but they’re still giving you
important information that you can use. Accepting your emotions may lead to greater life
satisfaction and fewer mental health symptoms. 
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5. Create a mood tracker 


Writing down your emotional experiences can help you uncover any disruptive


emotional patterns and eventually gain more control over them.


Because when we put our feelings onto paper, we go through a process of reflection.


This helps us understand our emotions on a deeper level. 


It also helps you recognise when specific circumstances, like trouble at work or family


conflict, contribute to harder-to-control emotions. Identifying specific emotions that


trigger unwanted reactions is a skill worth learning. As it will help you to come up with


more productive ways to manage emotions.


Journaling is a great way to develop this skill and it has to be done daily for the most


benefit. Keep your journal with you and record intense emotions or feelings as they


happen. Bring your attention to triggers and your reaction, if your reaction was unhelpful,


use your journal to explore more helpful possibilities in the future. .


 


 


6. Pause and breathe
Sometimes we just need to pause and bring our awareness to our breath. 
The power of a deep breath cannot be underestimated. Science has shown the multiply benefits
of conscious deep inhales and long exhales. So why are we not paying more attention to the way
we breathe? Have we forgotten to breathe properly? 


The moment we come to this planet we know how to breathe fully and completely. If you observe
a newborn you will notice that they naturally practice deep, or diaphragmatic, breathing by using
the diaphragm, a muscle under the lungs, to pull air into the lungs. The belly expands and the
chest rise as a newborn inhales air through the nose and into the lungs. On the exhale belly
contracts. So, it is that simple. 


When we are feeling emotionally distressed, our breathing becomes shallow. It is important to
pause and remind yourself to take deep breaths in, filling your belly. Deep breathing exercises
can help you pause and ground yourself. You will be able to take a step back from the first
intense flash of emotion and any extreme reaction you want to avoid.
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7. Express your emotions effectively
There’s a time and place for everything, including intense emotions.


There are certain situations when we can't help ourselves but react to our emotions


instantly. For example, if we lose a loved one, sobbing uncontrollably is a pretty common


and understandable response. But let's say if you just received unfair disciplinary action


from your boss. Screaming and shouting in the face of your boss is probably not a good


idea. However, this doesn't mean that you shouldn't let your frustrations out. Stepping


out of the situation is a better way to deal with it than reacting to it instantly. Screaming


and shouting in your pillow when you get home might be a good way to release some of


the frustration out. This will help you clear your head and maybe come up with some


ideas and solutions. 


Expressing your emotions in this way is healthy, as you will still express your frustration,


but in a safe space, with no further consequences. Being mindful of your surroundings


and the situation can help you learn when it’s OK to let feelings out and when you might


want to sit with them for the moment.


 


 


8. Give yourself some space
To react reasonably when you experience intense emotions, getting some distance is a good
way to do so.  


This distance might be physical, like leaving an upsetting situation, or mental, by distracting
yourself on purpose. 


You have to be mindful not to block or avoid feelings entirely. However, it’s not harmful to distract
yourself until you’re in a better place to deal with your feelings. It is important to remember to
come back to them.  Distractions are only healthy if they are temporary, and when you do them
consciously. 


To distract yourself  try:
• taking a walk
• watching a funny video
• talking to a loved one
• spending a few minutes with your pet
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9. Try meditation and mindfulness
Meditation is a well-known practice that helps regulate our feelings because it involves


increasing awareness of our body and mind. 


When you sit in silence, you can take a moment to observe your mind and thought


processes. What is your inner voice telling you? 


Meditation can help you increase your awareness of thought patterns, feelings and


experiences.  When you meditate, you’re teaching yourself to sit with whatever is going


on inside of you. To notice them without judging yourself or attempting to change them


or make them go away.


As mentioned above, learning to accept all of your emotions can make emotional


regulation easier. Meditation helps you increase those acceptance skills. It also offers


other benefits, like helping you relax and get better sleep.


 


 


10. Manage stress 


getting enough sleep
learn to say ‘no’
exercise
spending time in nature
making time for relaxation and hobbies
talk to someone


Stress is not necessarily a ‘bad’ thing. Without this brilliant ability to experience stress,
humankind wouldn’t have survived. The challenge is when our body goes into a state of stress in
inappropriate situations. When blood flow is going only to the most important muscles needed to
fight or flee, brain function is minimised.


When you’re under a lot of stress, managing your emotions can become more difficult. Even
people who generally can control their emotions well might find it harder in times of high tension
and stress.
Reducing stress, or finding more helpful ways to manage it, can help your emotions become
more manageable.


Healthy ways to cope with stress include:
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Do you eat more
fast food?


Do you reach
for fizzy drinks?


Do you more?


THINK TOOTH DECAY.  Eating 
higher sugar and salt can 
increase blood pressure. High 
sugar can cause tooth decay.


more?


THINK DENTAL EROSION. Fizzy 
drinks contain large amounts 
of sugar and can cause dental 
erosion.


TEETH 
GRINDING OR 
JAW CLENCHING 
are often related to
stress or anxiety.


Some people
get facial pain
and 
headaches.


Every time 
we eat we get


an acid attack on
our teeth which
can cause        
TOOTH DECAY.


this can lead to tooth decay or 
gum disease.


THINK TOOTH DECAY OR GUM
DISEASE. Stress can lead to a
lack of self-care. If you miss
cleaning your teeth at night


THINK MOUTH CANCER.  
Too much alcohol
or smoking can lead to
mouth cancer.


Feeling Stressed?


Produced by Oxfordshire Community Dental Service


THINK 
SMILE


Stress can affect 
your oral and
dental healthWhen you feel stressed……..






