
Our society has created numerous “conveniences”
through the development of technologies that
have inadvertently increased the pace at which
we live and, as a result, the amount of stress we
face every day. Much of the stress we encounter is natural and unavoidable,
but stress can also be a result of lifestyle choices. Regardless of the cause, the
body faces stress head-on with standard chemical responses that can wreak
havoc on our health if left unchecked. This condition is particularly concerning
for people with diabetes.

Stress can occur when change takes place. We typically think of only negative
changes causing stress, but positive changes can cause stress as well. On a
day-to-day basis, short-term stress occurs sporadically and is typically not detri-
mental to health. Long-term stress, on the other hand, can cause long-term
high blood glucose levels, contributing to the risk of chronic complications in a
person with diabetes. Stress forces our bodies to react to stimuli. The body
prepares to flee from perceived danger by taking action, which is called the
General Adaptation Syndrome (the fight-or-flight response). Hormone levels
rise, heart rates soar, digestion slows, and muscles tense during the fight-or-
flight response which results in the body releasing stored energy in the forms of
glucose and fat. In people with diabetes, the mechanism for the fight-or-flight
response does not function efficiently. The hormone insulin does not always
allow the extra glucose into the cells, resulting in elevated glucose levels in the
blood stream. Stress can also impact diabetes control indirectly. People under
stress may neglect to check blood glucose levels, exercise, eat healthy or keep
up with regular health care visits.

Managing stress can significantly improve a person’s control of their diabetes.
Researchers at Duke University Medical Center conducted a study on stress
management therapy for people with diabetes. They measured HbA1C levels of
study participants who had received stress management therapy compared to
those who did not receive stress management therapy. The results revealed a
small but significant reduction in HbA1C levels for participants receiving stress
management training. The reductions ranged from 0.5% to 1% or more. This
decrease can significantly reduce complications that develop when diabetes is
under poor control. The results of the study suggest stress management train-
ing can be a valuable tool for maintaining blood sugar control of a person with
diabetes.

The goal of stress management training is to teach patients how to achieve the
relaxation response that reverses the effects of stress and/or adjusts how a
patient views change. The relaxation response is learned, while the stress
response is involuntary. For example, “relaxing” in front of the T.V. or with a
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good book simply distracts us from stress whereas the relaxation response
assists patients in counteracting the effects of stress. A focused effort of
identifying the causes of stress and bringing an awareness of how the body
responds to change helps achieve the relaxation response. The relaxation
response actually decreases heart rate, muscle tension, blood pressure, and
breathing rate.

The following techniques are helpful in attaining the relaxation response:

� Progressive Muscle Relaxation: Instruct your patient to tighten and
relax large muscles groups beginning at their head and progressing all
the way down to their feet. This helps in identifying tense muscle groups
as well as slowing impulses to the brain and triggering the relaxation
response.

� Visualization or Mental Imagery: Have your patient imagine a relaxing
or enjoyable scene and relive their experience using all five senses. This
technique can promote positive attitudes and bring positive changes in
behavior or performance. Also, your patient may find it helpful to use a
relaxation tape to aid in their visualization.

� Breathing Patterns: Have your patient sit or stand with their back
straight, breathe in deeply and slowly through their nose, and exhale
through their mouth. This encourages diaphragmatic breathing, allows for
greater oxygen intake with each inhalation, and removes carbon dioxide
wastes with each exhalation. This also reduces the body’s heart rate and
blood pressure, triggering the relaxation response.

For some patients, simply making a different choice about how to deal with
stress or a difficult situation can significantly reduce the effects stress has on
their body. Helping patients adjust their view requires cognitive restructuring.
To achieve this, one must first identify their values, beliefs, attitudes, and
thinking processes. Doing so assists your patient in developing a strategy for
dealing with new situations in a way that causes the least inner conflict.
Accomplishing this, patients will begin to better identify stress causing factors
in their lives and decide for themselves if the stress is real or imagined.

We often neglect some of the stress relieving activities for a healthy lifestyle
including a strong support network, laughing, and working to achieve a relax-
ation response. A healthy lifestyle should include 30 minutes of exercise 3-5
days per week, adequate rest, and a balanced meal plan including fruits, veg-
etables, whole grains, and lean proteins. As you educate patients on how to
achieve a healthy lifestyle, encourage them to incorporate stress relieving
activities throughout their day.

In summary, we all have stress in our lives. Stress is caused by change.
Stress can be good or bad. It may be short-term or long-term. Long-term
stress for a person with diabetes can be harmful, but it doesn’t need to be
disastrous. Stress can be managed with techniques that combat the poten-
tially negative effects stress can have on your patients’ health.
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