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Stress can make you feel physically ill, anxious, 
and depressed. When you feel “stressed 
out,” it is difficult to get work done and 
your relationships may suffer. Over time, 
stress could contribute to serious medical 
conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, 
and depression. Find out if you are suffering 
from stress and what you can do about it.

Are you suffering
          from stress? 
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Check off the signs of stress 
that apply to you.

Digestive problems (heartburn, 

constipation, or diarrhea)

Tense muscles, backaches 

Frequent headaches 

Fast or racing heartbeat

Sweating

Restlessness, fidgeting, nervousness

Clenched jaw or teeth grinding

Drinking more alcohol and smoking more 

often

Getting sick more frequently (colds or the 

flu)

Irritability, quick temper, critical attitude

Worried and anxious thoughts

Skin problems (Hives, psoriasis, acne, 

rosacea, and eczema)

Forgetfulness and problems 

concentrating

Less interest in sex; menstrual or infertility 

problems

Feelings of depression and anxiety (see 

page 10) 
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What Stress Is
Stress comes from many sources, from strains 
in your everyday life (such as a difficult job, 
or relationship issues) to life-changing events, 
such as a family member’s death, a divorce, 
or the loss of a job. Even happy events such 
as moving to a new home or welcoming a 
new baby, can cause stress.

One way to think of stress is to picture 
yourself as a rubber band being stretched, 
then stretched even more. At first the rubber 
band allows for extra pressure. But too much 
stretching makes the rubber band break. Our 
minds and bodies work much the same way. 

6



7

Physical Effects of Stress
When we are under stress, our body releases 
chemicals that cause faster breathing, 
digestive changes, and increased blood 
pressure. 

Stress also makes us more vulnerable to 
viruses, infections, allergies, inflammation, 
heart conditions and autoimmune disorders. 

Weight gain is also common, because our 
bodies convert more energy to fat. Stress also 
affects appetite, so we want to eat more (or 
sometimes less). 

The Mind-Body Connection
Our thoughts can also cause us stress. What 
and how we think can cause anxiety, which 
creates stress. When we’re worried or angry, 
our body reacts with the physical effects of 
stress.

Thankfully, there are ways to handle stress, 
and reduce the risk of damaging our health.
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Reducing Stress
How do you handle stress? When your life is 
hectic, do you meditate, make sure you get 
extra sleep, take a walk, or escape with a 
good book? If so, then you’re taking healthy 
action against stress. Good for you!

If, on the other hand, you handle stress by 
drinking more alcohol, eating too much or 
too little, indulging in unhealthy foods, or 
reacting with sad or angry outbursts, you 
need to find positive ways to deal with stress. 

Just as you make time in your stressful life for 
other important activities, schedule time for 
your good health. Even five minutes makes a 
difference. Ideas to consider:

Relax. Meditation and deep breathing, 
music, yoga, and relaxation tapes may help. 
Find a yoga class at yogafinder.com

Stop Smoking. Nicotine boosts stress 
levels. Find ways to quit smoking. Visit
smokefree.gov  
 

Limit coffee and alcohol. Caffeine 
is a stimulant and alcohol is a depressant, so 
drink them in moderation or not at all.

Eat right. Eat a healthy diet including 
dairy products, protein-rich foods, vegetables, 
fruits and whole grains. Avoid sugar and 
simple carbs (like white bread). Visit nutrition.
gov. Find a nutritionist at eatright.org 

Exercise. Exercise is known to improve 
cholesterol levels, lower blood pressure and 
support the immune system.  Swimming, 
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running, yoga, bicycling or even a brisk 
walk will help to release mood-elevating 
endorphins in your body.  

Sleep. On average, people need 8 hours 
of sleep per night. Try to get enough sleep. 
To tackle insomnia, keep a consistent 
bedtime, limit caffeine and stimulating 
activities or television before bed. Contact 
sleepfoundation.org.

Set limits. Don’t take on too much. Even 
activities we love can be stressful when we 
try to do too much. If you are always rushing, 
your calendar is too full. If your job is ruining 
your health, consider changing careers. 
Physically getting up and away from your 
work is helpful. Take a brisk walk around the 
building, and allow yourself a lunch break. 

Stop unhealthy thoughts. When 
stuck in traffic, do you get angry or think of 
the worst-case scenario? If I’m late for this 
meeting, I might lose my job. If I lose my job 
I can’t pay my rent. Negative thoughts tend 
to escalate, causing anxiety, and the physical 
effects of stress. Because thought patterns 
are often ingrained behavior, most people 
find it difficult to break free of bad thinking 
habits. To really change your thinking, 
you need to work with a talk therapist 
or cognitive behavioral therapist. Go to 
familyaware.org/support/medicalhelp.php
to find a therapist. 
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Socialize. Studies show that people with 
many social connections are healthier. Social 
contact elevates mood, which buffers stress. 
Church groups provide opportunities for 
social connection, as do senior centers, local 
YMCA centers, volunteer organizations and 
support groups. Consult your newspaper for 
local events held by community clubs and 
organizations where you can meet people 
and join groups that interest you. 
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When is it more
   than Stress?

Sometimes, stress symptoms are caused by 
medical problems, such as thyroid disorders, 
cardiac abnormalities, and low blood sugar. 
Diet pills or medications used to treat asthma 
can also cause stress symptoms. You should ask 
your doctor or clinician for a complete medical 
evaluation.

When stress continues or is causing problems 
in your daily life, you may have anxiety or 
depression or both. Like heart disease, diabetes, 
or other health problems, these are medical 
conditions that must be treated by a medical 
professional.
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Signs of Depression
If you have been experiencing some signs 
of depression (listed below) for more than 
two weeks, contact your doctor. People with 
depression often also have anxiety.  
 

Depression

Feeling miserable, sad, depressed, empty, 

irritable or angry

Losing interest or pleasure in most activities

Having trouble concentrating or 

remembering

Feeling tired or having little energy

Feeling worthless or guilty

Feeling anxious

Sleeping too much or too little

Eating too much or too little

Medically unexplained aches and pains 

(such as stomach or headaches)

Abusing alcohol or drugs

Thinking of death or suicide *

* If you have been thinking about death or 
suicide, call your doctor, 1-800-273-TALK 
(1-800-273-8255) or go to your local 
hospital emergency room right away.
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Signs of Anxiety Disorders 
If you are suffering from any of these signs of 
anxiety and it is causing problems in your life, 
contact your doctor. 

Irrational feelings of fear, uneasiness, and 

dread

Excessive worry

Impaired concentration or selective 

attention

Feeling restless or on edge

Heart palpitations or racing heartbeat

Avoiding activities or people

Easily startled, bothered by normal 

surrounding noise or conversation

Irritability and restlessness

Sweating 

Fatigue

Headaches and stomach problems

Insomnia

Repetitive/compulsive behaviors 

(checking, counting, and washing)

Nervousness and jumpiness 
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Depression
Depression is a treatable medical condition 
that can affect people of any age, gender, 
race, or income level. 

Everyone becomes sad from time to time, 
but when a person feels sad, depressed, or 
irritable most of the time for at least two 
weeks, it might be depression. 

In the U.S., nearly 1 in 5 people suffer 
depression at some point in life. 

Many factors can cause depression: a 
chemical imbalance of mood regulation in the 
brain, genetics, substance abuse, illness or 
life events. Regardless of the cause, a person 
should be treated for depression. See the 
Families for Depression Awareness website at 
www.familyaware.org

Anxiety
Anxiety is excessive dread, fear or worry that 
is more intense and lasts longer than feelings 
of stress. The source of the anxiety is not 
always known. Anxiety is constant, causes 
social withdrawal, and interferes with 
daily life.

What are 
depression 
and anxiety?
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As many as 40 million adult Americans suffer 
from anxiety disorders.
Anxiety disorders may be caused by genetics, 
brain chemistry, personality, and/or life events. 

There are many types of anxiety and specific 
anxiety disorders. You may have general 
anxiety and not understand what is causing 
your feelings. You may have panic attacks and 
feel like you might pass out or die. Or you may 
have a phobia or specific fear (fear of heights, 
snakes, or social situations). See the Freedom 
from Fear website (freedomfromfear.org). 
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What does 
treatment 
involve?

Many people don’t seek treatment because 
they are fearful, or even embarrassed. There is 
no need to suffer. Today, it is understood that 
depression and anxiety are medical conditions. 

It is important to get treatment because 
untreated depression or anxiety can last for 
years, and is likely to come back over and over 
again. Depression may also lead to suicide. 
In fact, depression is the leading cause of 
suicide. 

Treatment begins with a medical check-up, to 
rule out other causes for your symptoms. 

Generally, people with depression or 
anxiety receive a combination of medication 
(antidepressants, mood stabilizers, anti-
anxiety medications) and/or talk therapy 
(interpersonal or cognitive-behavioral 
therapy) with a mental health clinician (e.g. 
psychiatrist, psychologist, social worker).

Talk therapy helps overcome negative thinking 
patterns and attitudes. Therapy helps to form 
new, more positive thought patterns and self-
talk. With therapy you will be able to enjoy 
the activities you used to do. 

Antidepressants work to regulate your mood. 
You should begin to feel better within 4 to 6 
weeks. Most likely, you will continue taking 
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medication for at least 6 to 12 months. 

Will your stress lead to anxiety 
and depression?
Becoming aware of stress and seeking help 
and possibly medical treatment is a healthy 
start to turning around the negative effects 
of stress. Not every person who suffers 
from stress will develop anxiety disorders 
and/or depression, but studies indicate a link 
between stress and these disorders. Anxiety 
and depression are serious medical conditions 
that require treatment.  
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Where to go for help
If you think you may be suffering from 
depression or anxiety, talk to your doctor. 
Together, you will rule out other possible 
causes for your symptoms. Your doctor may 
refer you to a qualified mental health clinician, 
if needed. 

Seeking help is the first step toward feeling 
better. With treatment, you can get back to 
truly enjoying your life.

 

For family and friends of those 
suffering from anxiety and/or 
depression
Family and friends play an important role in 
helping someone cope with depression or 
anxiety. Family members can make a doctor’s 
appointment for the person. Often, people 
with depression or anxiety minimize their own 
symptoms when they speak to the doctor. 
It’s a good idea for you to call in advance to 
discuss which signs of depression and anxiety 
are noticed.  Without accurate information, 
the doctor may not realize the extent of the 
difficulty, or all of the person’s symptoms. Also, 
go along with the person to the appointment. 

For help in assisting a friend or family member, 
get the Helping Someone who is Depressed 
brochure from www.familyaware.org

About Us

For stress, follow the “Reducing Stress” tips on page 6

Ask your doctor to screen you for Depression 

and Anxiety

Take the confidential and anonymous depression test 

at www.familyaware.us/moodtest/

•
•

•

What you can do now
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Families for Depression Awareness is a national nonprofit 

organization that helps families recognize and cope with 

depressive disorders. The organization provides education, 

outreach, and advocacy to support families, especially family 

caregivers.  Families for Depression Awareness is made up of 

families who have lost a family member to suicide or have 

watched a loved one suffer with depression, with little knowledge 

about how to help, we offer:

Our educational Web site, www.familyaware.org 

Family Profiles and Expert Profiles

Free Brochures, such as Helping Someone who is 
Depressed

Media Campaigns 

Outreach education to associations, schools, police 
stations, health facilities, religious organizations, 
employers and nursing homes. 

Conferences and events 

Advocacy to support families with depression

Mood Questionnaire (online screening tool, links to 
in-person evaluations)

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Depression Wellness Guides
For adults, parents, and teens 
The Depression Wellness Guides help you and your family 

monitor your depression treatment and get well. These 

educational guides have daily monitoring tools to help you 

understand depression, your treatment, what works for you, how 

to monitor your treatment, and when to get immediate help.

For information, contact 

Families for Depression Awareness.

www.familyaware.org or call 781-890-0220

Copyright © Families for Depression Awareness, 2007

Publication of this brochure is made possible by
Eli Lilly and Company
Forest Laboratories 
GlaxoSmithKline
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For more copies of this brochure,
contact info@familyaware.org or call (781)-890-0220.


