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What is Stress?

Although we all talk about stress, it often isn’t clear
what stress is really about. Many people consider
stress to be something that happens to them, an
event such as an injury or a promotion. Others think
that stress is what happens to our body, mind and
behaviour in response to an event (e.g. heart
pounding, anxiety, or nail biting.) While stress does
involve events and our response to them, these are
not the most important factors. Our thoughts about
the situations in which we find ourselves are the
critical factor.

When something happens to us, we automatically
evaluate the situation mentally. We decide if it is
threatening to us, how we need to deal with the
situation and what skills we can use. If we decide
that the demands of the situation outweigh the skills
we have, then we label the situation as “stressful”
and react with the classic “stress response.” If we
decide that our coping skills outweigh the demands
of the situation, then we don’t see it as “stressful.”

Everyone sees situations differently and has
different coping skills. For this reason, no two
people will respond exactly the same way to a given
situation.

Additionally, not all situations that are labeled
“stressful” are negative. The birth of a child, being
promoted or moving to a new home may not be
perceived as threatening. However, we may feel
that situations are “stressful” because we don’t feel
fully prepared to deal with them.

Some situations in life are stress-provoking, but it is
our thoughts that determine whether they are a
problem to us.

How we perceive a stress-provoking event and how
we react to it determines its impact on our health.
We may be motivated and invigorated by the events
in our lives, or we may see some as “stressful” and
respond in a manner that may have a negative
effect on our physical, mental and social well-being.
If we always respond in a negative way our health
and happiness may suffer. By understanding
ourselves and our reactions to stress-provoking
situations, we can learn to handle stress more
effectively.

Children and the Stress of Parenting

Being a parent can be one of life’s most joyful and
rewarding experiences, but there are times in
everyone’s life when the demands and hassles of
daily living cause stress. The additional stress of
caring for children can, at times, make parents feel
angry, anxious, or just plain “stressed out.” These
tensions are a normal, inevitable part of family life,
and parents need to learn ways to cope so that they
don’t feel overwhelmed by them.

As parents, we have to learn our jobs as we go
along. Although we love our children, we soon

realize that love isn’t all that’'s needed. We need
patience and creativity too, and sometimes, these
gualities seem to be in short supply. Learning how
to be a parent will probably continue until all your
children are grown up.

Because each child is unique, what worked with Joe
will not necessarily work with Sally, and what
worked for Sally probably will not help you cope with
George.

Caring for small children is tiring. On bad days, we
can feel trapped by the constant responsibility.
Caring for older children is less physically draining
but more worrisome because they spend much
more time outside the home.

If there are young children in the family, there may
not be enough time for parents to find time to spend
together just enjoying each other’s company. Single
parents have difficulty finding time and energy to
have a social life. Parents with full-time jobs have
difficulty finding family play-time. Calendars tend to
become over-scheduled. We all need time for
ourselves, to concentrate on hobbies or interests, or
just to relax.

Have a Realistic Attitude

Most parents have high expectations of how things
should be — we all want a perfect family and we all
worry about how our children will turn out. It is
important to remember there are no perfect children
and no perfect parents. All children misbehave
some times. Parents can make mistakes. Wanting
the ideal family can get in the way of enjoying the
one you have.

You may worry about whether your children will be
successful. Remember — they are each individuals.
Accept them for who they are. Children who are
loved, encouraged and allowed to grow up at their
own pace will develop good self-esteem and
confidence.

It is helpful to step back and take a long-range point
of view. Have confidence that things will turn out
well. Children can go through difficult stages. What
is stressful today may resolve itself in a short time.

How to Recognize the Symptoms of Stress

Stress becomes a problem when you feel
overwhelmed by the things that happen to you. You
may feel “stressed out” when it seems there is too
much to deal with all at once, and you are not sure
how to handle it all.

When you feel stressed, you usually have some
physical symptoms. You can feel tired, get
headaches, stomach upsets or backaches, clench
your jaw or grind your teeth, develop skin rashes,
have recurring colds or flu, have muscle spasms or
nervous twitches, or have problems sleeping.

Mental signs of stress include feeling pressured,
having difficulty concentrating, being forgetful and
having trouble making decisions.



Emotional signs include feeling angry, frustrated,
tense, anxious, or more aggressive than usual.

How Can You Cope?

Coping with the stress of parenting starts with
understanding what makes you feel stressed,
learning to recognize the symptoms of too much
stress, and learning some new ways of handling
life’s problems. You may not always be able to tell
exactly what is causing your emotional tension, but
it is important to remind yourself that it is not your
children’s fault.

We all have reactions to life’s events which are
based on our own personal histories. For the most
part, we never completely understand the deep-
down causes of all our feelings. What we must
realize is that our feelings of stress come from
inside ourselves and that we can learn to keep our
stress reactions under control. Here are some tips
which can help:

Make time for yourself.
Reserve time each week for your own activities.

Take care of your health with a good diet and
regular exercise.
Parents need a lot of energy to look after children.

Avoid fatigue.
Go to bed earlier and take short naps when you
can.

Take a break from looking after the children.
Help keep stress from building up. Ask for help from
friends or relatives to take care of the children for a
while. Exchange babysitting services with a
neighbour, or hire a teenager, even for a short time
once a week to get some time for yourself.

Look for community programs for parents and
children.

They offer activities that are fun, other parents to
talk with, and some even have babysitting.

Talk to someone.
Sharing your worries is a great stress reducer!

Look for parenting courses and groups in your
community.

Learn some ways of unwinding to manage the
tension.

Simple daily stretching exercises help relieve
muscle tension. Vigorous walking, aerobics or
sports are excellent ways for some people to
unwind and work off tension; others find deep-
breathing exercises are a fast, easy and effective
way to control physical and mental tension.

If you’re feeling pressured, tense or drawn out
at the end of a busy day, say so.

Tell your children calmly that you will be happy to
give them some attention soon but first you need a
short “quiet time” so that you can relax.

Practise time management.

Set aside time to spend with the children, time for
yourself, and time for your spouse and/or friends.
Learn to say “no” to requests that interfere with
these important times. Cut down on outside
activities that cause the family to feel rushed.

Develop Good Relationships

Family relationships are built over time with loving
care and concern for other people’s feelings. Talk
over family problems in a warm, relaxed
atmosphere. Focus on solutions rather than finding
blame. If you are too busy or upset to listen well at a

certain time, say so. Then agree on a better time,
and make sure to do it. Laugh together, be
appreciative of each other, and give compliments
often. It may be very hard to schedule time to spend
with your family, doing things that you all enjoy, but
it is the best time you will ever invest.

Parents and children need time to spend one-to-
one. Whether yours is a one or two-parent family,
each parent should try to find a little time to spend
alone with each child. You could read a bedtime
story, play a game, or go for a walk together.

Do You Need More Help?

If you are considering getting some additional
support or information to help you cope with the
stress of parenting, there are many different
resources available, including books and video
tapes on stress management, parenting courses
and workshops, professional counselling and self-
help groups. Contact a community organization,
such as the Canadian Mental Health Association,
for more information about services in your
community.
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Parenting Corner

Search: Kids' Perception Of Parents' Favoritism Counts
More Than Reality

Search: Study finds how parents respond to their infant's
babbling can speed the child's language development

Search: Creating a Homework Habit — The New York
Times

Mobile Apps
The Virtual Hope Box (VHB)

A smartphone application designed for use by patients and
their behavioral health providers as an accessory to
treatment. The VHB contains simple tools to help patients
with coping, relaxation, distraction, and positive thinking.

***Net News***

Here are some web sites you & your family
may find helpful:

Search: Searching for Stress relief? Try feeling your
breath

Search: EMDR: Realities, Misconceptions, and Broader
Applications

Search: 9 Things Good Listeners Do Differently

Self-Help Corner:
City of Edmonton Community Resources: 211
Support Network / Distress Line: 780-482-HELP
Kids Help Line: 1-800-668-6868
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