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Using Exercise to Manage Stress 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

About This Kit 
 
Through the Heart Institute Prevention and Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) you have 
learned about the many ways exercise can benefit your physical health.  Exercise can also 
benefit your psychological or emotional health.  It is one of the best treatments for 
managing and preventing stress.  Exercise has even been called nature's own tranquilizer 
because of the calming effect it has on the body.   
In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Understand the role of exercise in the stress response 
Step 2. Identify ways exercise prevents stress 
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Step 1 
 

Understand the Role of Exercise  
in the Stress Response 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
When you are faced with a demand or challenge ("stressor"), changes occur in your body to 
prepare you for physical activity ("fight or flight").  Chemicals and hormones are released 
to provide the quick surge of strength needed to take action.  In primitive humans, this 
response helped them to fight or flee from danger and was the key to their survival. 
 
Fortunately, your response to stressors is not likely to require that you run away or fight as 
your body has prepared you to do.  But the unused chemicals and hormones that remain in 
your body become harmful by-products of the stress response.  Left unchecked, these 
products can produce a variety of negative physical, emotional and behavioral symptoms.   
 
Physical activity or exercise, however, can reduce the effect of the harmful by-products by 
using them as nature intended  for increased activity.  Since the stress response is intended 
to result in physical activity, the natural thing to do is move!  Exercising is the most logical 
and beneficial response to a stressful situation.  Exercise reduces the duration and the 
intensity of the stress response and helps the body return to a relaxed and balanced state. 
 
Exercise Tips for Stress Management 
 
 Consider exercising at the end of the day to rid the body of stress by-products that have 

built up over the course of the day. 
 
 If appropriate, go for a walk to take a break from problems.  It helps to put problems 

into perspective so they can be handled with a clear mind.   
 
 After sitting for a long period of time at a tedious task, do a few stretches to relax the 

muscles in the face, neck and shoulders. 
 
 Avoid competitive physical activities for stress management purposes.  You might be 

too aggressive. 
 
 When using physical activity as a stress management tool, be aware of how the activity 

affects the body and be careful not to over exert. 
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Step 2 
 

Identify Ways Exercise Prevents Stress 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
You probably know someone who has to deal with a lot of stressful situations, but seems to 
handle it very well.  We might say that person is "stress hardy."  Exercise is one of the best 
ways to protect yourself against the effects of stress and make your body stress hardy.   

 
 Aerobic activities make the vital organs of the body, such as the heart, lungs, and 

circulatory system, stronger and better able to function properly when exposed to stress. 
 

 After a vigorous workout (swimming, brisk walking, dancing, biking, jogging), the 
muscles are tired of tensing.  When your muscles are relaxed, you feel relaxed. 

 
 After exercise, the headache you had may go away due to relaxed shoulder and neck 

muscles. 
 

 Physical activity makes you feel more energetic. 
 

 You sleep better after an exercise session. 
 

In recent years, scientists have discovered that strong, natural pain killers, called 
endorphins, are released during exercise and may remain in the bloodstream for hours.  
This discovery, in part, explains the tranquil, relaxed feeling of well-being that so many 
regular exercisers enjoy.  It's been called a "runner's high," and you can feel it too by 
following the recommendations outlined in your HIPRC Exercise Plan.  
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Using Exercise to Manage Stress 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 

In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”   
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Exercise has been called nature’s own _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ because of the calming 

effect it has on the body. 
2. When you are faced with a stressor, changes occur in your body to prepare you for 
      _ _ _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ (“fight or flight”). 
3. _ _ - _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ of the stress response can produce negative physical, emotional and 

behavioral symptoms. 
4. Exercise uses the chemicals and hormones produced by stressors as _ _ _ _ _ _ 

intended.   
5. Exercise reduces the duration and _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ of the stress response and helps the 

body return to a _ _ _ _ _ _ _ and balanced state.   
6. Avoid _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ physical activities for stress management purposes. 
7. A person who deals with a lot of stressful situations very well is “stress _ _ _ _ _.” 
8. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ activities make the vital organs of the body stronger and better able to 

function properly when exposed to stress. 
9. Physical activity makes you feel more _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
10. The natural pain killers released during exercise are called _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
 
Answers: 1) tranquilizer; 2) physical activity; 3) By-products; 4) nature; 5) intensity, relaxed; 6) competitive;  
7) hardy; 8) Aerobic; 9) energetic; 10) endorphins 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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