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 Psychological and Emotional Coping Skills 
 
Coping, n. the highest/covering course of a wall, often shaped to carry off water 
Cope, n. ecclesiastical cape; shock of encounter in combat 
Cope, v.t.&i. to dress or conceal with a cape; to contend, now, to strive or contend on equal terms or 

with a measure of success; to match oneself against 
Develop coping skills adequate to protect you from being blown away by the hurricanes of life. 
 
Summary: 
• Life is stress; stress is life. 
• People respond to stress in different ways.  Know yourself and your signs of over-stress. 
• Learning and practicing healthy coping skills will help avoid/manage “stress emergencies”. 
 
I.  What is stress? (Selye, The Stress of Life, 1950-56) 

Selye, a medical specialist in endocrinology (hormones), noticed that all illnesses have similar 
basic symptoms: feeling and looking sick, aches, pains, digestive upset, and often fever or rash.  Also, 
basic treatments are the same: rest, eat easily digestible foods, and protect against extremes of 
temperature or humidity.  From these observations, Selye proposed that the body experiences a 
General Adaptation Syndrome (later named the stress syndrome ) in response to any type of threat.  
The syndrome has 3 stages: 

(1) the alarm reaction 
(2) the stage of resistance, and 
(3) the stage of exhaustion ultimately leading to death. 

Human beings pass through the first 2 stages many times during life. 
 
 
 

 
Physical  

 
Mental 

 
Stressors  
“Stress is the wear and tear in the 
body caused by life at any one 
time.” (Selye) 

 
Environmental factors, e.g.:  cold 
(Raynaud’s), heat (MS), injury, 
disease, crowding (individual 
degree) 

 
Responses, e.g.:  fear, anger, 
grief, joy, excitement, to loss, 
change 
(“virtual reality”) 

 
Acute reaction 
“fight, flight, or stand” reaction 
mediated by hormones, etc. 
 

 
Increased:  heart rate, breathing 
rate, blood pressure, muscle 
tension, sweating, pupil size, 
stomach acid, etc.  

 
Increased:  alertness, 
sensitivity to odors, hearing 
acuity 

 
Chronic reaction 
mediated by neuro-immuno-
endocrine interactions 
(neurotransmitters, hormones, 
immune system activity) 

 
High blood pressure, arrhythmias, 
sleep disorder, chronic headache, 
backache, physical exhaustion 
Increased risk:  infection and 
chronic illnesses (if predisposed) 
such as diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease, heart attack, stroke, 

 
Psychological exhaustion, 
lethargy, depression, anxiety 
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arthritis, cancer 

 
 

NO STRESS MEANS WE’RE DEAD; TOO MUCH CAN KILL US 
 
 
II.  What over-stresses me? 

“No one can live without experiencing some degree of stress all the time.  Crossing a busy 
intersection, exposure to a draft, or even sheer joy are enough to activate the body’s stress mechanism 
to some extent.  Stress is not even necessarily bad for you; it is also the spice of life...  But, of course, 
your system must be prepared to take it.” (Selye) 

Root causes of mental stress are loss (Kuebler-Ross, Viorst) and change (Johnson), but the 
losses and changes that stress you may not stress someone else.  Only you can determine when you are 
over-stressed (exceeding your “coping”). 

“The same stress which makes one person sick can be an invigorating experience for another.” 
(Selye) 

 
 
III.  How do I cope with excess stress? 
Remember:  You and your stressors are unique, but you are NOT alone in your distress. 

To cope effectively with excess stress, Assess, Plan, Implement, Evaluate:  “Take your pulse”, 
then take action.  Different actions are needed for “emergencies”, “illness”,and “health maintenance”.  
When over-stressed, remember: 

Perspective.  Relax.  Humor. 
 
(1) Emergency (physical crisis, emotional crisis, “9/11" event) 
• Check physical/emotional vital signs - Airway, Breathing, Circulation (RN-PR). 

“The place to start, of course, is with your breathing.  If you can manage to bring your attention 
to your breathing for even the briefest moment, it will set the stage for facing that moment and 
the next one mindfully.” (Kabat-Zinn) 

• Escape immediate danger and pull yourself together (more breathing control, “mindfulness”; 
perspective). 

• Enlist help to manage residual Illness. 
• After Illness resolution, return to or start Health Maintenance program. 
 
(2) Illness (rating scale of stressful life events:  death, divorce, marriage, job loss, job change, 
relocation, birth of child, etc.)  
• Recognize symptoms of emotional distress/depression:  withdrawal, irritability/temper, 

lethargy/fatigue, avoidance of friends and previously pleasurable activities, over/under-eating, 
over/under-sleeping, hopelessness, avoiding responsibility/work, new or increased use of 
drugs/alcohol 

• Employ healthy coping skills to regain perspective. 
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• Seek professional help if symptoms are present most of the day every day for 2 weeks or more 
or you have thoughts of suicide. 
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(3) Health Maintenance -  
Physical + mental dimensions are inextricably intertwined - neuro-endo-immunobiology 
• Remember who/whose you are - heritage, experiences/successes (resume, portfolio, awards), 

skills/talents  
• Maintain a healthy daily schedule of sleep/rest, work, exercise, leisure activity/socialization; have 

a good diet (brainwashing) 
• Psychosomatics (Maltz, Psychocybernetics) show a good mental attitude - “smile”, “whistle”, 

“policeman’s clothes”  
• Beware unhealthy coping mechanisms - over/under working, over/under activity, substance 

use/dependency (drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, caffeine, food) - set limits, get help 
• Develop a “bag of tricks” to maintain a positive attitude, sense of self-worth and perspective on 

life - quotations, stories, humor, uplifting reading  
• Share - volunteerism/charity, spend time with (call, e-mail) supportive/positive people.  
• “Inate vitality must find an outlet” (Selye) - write, paint, sing, dance, ski, garden, clean house, 

bike 
• Good sleep hygiene - regular hours, avg. 8; dark, quiet, correct-temperature room; no caffeine 

or alcohol 4 hours before sleep; resolve mental concerns (breathing exercises, imagery, 
prepared for the next day) 

Avoid boredom - update your “health maintenance” program 
“A man can hurt himself by reacting to every proposition according to a set pattern.   
Don’t let defense mechanisms fall into a groove.” (Selye) 

 
We should all be concerned about the future because we will have to spend the rest of our lives there. 
Kettering 
 
Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races one after another. W Elliott 
 
Look at a day when you are supremely satisfied at the end.  It’s not a day when you lounge around 
doing nothing; it’s when you’ve had everything to do, and you’ve done it. M Thatcher 
 
Smile at people.  It takes 72 muscles to frown and only 14 to smile. Unknown 
 
When you need to change something in your life, think about these questions: 
What are the barriers to change? 
What do I gain with change? 
By what date do I want change to occur? 
How can I facilitate change? 
 
Maintaining proper perspective on emotions is a powerful key to health and strength. J Schindler 
 
In three words I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life:  It goes on. Robert Frost 
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