
Evidence-based stress management techniques (Based 
on clinical studies)


The common thread running through these techniques is attentiveness. 
Whether it's paying attention to your body via the five senses or paying 
attention to a friend. (The results of the study are in blue font.)

All the strategies reduce cortisol levels (Cortisol is often referred to as the 
"stress hormone".)


Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR)

Tensing and relaxing of muscle groups over the legs, abdomen, chest, arms and 
face. In a sequential pattern, with eyes closed, the individual places a tension in 
a given muscle group purposefully for approximately 10 seconds and then 
releases it for 20 seconds before continuing with the next muscle group. The 
mental component requires that the individual focuses on the distinction 
between the feelings of tension and relaxation. With practice, the patient learns 
how to effectively relax in a short period


Results/Benefits: Among PMR long-term benefits the following are included: 
reduction of salivary cortisol levels and generalized anxiety [13] , decreased 
blood pressure [13,15] and heart rate [15] , decreased headaches [16] better 
management of cardiac rehabilitation [17] , improvement of quality of life of 
patients after bypass surgery [18] and improvement of quality of life of patients 
with multiple sclerosis [19].


Diaphragmatic Breathing 
This strategy is probably easier practiced in a quiet place at home e.g. lying on 
your bed. But when circumstances don't allow for that, a modified version can 
be utilized when standing or sitting in public places etc...

At Home

1) Place one hand on your abdomen, right below your navel, and the other hand 
on your upper chest. Take a deep breath in through your nose and out through 
your nose. Feel the coolness of the air as it enters in and the warmth as it flows 
out.

2) As you breathe in and out through your nose, focus on shifting your breath so 
that you can feel the rise and fall of your breathing in your abdomen more than in 



your chest. In other words, make the hand that rests on your abdomen move 
more than the hand on your chest. Take a deep breath in through your nose, 
sending it through the back of your throat and down to your belly. Let your 
abdomen slowly deflate as you exhale through your nose.


In Public

Inhale and exhale slowly, breathing from the diaphragm as much as your body's 
standing or seated position will allow. 

Useful tip: Duration of the inhalation and exhalation should be equal; adding 
a 1 or second pause can be helpful in developing a rhythm.  

Deep breathing has been successfully used to decrease the fatigue associated 
with hematopoietic stem cell transplantation patients [55] , to reduce the anxiety 
and asthma signs/symptoms of children with asthma [56] , in the management of 
acute stressful tasks [57] showing that the slow-breathing technique can have a 
significant effect on the improvement of the hemodynamic changes following the 
acute stressful tasks. Furthermore, it has been used to influence autonomic 
functions in patients with essential hypertension and thus reduce it [58,59] , in 
the management of male adolescent aggressive behaviour [60]  in long term 
prophylaxis of migraine [61] , in stress related to dental visits [62].


Walking Meditation* 
*As used in this instance, meditation refers to mindfulness or paying 
attention to what your body is experiencing: how do your skin, joints, 
muscles... feel?

1. Bring your hands to a relaxed position, however feels best for you. Take a few 
relaxed breaths before you begin, and notice the sensation of both feet on the 
ground.

2. Breathe in a relaxed and natural manner.

3. Start to walk at a slower, unhurried pace. 

4. Notice the sensation of your feet: 

• How does it feel when your back foot lifts?

• How does it feel when your heel touches the ground, and your weight 

shifts forward?

• How does it feel when your weight shifts forward and passes to the next 

foot?

5. Continue to pay attention to the sensation of each step, and feel the weight in 
both of your feet transfer or shift as you continue to walk.




6. Notice how the rest of your body feels as it moves: your back, legs, arms, 
shoulders, chest, and neck.

It's normal to be distracted during your walking meditation, but just gently bring 
your mind back to the sensation in your feet. Beginners can start with five to 
ten minutes, but you have the option to do it for longer as well.  


Ten minutes of mindfulness combined with or without a brief, 10-minute walk 
reduced levels of anxiety, as measured by the State Trait Anxiety Inventory 
questionnaire. In contrast, a 10-minute walk by itself (or doing neither activity, as 
with the control group) did not result in significant changes in their anxiety. These 
results suggest that practicing mindfulness before or after aerobic exercise can 
help reduce anxiety levels more than just physical exercise alone.   

Contact with Nature - Taking a "Nature Pill"

Participants were free to choose the time of day, duration, and the place of their 
nature experience, which was defined as anywhere outside that in the opinion of 
the participant, made them feel like they were interacting with nature. There 
were a few constraints to minimize factors known to influence stress: take the 
"nature pill" in daylight, no aerobic exercise, and avoid the use of social media, 
internet, phone calls, conversations and reading,"


The data revealed that just a twenty-minute nature experience was enough to 
significantly reduce cortisol levels. But if you spent a little more time immersed in 
a nature experience, 20 to 30 minutes sitting or walking, cortisol levels dropped 
at their greatest rate. After that, additional de-stressing benefits continue to add 
up but at a slower rate.


Mayo Clinic - Importance of Close Friendships In Time 
of Increased Stress 


• Be kind. This most-basic behavior, emphasized during childhood, remains 
the core of successful, adult relationships. Think of friendship as an 
emotional bank account. Every act of kindness and every expression of 
gratitude are deposits into this account, while criticism and negativity 
draw down the account.


• Listen up. Ask what's going on in your friends' lives. Let the other person 
know you are paying close attention through eye contact, body language 
and occasional brief comments such as, "That sounds fun." When friends 



share details of hard times or difficult experiences, be empathetic, but 
don't give advice unless your friends ask for it.


• Open up. Build intimacy with your friends by opening up about yourself. 
Being willing to disclose personal experiences and concerns shows that 
your friend holds a special place in your life, and deepens your 
connection.


• Show that you can be trusted. Being responsible, reliable and 
dependable is key to forming strong friendships. Keep your engagements 
and arrive on time. Follow through on commitments you've made to your 
friends. When your friends share confidential information, keep it private.


• Make yourself available. Building a close friendship takes time — 
together. Make an effort to see new friends regularly, and to check in with 
them in between meet-ups. You may feel awkward the first few times you 
talk on the phone or get together, but this feeling is likely to pass as you 
get more comfortable with each other.


• Manage your nerves with mindfulness. You may find yourself imagining 
the worst of social situations, and feel tempted to stay home. Use 
mindfulness exercises to reshape your thinking. Each time you imagine 
the worst, pay attention to how often the embarrassing situations you're 
afraid of actually take place. You may notice that the scenarios you fear 
usually don't happen.


 A small new study shows that during stressful times, being around a best 
friend decreases levels of the stress hormone cortisol. For the study, Adams and 
his colleagues had about 100 kids ages 10 to 12 write in a journal five times a 
day over the course of four school days. They were supposed to indicate 
what sorts of feelings they had in the last 20 minutes, as well as if they spent 
time alone with a parent, brother or sister, classmate, best friend, stranger, 
teacher, boyfriend or girlfriend or another person.  Researchers also tested 
levels of the stress hormone cortisol using spit samples they gathered from the 
kids. They found that during an unpleasant experience, the kids who were with 
their best friend didn't produce as much cortisol as kids who weren't around a 
friend during the stressful time.


