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Finding the Balance:
Managing stress in turbulent times

Steve Wengel, MD
Assistant vice chancellor for campus wellness
Division chief, UNMC Geriatric Psychiatry
Omaha, Nebraska, USA

Agenda

• Discuss the role of stress on the human body
• Understand the role of self-care activities on physical and 

emotional health
• Provide you helpful resources for enhancing your mental 

well-being
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How is the pandemic affecting us?
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RX for languishing

 Give yourself some grace

 Remind yourself about meaning and purpose

 Connect with others

 Do a little something

Let's talk about the amygdala

The “Amygdala Hijack”

The sudden, intense, 
unconscious emotional 
response which “takes 
over” higher brain 
centers
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Physiology of stress

The amygdala “pulls the fire alarm”

This activates the fight or flight 
mechanism, aka the sympathetic 
nervous system

This leads to release of stress 
hormones: cortisol, epinephrine, 
and others

The autonomic nervous system

SYMPATHETIC:
“Fight or flight”

PARASYMPATHETIC:
“Rest and digest”

9

10



5/27/2022

6

Some common reactions to stress

 Vague sense of unease

 Irritability, impatience

 Insomnia

 Physical symptoms

Some things we use to de-stress
(but shouldn’t…)
 Denying the problem 

or feeling

 Numbing the pain 
through:

• Alcohol

• Other drugs

• Other distracting 
behaviors
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Revenge 
bedtime 
procrastination
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Self-Care 101

Start with sleep
 7-9 hours/day
 Affects mood, anxiety, cognition
 “Time to take out the trash”
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Get up and get moving

 Exercise is like Miracle-Gro for the brain!

 Helps reduce anxiety, and improve mood

 Improves problem-solving ability

Perspective-Taking

“I'm all right, right now”
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SPENDING TIME IN NATURE

• "Forest bathing" (shinrin-yoku): a form of "nature 
therapy" developed in Japan

• Consists of spending 2-4 hours in a forest

• Walking

• Standing, lying, sitting

• Deep breathing

• Using all 5 senses

• Measures of BP, heart rate, heart-rate variability

• Comparison to spending equivalent time in urban 
setting

BEING OUTDOORS

• 2019 study of 20,000 UK citizens

• Spending at least 2 hours/week 
outdoors associated with

• Higher reported general health

• Higher life satisfaction
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Build in micro-practices

Try this with me!

6-second breath to reset your autonomic nervous system
 Count slowly to 6 as you breathe in
 Pause briefly
 Count slowly to 6 as you breathe out
 Repeat 3 more times

Use the humanities

 Increases wisdom, perspective, empathy
 Reduces burnout
 Can be active:

– Playing a musical instrument
– Writing poetry

• Or passive:
– Attending plays and concerts
– Reading poetry
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Keep a gratitude journal

Consider mindfulness/meditation

h Click to add text

Sara Lazar TED Talk
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A SIMPLE BUT EFFECTIVE MEDITATION TECHNIQUE

• Used at Harvard/MGH for the last 40+ years

• Focused on the breath

• Sit quietly with eyes closed, feet on the floor

• Take slow, deep breaths

• Say the word “One” in a loooooong fashion silently with each exhaled breath

• Continue for 10 minutes; don’t set a timer
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Additional resources

 COVID Coach:
• Mood and anxiety self-check 
• Stress management tools

 Insomnia Coach
 Mindfulness Coach

SUMMARY

• Uncertain times can make us feel more anxious – this is 
normal

• "Name it to tame it" -- acknowledge how you feel and that 
can help reduce the impact of the stress you are facing

• Connect with others, safely
• Get adequate sleep
• Exercise is helpful
• Time outdoors can be healing
• Try meditation and mindfulness
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Questions?
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