
of another, cortisol levels climb higher and 

higher (in a stairstep fashion) until we get to 

the point where we feel so anxious and pan-

icky, we have trouble thinking straight. And 

some people will panic. These stress symp-

toms are not a sign -despite what you might 

think - that the end of the world is near. It’s 

really a sign that some form of adaptation is 

needed: That it’s time to do something differ-

ent. 

Stop trying sweep your stress under the 

rug. With this level of pandemic stress, you 

just can’t ignore your stress anymore or try 

to self-medicate your symptoms away. 

Your sleep has probably already been ad-

versely affected. Do you want your immune 

system to be adversely affected, too? If you 

choose to ignore your stress symptoms it 

will. 

Separate out what you can control from 

what you can’t. One of the main reasons 

everyone is panicking now is that we feel like 

our lives are totally out of control. But that’s 

not true. There’s a lot we still can do. 

Know that most Americans cope with 

their stress counter-productively. They 

smoke, they drink, they eat emotionally, they 

spend money (on hoarding ridiculous 

amounts of toilet paper, for example) or they 

engage in high risk behavior like: “this virus 

isn’t going to affect me.” This coping strategy 

leads to even more stress and more prob-

lems. That’s why it’s considered counterpro-

ductive. 

Recognize the symptoms of pandemic 

stress which include anxiety, not thinking 

clearly, gastro-intestinal issues, shaking/

shivering, panic, depression, sadness, apa-

thy, moodiness, anger, nervousness, in-

somnia, twitches and tics. Recognize the 

symptoms of everyday stress, too, includ-

ing rapid heartbeat, cold hands, dry mouth, 

perspiring when you don’t expect it, and 

muscle tension. 

Recognize that your pandemic stress symp-

toms may be layered over your everyday 

stress symptoms. In other words, if you are 

not taking proper care of yourself while you 

are rushing around trying to stockpile food 

and supplies, you may be getting a double 

dose of stress. Stress is cumulative. It’s no 

one straw that breaks the camel’s back. If 

you can limit your exposure to everyday 

sources of stress, you might be able to 

ward off the higher-level Pandemic Stress 

symptoms, too. 

Every time you experience something 

stressful, cortisol is released into your blood 

stream. It takes about an hour or so for 

these cortisol levels to go back to baseline. 

If you are having trouble concentrating, 

sleeping, feeling anxious all the time, even 

panicking, these Pandemic Stress symp-

toms are being brought about by elevated 

levels of cortisol in your body. These corti-

sol levels fluctuate throughout the day and 

are the highest in the morning. That’s why 

we often wake up feeling anxious. 

When one stressful event is layered on top 
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Let’s address each of these three issues in 

order: 

1. Get familiar with your stress symp-

toms. Your stress symptoms are just trying 

to convey a message. First to stay safe. 

That’s what your pandemic stress symp-

toms are trying to tell you. Even a trip to the 

supermarket is probably going to bring on 

some (or a lot) of anxiety. Stress is really 

about memory. It’s there to remind you: 

Don’t touch your face. Stay six feet away 

from others. Wash your clothes when you 

get home. Listen to that messaging! Plus, 

your everyday stress symptoms may be 

telling you, OK, it’s time to take care of ME 

for a change. I deserve a break from all this 

stress. What can I do to get one?  

2. Control what you can control and let 

go of what you can’t. Wash your hands, 

avoid crowds, turn off your news feed, and 

stay home as much as possible. But also 

realize that there are many aspects of this 

crisis that you can’t control. For your own 

peace of mind, just let go of what you can’t 

control like the increased level of risk we all 

face now that coronavirus is here. Accept it. 

It’s a fact of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Cope with stress productively. Recognize 

when you are coping with stress counter-

productively and instead use all the time-

honored ways of coping with 

stress productively: You may want to exercise 

more, meditate more, do yoga, take naps, del-

egate more chores, get organized, etc. 

 

These tips are just the first step in a larger 6-

step program originally developed for dealing 

with everyday stress. During the course of the 

pandemic, Jim Porter expanded on these 

steps to help us cope with our new situations. 

If you’re interested in the next 5 steps, you 

can find them on StressStop.com. 
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