
Everyone at some stage of 
their life will experience stress 
and anxiety. Objective stress, 
caused by major life events, 
and subjective stress more 
commonly known as distress, 
both have the potential to 
affect a person’s training.1 

A wide spectrum of 
symptoms including racing 
thoughts, low mood, 
agitation, tension, anger, 
apathy and feelings of 
hopelessness best describe 
what an individual may 
experience psychologically 
during times of adverse 
stress. Sport and exercise 
psychologist and accredited 
exercise physiologist, Chad 
Timmermans describes 
what happens to an 
individual feeling stressed as 
“attentional narrowing”. 

While the focus in this 
article is on addressing the 
negative impacts of stress, 
trainers should be aware that 
for some, stress can be a 
positive influence that delivers 
a boost of adrenalin and 
incentivises them to perform. 

When working with these 
clients trainers should harness 
this energy, channeling it into 
high-intensity activities that 
the client enjoys. 

KEEP CALM  
AND EXERCISE

Understanding the stress-exercise 
relationship helps trainers get the 
most out of their clients.

BY TONI KRASICKI, HEALTH WRITER

YOU CAN’T  
SEE ANYTHING IN 

FRONT OF YOU AND CAN 
ONLY FOCUS ON ONE 
THING, AND THAT TENDS TO 
BE THE SITUATION THAT IS 
CAUSING YOU THE STRESS. 
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High-stress individuals not 
only adapt slower during 
recovery but may require 
prolonged recovery. 
#exerciseresearch

HOW STRESS AFFECTS 
TRAINING AND RECOVERY
Trainers should be aware that if a 
client is continually under stress, 
hormonal imbalances (cortisol and 
DHEA) may contribute to a greater 
likelihood of sports injuries, slower 
recovery times and muscle tissue 
repairs. Unstable mineral levels may 
also cause a decrease in the ability 
of muscles to contract.4

Studies also show that negative 
life events may lessen a person’s 
ability to adapt to weight training, 
with data indicating that low-stress 
individuals perform better and 
achieve greater strength gains than 
high-stress individuals.6 In addition, 
proper recovery is essential 
to achieve maximum gains in 
performance, specifically muscular 
adaptions. 

The effects of psychological 
stress on post-exercise recovery can 
vary between individuals. One study 
shows that short-term recovery in 

both high- and low-stress individuals 
is not affected by strenuous 
resistance training, although the 
high-stress individuals did display 
lower muscular performance four 
days post-exercise.6 Interestingly, 
several other studies indicate 
that high-stress individuals with 
chronic stress not only show slower 
adaptations during recovery, but 
may also require prolonged recovery 
periods; one study even dissuades 
trainers from introducing a new 
workout.16, 17

Although stress can be the 
catalyst for many exercisers to 
either keep active or give up entirely, 
the coping style of an individual 
often accounts for differences  
in exercise performance. Habitual 
exercisers and those who have rigid  
coping styles tend to increase 
physical activity congruently 
alongside stress increases, whereas 
those just starting out tend to 
exercise less.2, 5  

ReachOut: 
managing 

stress 
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IF A CLIENT IS CONTINUALLY UNDER STRESS, HORMONAL 
IMBALANCES (CORTISOL AND DHEA) MAY CONTRIBUTE TO A 

GREATER LIKELIHOOD OF SPORTS INJURIES, SLOWER RECOVERY TIMES, 
AND MUSCLE TISSUE REPAIRS.
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ADJUSTING YOUR PROGRAM
In terms of what type of training or 
activities trainers should use with 
their clients, it’s as simple as providing 
something they enjoy rather than dread. 
“For some people, stress reduction  
will come from a walk, for some it’s a  
run, for some it’s sprinting,” Timmermans 
says. “Weight training has been found 
 to be as effective as aerobic exercise  
if the individual has a preference for 
weight training.”

For clients, feeling comfortable  
enough to ‘open up’ and say, “I’m  
actually feeling pretty stressed,”  
will allow trainers to adjust programs 
according to each individual’s request.  
Set the precedent with your client that 
there’s no shame in admitting that  
they aren’t 100% invested on any  
given day. Rather than dictating what 
happens in a session, check in with  
your client to see how they are feeling 
and what would work best for them. 
Trainers should also use this opportunity 
to educate their clients about the  
impact stress will have on them 
physically, as well as the benefits  
exercise offers in terms of combating  
the feeling of being stressed or 
overwhelmed. This will allow clients to 
accept rather than fight the associated 
impacts of stress, potentially using it  
to their advantage. 

When designing a program, trainers 
may look at their client through a 
practical lense, seeing them as a 
combination of physiology, muscle and 
energy systems. 

“But the client doesn’t relate to 
themselves in this way,” Timmermans 
says. “Clients work on an emotional 
level, amid their fears, hopes, desires 
and struggles, so the key is to work at 
this emotional level rather than just the 
physiology to get the most out  
of them during the session.” 
Timmermans suggests you: 
• Develop rapport and trust with  

the client
• Ask the client what they would like to do
• Listen to the client – sometimes they 

know what works best for them
• Suggest a light or easy session if the 

client is stressed or fatigued eg light 
weights or stretching 

• Integrate a fun activity into the  
session to distract from the cause  
of the stress 

• Suggest and implement relaxation 
techniques into the session 

Hormonal imbalances caused by 
continual stress slow recovery 
and increase the chance of 
sports injuries. #exerciseresearch

THE KEY IS TO WORK WITH CLIENTS 
AT AN EMOTIONAL LEVEL RATHER 

THAN JUST THE PHYSIOLOGICAL, TO GET THE 
MOST OUT OF THEM DURING THE SESSION.
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Learn effective 30 minute HIIT routines  
with weighted skipping ropes + moves  
to tone and target UPPER-BODY,  
LOWER-BODY and ABS.

With the Skipit Fitness  
Skipping Instructor course,  
achieve 6 CECs  ONLINE -  
anywhere anytime!
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EFFECTIVE MEDITATION AND 
RELAXATION TECHNIQUES
Trainers should aim to implement 
mindfulness and controlled breathing 
exercises into their client’s program 
as a way to reduce stress.2 Research 
indicates that mindfulness, being aware 
and attentive of what is taking place in 
the present, is effective in enhancing 
psychological and behavioural function. 
7, 8, 9, 10 Widely used for decades, the 
Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) Program introduces mindfulness 
meditation and focused body movements 
such as yoga, and uses an object, often 
the breath, to maintain awareness.9 This 
technique emphasises the development 
of detached observation and awareness 
of the contents of consciousness and can 
transform how individuals respond to 
stressful events.7

Controlled breathing exercises, 
such as abdominal breathing and yoga 
pranayama, can rapidly bring the mind  
to the present moment, and are often 
used along with meditation to enhance 
the effects.3, 11  

Trainers should recommend that clients 
incorporate relaxation techniques and 
practices into their lifestyle.  

Meditation or guided visualisation,  
as well as yoga practice that combines 
breath work with asanas (poses), and  
Qi Gong and tai chi have all been  
proven to decrease levels of perceived 
stress, as well as the psychological and 
physical complaints associated  
with stress.12, 13, 14, 2, 15 

What is yoga pranayama?
Pranayama is the yoga practice of regulating and 
channelling one’s breath. Broken up into three stages, 
inhalation, retention and exhalation, it is used to focus 
and calm the mind, bringing a person’s awareness 
inward. Based on the teachings of the founder of the 
Lyengar style of yoga, pranayama breathing is when the 
brain remains passive and the lungs, bones and muscles 
of the torso initiate the inhalation. In a Yoga Journal 
article18 on pranayama practice, author Leslie Peters 
explains, “By practicing pranayama and regulating flow 
of prana with measured observation and distribution of 
the breath, the mind becomes still”. This ability to calm 
the mind makes it an effective tool for distracting clients 
from the daily stresses of life. 

If a client continually displays stress levels that are 
exceeding their ability to cope, exercise professionals 
should encourage them to speak to a health professional 
such as a General Practitioner or a Psychologist. 
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