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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES               Module 19:  The Mind-Body Connection   

 

Overview & Objectives 

There is no separation between the mind and body, which means that every thought we have has a 

physiological response in the body.  This module is a primer on the mind-body connection, how it works, 

the stress response, and mind-body techniques that can be used to reduce stress.  Practice tips are 

highlighted throughout.  Mind-body techniques include deep breathing, imagery, progressive relaxation, 

meditation, and biofeedback.  Completion of this inservice is recommended before proceeding to the 

Everyday Relaxation Techniques inservice.   Hospice aides who understand and manage their own 

stress are in a better position to support patients and families under stress. The learning objectives for 

this module include: 

 Review the prevalence of stress in our daily lives 

 Examine the physiology of stress 

 Define the stress response/relaxation response 

 Identify mind-body techniques for managing stress 

 Discuss stress management in self-care 

Contents 

 Learning Module 

 Activity Exercise:  The Relaxation Response 

 Test Questions  

 Instructor Answer Key 

 Attendance Sheet 

 Evaluation Form 

 Certificate of Attendance 

 

Module Instructions: 

 

Each module should take approximately one hour. Successful completion requires hospice aides to study 

the self-study section, complete the test, and fill out the evaluation form.  Discussion topics, case 

studies, group exercises, and module extras are used to supplement learning.  A passing grade of 70% is 

required on the test.  The completed sign-in sheet, test, evaluation form, and certificate of attendance 

should be kept on file for auditing and compliance purposes.  A copy of the completed certificate of 

attendance should be given to the aide for their own records.  

 

Copies are permitted within the physical location of each organization purchasing modules 



Hospice Aide Hub  2 

 

Module 19:  The Mind-Body Connection                   ©2014 Hospice Aide Hub    www.hospiceaidehub.com 
 

Module 19:   

The Mind-Body Connection 

 

Introduction 

It should come as no surprise that stress in 

American society is so widespread we take it for 

granted as the norm.  Although it may be an 

accepted part of our daily lives, biologically 

speaking it is not the norm.  As human beings 

we are superbly built for stress, but not for the 

ongoing, chronic stress that is often a part of 

our everyday lives. 

There are pressures, deadlines, and obligations 

that make it almost impossible to relax.  Holding 

down jobs, raising children, caring for parents, 

financial responsibilities and so on, make it 

difficult to know what real relaxation even feels 

like!  There are not enough hours in the day to 

do what needs to be done.  We worry so much 

about things – big and little – that it feels 

normal.  Our version of relaxation is minimal 

chronic stress.  We often do not even know 

what our body feels like when it is totally and 

intentionally relaxed. 

This module is about managing your stress, 

caring for yourself, and learning how to achieve 

that by using the mind-body connection.  When 

you begin to understand your own stress, you 

are in a much better position to help your 

patients and families with their stress. 

In healthcare, the most common instructions 

we give patients are to eat right, exercise, and 

reduce stress.  We all have some basic 

knowledge about good nutrition and exercise, 

but not everyone understands the way stress 

works in order to reduce it – including those of 

us in the healthcare field.  But it is not just 

about stress.  It is about quality of life, which is 

what hospice is all about.  We have an 

obligation, not just to ourselves, but to our 

patients, families, and communities, to be an 

example of what good quality of life means.  

Part of it involves managing stress as 

individuals, as a group, and as caregivers. 

Understanding Stress 

The first thing to understand about stress is that 

we need it – to protect ourselves, get 

motivated, set boundaries, and to accomplish 

tasks.  The point is not to eliminate stress 

because it serves a very important purpose and 

we should be thankful for it every day.  The 

problem is not stress itself, but chronic stress, 

which unfortunately, is what most of us have. 

How do stressful events outside of us (i.e. 

patient loads and traffic jams) cause 

physiological changes inside of us?  The answer 

is our perception (the way we think of an event 

or how we interpret it), which is a key to 

managing stress.  We learn how to interpret all 

the events in our lives through: 

 Family dynamics 

 Social conditioning 

 Cultural traits 

 Personal experience 

 Belief systems 

 Memories 

This is not to say that everything we learned is 

wrong or that we have to re-learn everything.  It 

is simply to point out that we are often on auto 

pilot.  We react to situations in our lives without 

really thinking about our reaction to them, yet 

everything in life involves our mind-body 

connection.  Furthermore, all of the systems in 

the body are connected, including the mind and 

body, as you will see shortly.   
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The ability to measure and interpret vital signs, 

blood levels, and brain scans shows us that 

there is no separation between the mind and 

the body. Every thought we have has a 

corresponding physiological reaction in the 

body.  Some systems and cells in the body are 

activated while others are suppressed to 

maintain balance or homeostasis.  

If you think about something scary you will 

immediately feel it in your body.  Perhaps your 

heart races or your stomach churns.  This is 

your body reacting to a scary thought in your 

mind.  Moreover, since the brain’s primary 

function is to keep us alive, it is often the fearful 

events that we remember most as a matter of 

survival.  Brain circuits involved in protecting 

ourselves are quicker than the neural networks 

involved in relaxing.  

So what can we do about it?  As it turns out, a 

lot, and it only takes a few minutes of your time 

each day.  When you think about the amount of 

time spent worrying each day, a few minutes of 

not worrying is the starting goal.  You are just 

not used to it – yet.  And since you take your 

mind and body with you everywhere you go, 

there will be plenty of opportunities in your day 

to practice.   

Practice Tip:  Starting now, take a couple of 

nice, deep, relaxing breaths and continue 

reading. 

The Mind-Body Connection 

As mentioned before, our perception of events 

is a key to managing stress, which begins in the 

brain and the way we think.  In our natural state 

we are relaxed, which is how our mind and 

body function the best.  However, any situation 

that is perceived as fearful or threatening will 

initiate the stress response.   

The hypothalamus stimulates the pituitary 

gland (both are in the limbic or emotional 

center of the brain), which triggers the adrenal 

glands (on top of the kidneys) to produce 

adrenaline in a matter of seconds.  This is called 

the HPA axis.  Activation of the HPA axis in turn, 

causes a cascade of changes in the body that 

prepare us to run or fight – well-known as the 

“fight or flight” response.  Because it starts in 

the emotional center of the brain, the emotion 

of fear triggers the stress response.                 

         
Naturally, we cannot eliminate fearful thoughts 

in our lives, but we can become more aware of 

real versus imagined threats in any given 

moment, and those moments add up.   

Chances are good that as you read this there is 

nothing threatening your life.  These are the 

moments we need to see as they actually are – 

non-threatening.  If you are stressed while 

reading this it is because of something you are 

thinking about in the past or future – not 

because anything in this moment is threatening 

(although reading about stress may make you a 

little nervous).  So the first step is becoming 

more aware of moments that are not actually 

threatening throughout the day, however 

briefly, before going back to worrying about 

getting this module done on your lunch break.  
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Stop for a moment, take a deep breath, and 

simply be in the moment.   

Practice Tip:  Be still and notice your breathing 

for a few moments. 

The Stress/Relaxation Response 

The nervous system is composed of the brain, 

spinal cord, and peripheral nerves.  These 

nerves are in every part of the body.  

Information molecules called neurotransmitters 

travel through the nervous system.  Chemical 

messengers travel through blood and lymphatic 

circulation to reach every cell in the body.  This 

is how every part in the body is affected one 

way or another by the stress response. 

The nervous system is divided into two parts:  

the autonomic nervous system (organs and cells 

function automatically), and the voluntary 

nervous system (picking up a pen to write a 

note).  The autonomic nervous system is 

divided into two more parts:  sympathetic and 

parasympathetic.  When the sympathetic 

branch is dominant you are under stress; when 

the parasympathetic branch is dominant you 

are relaxed.   

                            

  

When you stop to think about the complex 

processes in the body that are designed to 

protect us, it is nothing short of amazing.  

However, when stress is chronic it can cause 

harm over time.  Chronic stress is like running 

your car in overdrive all the time – your body is 

not built for it any more than your car.  Systems 

(in both your car and body) begin to wear out 

sooner and cause problems.  In the stress 

response:  

 Pupils dilate to see better 

 Hearing is more acute 

 Heart rate increases 

 Blood pressure goes up 

 Increased blood flow to the brain (to 

think faster) 

 Respirations become rapid and shallow 

to distribute oxygen where it is needed 

(i.e. large muscles for running) 

 Blood flow to extremities constricts to 

shunt blood/oxygen where it is needed 

in heart, lungs, large muscles to run) 

 Glycogen (glucose) is released from 

liver, pancreas and fat cells for quick 

energy (normally stored until needed) 

 Kidneys produce an anti-diuretic 

hormone called vasopressin to conserve 

fluid from potential blood loss (from an 

injury) 

 Digestion is inhibited (not a needed 

function for stress response) 

 Sweat glands are activated to keep the 

body from overheating from increased 

internal activity 

 Reproduction is inhibited (making 

babies is not needed during stress; 

ovulation is suppressed in some women 

with chronic stress) 

 The part of the immune system needed 

for injuries is activated; the part 

monitoring infectious bacteria, viruses, 

tumor cells is inhibited 

 Platelets get stickier to form clots in 

case of injury 

 Anxious, irritable, hyper-alert  

The relaxation response is the opposite of the 

stress response.  Your heart rate is normal, 

respirations are normal, extremity blood vessels 

Sympathetic Parasympathetic 
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are dilated, digestion is normal, glycogen is 

stored for when it is needed, and so on.  

Practice Tip:  Are you still breathing?  Pause for 

a moment, close your eyes, and gently pay 

attention to your breathing  ...in……out……in… 

out……in……out…. 

Why Bother?   

Recall that the stress response is part of the 

autonomic nervous system (organs and cells 

function automatically).  So how much control 

over automatic systems in our body do we 

have?  Well, we do not have so much control 

over a diabetic pancreas that we can make it 

produce insulin (Type I).  But we do have some 

control over how much insulin is needed when 

glucose is released into the blood during 

chronic stress.  We can decrease the amount of 

harm to the blood vessels around the heart 

when chronic stress causes damage to the lining 

of the vessels from the increased force and 

volume of blood.  We can boost our immune 

system by decreasing chronic stress so it can go 

around looking for tumor cells instead of 

preparing for injuries.  We can increase the 

chances of getting pregnant if chronic stress is 

suppressing ovulation (in some women), and so 

on.  You get the point. 

All of that said, we are also very unique and 

individualistic in our genetic and lifestyle 

makeup.  The effects of chronic stress are 

unique to each one of us and how our body 

handles it.  No two people are going to be 

exactly alike.  Any discussion of mind-body 

health is not isolated from the following: 

 Genetics 

 Nutrition 

 Age/Gender 

 Physical activity 

 Personality 

 Coping skills 

 Daily habits 

 Lifestyle choices 

 Belief systems 

 Social connectedness 

 Socioeconomic level 

 Environmental factors 

                      

The good news is that we do have some control 

over the autonomic processes in our body.  Our 

overall health and quality of life is better when 

we manage stress – which brings us to another 

practice tip and another exercise in relaxation 

breathing. 

Practice Tip:  Count to 5 on the inhale…..count 

to 5 on the exhale…… 

Mind-Body Techniques 

Breathing:  It might feel strange at first to 

practice breathing, but in fact, slow, deep, belly 

breathing stimulates the parasympathetic 

branch of the nervous system, or the relaxation 

response.  Think about it for a moment – if the 

stress response causes our respirations to 

become rapid and shallow, controlling our 

breathing will do the opposite.  In fact, when 

we are suddenly informed of a shocking event 

or preparing for public speaking, for example, 

our body will often try to counteract the stress 

response by breathing more slowly and deeply.  

It is a natural reaction to keep the body in 

homeostasis when we feel overwhelmed.   
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You are going to breathe anyway (if all is going 

well), so why not use it to manage stress?  Take 

time throughout the day to practice relaxation 

breathing for a moment or two, with the direct 

intention of managing your stress.  When using 

mind-body techniques with patients, for 

example, begin with having them relax in a 

comfortable position if possible and focus on 

their breathing for a few minutes. 

Other mind-body techniques include: 

Imagery:  When using imagery or leading 

others in guided imagery, it is best to allow each 

person to imagine their own place of relaxation 

(suggesting mental images of a sunny beach 

might prompt fears of sharks or drowning).  

Enhance the imagery by directing attention to 

the senses – sight, sound, temperature, taste, 

and touch – to heighten the pleasurable 

experience.   

Benefit:  This exercise is a helpful diversion 

when a person is feeling anxious or irritable. 

Meditation:  Most beginners will say they 

cannot sit still or relax enough to meditate.  

Granted, there are people who can meditate for 

hours, but they all started with a few minutes.   

To start meditation, stop, relax, and focus on 

your breathing.  Allow thoughts to come and go 

without emotional attachment or judgment.  

When you become distracted or your mind 

wanders, go back to your breathing and allow 

the thoughts to just pass through.  See them as 

thoughts and nothing more.  This is why 

practice tips are called “practice.”  The only way 

these techniques work is if you practice them.  

Over time your mind-body will start to connect 

this practice with relaxation and you will 

become better at it.   

Benefit:  Meditation is excellent for decreasing 

emotional attachments to every thought we 

have.  We stop reacting as if every thought is 

actually happening.      

                        

Progressive Relaxation:  When you have a 

few minutes to relax, or rather, when you make 

time to relax, place yourself in a comfortable 

position; scan your body for any discomfort and 

adjust your position as needed.   

It may be helpful to have a person or CD to 

guide you, but if you are doing it alone begin at 

the top of your head and move very slowly 

downward.  Focus on relaxing each of the 

muscles in your face, around your eyes, around 

your ears, in your jaw and down your neck; 

continue this slow progression of relaxing the 

muscles in your shoulders, arms, chest, belly, 

upper and lower legs, feet and toes.  Then 

simply sit or lie still for any length of time you 

choose, going longer each time.   

Benefit:  By knowing how it feels to be 

completely relaxed, this exercise is particularly 

helpful for becoming in tune with the bodily 

sensations associated with relaxation. 

Bodywork:  Massage therapy is excellent for 

stress management, not only because it feels 

good, but because the mind-body connection is 

a bidirectional system.  This means that when 

your body feels good your mind does too.  If 

your body is not feeling well, your mind is more 

likely to slip into negative, fearful thinking.  If 

massage therapy is not in the budget, a brisk 
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walk, or some form of exercise or physical 

activity will have similar benefits. 

Benefit:  Any activity that stimulates blood flow, 

works the muscles and joints, and enhances 

physical well-being is excellent for positive 

thinking, mood enhancement, and improving 

mild depression. 

Biofeedback:  One final mind-body technique 

to add is biofeedback.  This is used to help 

individuals see the connection between their 

mind and body on a computer screen.  

Electrode type devices are attached to different 

parts of the skin (i.e. head, arms, chest, fingers) 

to monitor vital signs associated with stress or 

relaxation.  Imagery and relaxation techniques 

are used so that the individual becomes more 

familiar with bodily sensations that correspond 

with changes in vital signs that are seen on the 

screen in real time.   

Benefit:  Becoming more sensitive to body 

indicators of stress can help take measures to 

counteract and manage it. 

Final Thoughts                 

The content of this module is a primer in the 

science of mind-body health which is called 

psychoneuroimmunology. Big word!       

We all have stress, as mentioned before, which 

is not the problem.  We can handle periods of 

stress very well.  The problem is chronic, 

ongoing stress and what it does to our physical, 

psychological, social, and spiritual well-being, 

not only as individuals, but for society as a 

whole.  Since most of us do not have the power 

to change a whole society, we must begin with 

ourselves and extend it outward – to family, 

friends, patients, co-workers.  Ultimately a shift 

in your own thinking benefits not only you but 

everyone you meet.   

Your assignment with this module is to begin 

with yourself.  Be as kind, compassionate, and 

patient as you would with a patient or friend.  It 

is okay to be stressed out – just avoid staying 

there.  Experiment with techniques that work 

well for you.  But for a few moments each day, 

no matter what the circumstances, remember 

how extraordinary you truly are as a human 

being and what a gift it is to breathe.           
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Activity Exercise:  Find a quiet place and sit comfortably.  

Close your eyes and take a few deep breaths to relax.   

Begin by silently repeating a word, phrase (keeping it 

positive), prayer, or mantra for three minutes to induce 

the relaxation response.  Notice how your body feels, 

repeat steps if necessary, and enjoy.   
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TEST QUESTIONS                                           Module 19:  The Mind-Body Connection  

NAME__________________________________   DATE____________   TEAM_______________ 

1.  The hypothalamus → pituitary → adrenals triad in the stress response is called_____________________.  

 

2. Mind-body techniques for stress management include all of the following except: 

a. Imagery   c.  Rapid, shallow breathing    

b. Deep, slow breathing  d.  Progressive relaxation 

 

3. Physiological changes during chronic stress include all of the following except: 

a.  Storing glycogen in the liver   c.  The production of vasopressin 

b. An increase in pulse and blood pressure  d.  Suppression of the digestive system 

 

4. The parasympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system is dominant in the stress response.  

a. True 

b. False 

 

5.  The best way to use imagery with a patient is by encouraging them to imagine their own peaceful place.  

a. True 

b. False 

  

6. The benefits of practicing meditation include all of the following except:  

a. Less reactivity to every thought  c.  Increased confidence in practicing meditation 

b. Recognition of mindless “chatter”  d.  Increased blood flow to large muscles to run 

 

7. Monitoring vital signs on a computer screen through electrodes on the skin is called _________________. 

 

8. Our overall ability to handle stress is affected by all of the following except: 

a. Hair and eye color c.  Lifestyle choices 

b. Genetics   d.  Personality types 

 

9. The production of adrenaline in the stress response begins five minutes after a fearful event.  

a. True 

b. False 

 

10.  Hospice aides can use mind-body techniques with patients when they have: 

a. Increased pain 

b. Difficulty sleeping 

c. Sadness or depression 

d. Fear or loneliness 

e. All of the above 
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Instructor Key – Test Answers                    Module 19:  The Mind-Body Connection 

1.  HPA Axis 

 

2.  C – Rapid shallow breathing is the opposite of relaxed breathing 

 

3. A – Storing glycogen in the liver.  Glycogen is released for quick energy during the stress 

response. 

 

4. B – False.  The parasympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system is dominant during 

relaxation. 

 

5. A – True.  When guiding someone in imagery, suggesting a “peaceful place” for them may 

actually trigger fears that are unknown to the guide or hospice aide. 

 

6. D – Increased blood flow to the large muscles occurs as a prerequisite for running during the 

“fight-or-flight” response. 

 

7. Biofeedback 

 

8. A – Hair and eye color are not scientifically related to our overall ability to handle stress.  

 

9. B – False.  The production of adrenaline in the stress response begins within seconds. 

 

10.  E – All of the above.  Mind-body techniques are beneficial to patients/families in multiple ways. 

 

 

Activity Exercise Notes: 

In the 1970’s Herbert Benson, a cardiologist and founder of the Benson-Henry Institute for Mind-Body 

Medicine at Harvard, discovered that if you repeat a word, phrase, prayer, or mantra you can induce the 

relaxation response within three minutes.  He wrote a book with the same name (“The Relaxation 

Response”) and continues to lead education and research in counteracting the effects of stress.  He is a 

pioneer in the field of mind-body medicine and has collaborated with Massachusetts General Hospital in 

Boston to develop an 8-week program in stress reduction for patients and the public. 
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ATTENDANCE SHEET                                   MODULE 19:  The Mind-Body Connection 

DATE:           LOCATION:  
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INSTRUCTOR:  ____________________________________________   DATE_______________________ 
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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES 

EVALUATION FORM 

Module 19:  The Mind-Body Connection  

  
Instructor: 

Date: 
                   Strongly                                        Strongly 

                    Agree        Agree         Neutral      Disagree     Disagree 

CONTENT:        

1. Module was relevant to hospice aide practice  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Information was current and up-to-date   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Information was well-organized    ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Information was easy to understand   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

5. Time spent to complete module was appropriate ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

  

 

INSTRUCTOR: 

1.  Gave clear instructions to complete module  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Used teaching methods appropriate for hospice aides ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Was knowledgeable of the subject matter  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Was engaged in the participants learning  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

5. Related content to practical situations in hospice ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

 

OUTCOMES: 

 

1.  Did you gain new knowledge or skills related to this module? 

 

2.  How will you apply what you learned in this module to your work? 

 

COMMENTS: 

 

1.  What did you like best about the module/presentation? 

 

2.  What changes would you make in the module/presentation? 

 

3.  What other hospice aide topics are you interested in? 

 

 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS EVALUATION.  YOUR FEEDBACK IS HIGHLY VALUED! 
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