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STRESS 
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What is stress? 


Stress is the non specific responds of the body to any demand made upon it and may vary from one individual to another.  Good things (a good grade on a test) or bad things (getting cut from a team) may both cause you stress.  Therefore, stress can be either good or bad, depending on how you and your body react to the specific demand. 


If stress results from something good and you react to it in a positive manner, the stress is good.  Good stress, or positive stress, is call eustress.  If stress is cause by something bad or if you react to a given situation in a negative manner, the stress is bad for you.  Bad stress, or negative stress, is called distress.


Different people react to the same demand differently.  Some people may receive negative stress when the teachers calls on them in class, while others receive positive stress from having the opportunity to answer questions in class.  Therefore, you can see that stress is specific to each individual.  How you react to a specific demand might be different from the reactions of you friends or classmates.  This does not mean that you are abnormal.  It just means that you are an individual. 

What causes stress?


Situations that cause stress are referred to as stressors.  Nearly everything is a stressor, creating either positive or negative stress.  Every activity encountered stresses you, with each activity creating a different degree and type of stress.  You may experience positive stress, while your best friend may experience negative stress from the same activity because you are different individuals. 

Extreme heat and cold temperatures cause the homeostasis (internal balance) of your body to be upset.  This in a negative physical stressor that requires a physical response.  However, extreme temperatures can also cause mental stress.  The death of a person who is close to you requires both a physical and mental response.  The death of a family member may even be a positive stressor.  For example, death may occur after the person has been ill for a long time.


Many potential sources of stress bombard you every day.  Theses might include family relationships, school work, peer groups, discrimination, injury, sickness, or fatigue.  These stressors can generate both positive and negative stress.  How you handle or react to these stressors determines their effect on you and your lifestyle.


Are all changes stressors?  Yes.  Even pleasant changes in your daily routine can cause stress.  This type of stressor does not cause as great a stress as a bad change, but the body still needs to make an adjustment and use up some of its energy reserve.  An example of this is a summer vacation or holiday season.  Many people feel physically tired at the end of their vacation, even though it was enjoyable.  This fatigue is cause by the body using up its energy reserve to make all of the adjustments to the changes in its normal routine.  A good change does not create as much negative stress as a bad change.  But if you are not aware that the situation is stressful, you may let if affect you negatively and ruin your vacation.  Major changes in life are the real negative stressors for which you need to plan coping techniques in order to handle them positively.
How do you physically react to stress?

 
You body responds physiologically in exactly the same manner to both positive and negative stress.  The body’s response to a specific stressor occurs in a sequence of three steps or stages.  This sequence is known as the general adaptation syndrome.  The first stage is the alarm stage.  The body makes an immediate response to a stressor, anticipating the change and perceiving change as a danger or an emergency.  During the second stage, the body learns, or tries to learn, to adapt to the stressor, or it goes through a stage of resistance.  The third stage, exhaustion, occurs, when the body uses up the energy reserve required for coping with stress.

Initiation of the alarm stage occurs when the body receives a stimulus, such as one of your parents yelling at you for not carrying out the garbage.  This stimulus immediately activates the nervous system that releases adrenaline into the body.  Adrenaline is the chemical that gives you energy to perform physical acts in an emergency.  By increasing the supply of adrenaline, the body moves into the fight-or-flight mode.  The fight-or-flight response is the natural protective technique of your body.  Every stressor, whether positive or negative, causes the same thing to happen in your body. The amount of adrenaline released depends on the strength of the stimuli and your previous experience with that stressor.


The release of additional adrenaline causes body functions to change.  The more important changes include the following:

· Blood circulation is increased to provide your brain, lungs, and muscles with more nutrients (fuel for energy).

· Nutrients (energy supplies) in blood are increased.

· Muscles are strengthened to respond to the fight-or-flight response.

· Breathing becomes more rapid to give you more oxygen.

· Your senses become more alert; for example, the pupils of your eyes dilate to sharpen vision.
The degree to which stress affects you physically is also determined by what you are doing when you receive the stimuli from a stressor and the additional adrenaline is released.  If you are physically active when the adrenaline is released, it is easier for you to deal with the stress because the exercise burns up the additional supply of adrenaline and allows body functions to return to normal.  This will not happen if you are sitting.  When sitting, the body reacts to the stressor in the very same manner but the adrenaline is not burned up quickly.  It remains in the body for a long time, keeping body functions at an unusually high level.

How do you react mentally to stress?

Your mental response usually involves such emotions as happiness, joy, fear, and anger.  The mental or emotional changes you exhibit in response to a stressor actually control how your respond physically.  If the emotions caused by the stressor are strong enough, you will undergo a change in behavior. 


The psychological (mental) changes in behavior that occur due to an emotional response to stress can be classified as follows:



· Rationalizing: making up reasons why the situation turned out the way it did, rather than the way it should have

· Projecting: blaming someone else for your own fault

· Compensation: over-reacting to make up for feeling of inadequacy

· Avoidance: refusing to act on a situation

Although they are common, these forms of behavior are not considered healthy.  If such behaviors are not corrected, they can lead to more serious mental disturbances.
Developing a stress-management program

A stress management program should include strategies that can be grouped into three sets: building up your resistance to negative stress, developing techniques for avoiding negative stress, and developing positive coping strategies that will help you deal with the distress you can not avoid.

Strategies to help you resist stress include improving you level of fitness, getting an adequate amount of sleep, and developing sound nutritional diet.  There are also things you can do to avoid stress: don’t worry about the little things, set goals, and practice time management.  There will be stressors that you can not avoid and therefore you should have your own coping techniques.  Some strategies might include: seeking temporary relief (exercise, yoga, or daydreaming), practice self-talk (example: Is it worth getting upset about?), recognize early symptoms of stress (clenching teeth, muscle tight in neck area, etc.), identify common stressful situations, and support groups.

There are also some negative coping techniques that people use to ease or disguise the symptoms of stress.  Theses techniques are harmful not only to you but also the people around you.  They are categorized into four groups: 1. excessive emotion, 2. impatience, 3. avoidance, and 4. use of drugs or alcohol.  These methods cover up the effects if stress and do not deal with stress and should be avoided.
