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Stress Management

1. Definitions

· Stress: body’s response to any demand made upon it 

· Stressor: thing that upsets/excites a person, whether ( or Θ   

· Eustress: positive life stress (challenges one to grow & adapt)

· Distress: negative life stress (depletes/destroys energy)

2. Categories of Stressors

· Acute: e.g. parent’s death

· Sequential: e.g. series of lifetime changes after a baby’s birth

· Intermittent: e.g. monthly bills or weekly tests

· Chronic: e.g. living in a dangerous environment

3. Body’s Response to a Stressor

 Biological theory of stress: “General Adaptation Syndrome”: 3 stages
1-Alarm: stressor occurs => changes that temporarily ( resistance 

2-Resistance: body mobilizes resources to sustain homeostasis 

3-Exhaustion: if stress continues long enough ( risk of breakdown


 Response affected by

- Previous experiences, ( or Θ   

- Person’s general outlook on life (optimistic/pessimistic)

- Number, frequency, time & setting in which changes occur  

- Age & gender

- Social class & status

- Lifestyle & education
4. Students Stressors

- Tests & academic failure
higher incidence of colds & flu during finals (stress ( immunity)

upset stomachs, insomnia

difficulty studying or concentrating

may freeze up during tests even of they know the material

- Deadlines

- Future: concern about establishing careers after graduation

- Financial problems

- Friendship/ dating relationships

- Losses (breakup, death)

- Daily hassles: 

societal stressors (traffic, physical/verbal violence, discrimination)

family stressors

5. Job stress

 Attitudes about work - not work itself – can be hazardous to health 

 Workaholism 

- Obsession by one’s work and career

- Often to mask/avoid painful feelings/difficulties in one’s life

- Cycle: overwork => stress => makes work harder => more stress

 Burnout

- Consequence of overwork: physical/mental/emotional exhaustion 

- Signs include


sleeping problems or nightmares

increased anxiety or nervousness

muscular tension (headaches, backaches…)

digestive problems (nausea, vomiting, diarrhea)

concentration problems, mistakes, accidents

feelings of depression

quarrels with family or friends

loss of interest in sex

increased use of alcohol & medications

6. Health Impact of Stress Overload (excessive, unmanaged stress)
 Toll on the mind: extreme distress & inability to re-function normally 


Adjustment disorder
- Out-of-the-ordinary response to a stressor

- Stessor doesn’t have to be extreme (could be minor but in bad circumstances)

- Symptoms: 
irritability, anger

sleeping, concentration & relationship problems

- No specific remedy: time or brief psychotherapy

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

  - Response to an out-of-the-ordinary stressor (death, assault…)

- Terror re-experienced again & again in dreams/thoughts

- Emotional numbness / no response to things as previously 

- Remedy: psychological help: talking about it ASAP (to person /group)

Depression

- Much more than everyday blues: “sadness that doesn’t end”

- Most widespread mental disorder

- Symptoms: 

feeling sad, empty, tearful

loss of interest or pleasure in once-enjoyable activities

eating more/less => weight gain/loss

lack of energy, withdrawal from others

difficulty concentrating, thinking, making decisions

persistent thoughts of death or suicide

physical symptoms (digestive problems, aches)

- Treatment: psychotherapy, medication or both

 Toll on the body


Cardiovascular System

- Higher risk of short blood supply to the heart
- Heart rhythm disturbances

- High blood pressure 

- Highest risk for “hostile type A” behavior

Type A: aggressive, competitive:
.“go-getter”: enthusiastic, positive

.“hostile”: mistrustful, angry, cynical

Type B : more relaxed, but not necessarily less ambitious or succesful

Immune System      ( immunity ( ( susceptibility to infections

Digestive system: diarrhea/constipation, vomiting, cramps, ulcers...

- Prevention

not gulping food (overworks stomach)

eating fiber-rich foods (counteract cramps and constipation)

drinking plenty of water

not skipping meals (avoids fatigue and irritability)

being wary of overeating under stress 

avoiding caffeine (adds to digestive upset and nervousness)

avoiding sugary snacks (mess up blood sugar levels)

Other stress symptoms  

- Asthma

- Reduced alertness and concentration (( ( risk of accidents) 

- Headaches 

- Skin conditions (acne, herpes, eczema…)

- Sexual disturbances 

- Muscular twitches and nervous tics
7. Stress Management/Prevention

 Impact depends on what is happening & on how well it is handled
 Inability to feel in control often more harmful than stress itself

7.1. Stressor-Specific Strategies

 Defusing test stress

- Planning ahead:
regular review of course materials

 



setting study schedule a month before finals

- Practicing with other students or instructors

- Being positive: 
not dwelling on past failure




focusing on how well one is prepared

- Regular breaks:
stretching, breathing deeply

doing something pleasant

- Being satisfied with doing one’s best & savoring relief that it’s over

 Preparing for the world of work

- Developing specialized skills (computer, languages…)

- Acquiring experiences & making contacts through 
.extracurricular activities 

.part-time/summer jobs
.training (paid or unpaid)
7.2. General Strategies

 Not wasting energy trying to change unchangeable situations

 Learning to cope well with small day-to-day stressors

 Drawing a line between personal/professional life 

 Developing positive outlets instead of negative addictions 

 Connecting with others

- Building network of relationships (friends, groups, activities)

- Avoiding isolation : risk factor for illness/death (( immunity) 

  “Reframing”: putting things in perspective: 

  Perception (evaluation & interpretation) of a stressor is crucial

 Time management: planning ahead, realistic workload

- Symptoms of poor time management 

rushing

chronic inability to make choices or decisions

fatigue, carelessness
constantly missed deadlines

not enough time for rest or personal relationships

sense of being overwhelmed by demands 

 Overcoming procrastination

- Procrastination: putting off unpleasant/difficult tasks/decisions


 - Ways to overcome procrastination

“to do”  list, ranked by priorities

schedule including time for interruptions & unforeseen problems

dividing large tasks into smaller ones

doing things one likes least first to have it out of the way

 Positive coping mechanisms

Sublimation:  direction of drives into socially acceptable channels
Religiosity: experiencing painful events (losses) as being God’s will
Humor: countering stress by focusing on the comic aspects

Laughter:
stimulates the heart

( perceptions of pain, ( stress-related hormones

strengthens the immune system

Altruism: turning a Θ experience into a ( one by helping others
Mood Management 

identifying cause of bad mood  & actively finding solutions

unidentified/unsolvable pb: treating oneself, setting quick achievable goal 

 Getting along with difficult people

- Consistently irritate, attack, manipulate almost everyone

- Ways to cope with them

understanding that they probably have a personality disorder 

not trying to change them, finding ways to work/live around them


keeping emotional distance (not taking things personally)

 Facing Social Anxieties

- Problems meeting strangers or speaking in public

- Symptoms: trembling, hyperventilating, sweating, dry mouth, nausea

- Genetic predisposition or consequence of (no/bad) social experience 

- Ways to overcome social anxieties

pushing oneself to go towards strangers

rehearsing to acquire verbal ease

 Energy Boosting

Exercise

- Almost any form of physical activity - even scarce - is helpful

- Best : regular aerobic activity (swimming, walking, jogging…)

relaxes body and mind

releases anger & anxiety

promotes alertness

increases confidence

enhances quality of sleep

Sleep

- Amount of sleep needed (genetically determined)

5 to 10 hours depending on people, average : 7.5 hours

- Insufficient sleep



reduced alertness (( accidents) & productivity

irritability, edginess

- Excess sleep can make one feel sluggish

- Ways to improve sleep



keeping regular hours for going to bed and getting up

avoiding coffee/smoking late in the day (stimulants)

no alcohol to get to sleep : disrupts normal sleep stages sleeping ritual : ease the transition wakefulness ( sleep

avoiding day naps in case of sleeping problems at night 

Nutrition

- Nutritious meals

- Healthy breakfasts

- 4-5 small meals rather than 3 large ones

 Relaxation techniques
- Meditation, massage…

- Personal relaxing activities: music, painting, shopping…

 What should be avoided (harmful/ineffective)

- Θ defense mechanisms: overeating, displacing anger on someone…

 - Using nicotine, alcohol, drugs or caffeine

 - Blaming others

 - Giving up
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