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What is stress?


‘The meaning of a word is to be defined by the rules for its use, not by the feeling that attaches to the words.’


Ludwig Wittgenstein, philosopher (1889–1951)





The word ‘stress’ is used in three different senses. First, ‘stress’ is used in the sense of a state – that is, the state of being stressed. People say, ‘I am feeling stressed.’ The state of stress is commonly referred to as a stress response or stress reaction. The second meaning of stress is the thing that is causing the stress response. People say, ‘My work is a real stress at the moment.’ The thing causing stress is commonly referred to as a stressor. Finally, the term ‘stress’ can also be used in the sense of a combination of a stressor and a stress response. For example, it is possible to refer to ‘the stress of modern life’, where the meaning of stress refers both to the stressors and their consequent stress response.


Although the word ‘stress’ is used in everyday language, there are four differences between its use in common language and the way ‘stress’ is used in science.


First, stressors do not have to be aversive or unpleasant. Weddings can produce stress responses (at least for the bride) and so does marathon running. People choose to have weddings and they choose to run marathons. A whole range of happy events can act as stressors. People can choose to act in ways that create stress responses.


Second, it is incorrect to understand stress as being something that is ‘only’ psychological and so unimportant. Phrases such as ‘Oh, it’s just stress’ or ‘It’s just a stress-related illness’ indicate a dismissal of stress as something without serious consequences. In fact, the stress response is always physiological as well as psychological. These responses are not separate. The psychological response is the consequence of the physiological response. Minds do not occur without bodies! The link between physiological state and psychological state is increasingly well understood, so the psychological response needs to be interpreted in the context of the underlying physiology.


Third, the response to stressors is highly variable, both between people and for the same person over time. One of the first stress researchers, Hans Selye, suggested that the effect of a stressor changed over time. At first there was an alarm reaction. Then there was an adaptation stage. Finally, there was a stage of exhaustion. While Selye’s three stages are now considered simplistic, the reality is that the response to a stressor does change over time. Although the changes aren’t as neat as Selye suggested, certain changes do take place at different stages. Additionally, the changes that occur in people exposed to the same stressor will vary between individuals.


Fourth, stress responses are not necessarily ‘bad’. The human body is designed to cope with all kinds of adverse event. The human body adapts to good events and bad events. Humans evolved to perform dangerous – and hence stressful – activities such as hunting mammoths. But humans did not evolve to hunt mammoths all the time. Stressors typically cause problems only when the stressor persists for a long time. The difference between short-term and long-term, or chronic, stress is therefore important. Short-term stress is stress that is over and done with in less than a day. Long-term stress is stress that goes on, day after day. Short-term stress produces short-term changes that revert back to normal once the stressor has gone. Long-term stress produces long-term changes that persist. However, it is not quite that simple. Very traumatic short-term stress produces long-term changes.


This book describes the nature of stressors, how they cause stress responses and the consequence of those stress responses. Stressors and stress responses are defined by each other: ‘a stressor is that which causes a stress response.’


Although stressors are defined by stress responses, stressors are causally antecedent to stress responses, and so it makes sense to explore the nature of stressors before that of stress responses.


[image: image] How this book is organized


This book covers the following topics:


[image: image]  Chapter 2 provides an account of stressors, and specifically stressors that typically produce a stress response in most people. Stressors can be biological, psychological or some combination of the two.


[image: image]  Chapter 3 describes why some people vary in their level of stress response to a particular stressor. This chapter also deals with the topic of personality, as personality is one of the factors that affect a person’s response to stress.


[image: image]  Chapter 4 provides an account of the short-term effects of stress, from both a biological and a psychological perspective. The chapter shows how the short-term stress response – that is, the fight-or-flight response – is highly adaptive.


[image: image]  Chapter 5 describes the long-term effects of stress, from both a biological and a psychological perspective, and shows how chronic stress produces long-term, persistent changes in people. The chapter shows how chronic stress affects people’s behaviour.


[image: image]  Chapter 6 provides information about the way long-term stress creates disease and how almost all disease could be considered stress related. The chapter deals with the effects of biological stress in the womb, the effects of childhood abuse and neglect, and the effects of stressors in later life.


[image: image]  Chapter 7 is a chapter devoted to the measurement of stress and how it is possible to detect whether or not a person is stressed.


[image: image]  Chapter 8 covers the relationship between stress and society and how cultural values contribute to stress.


[image: image]  Chapter 9 deals with the flipside of the stress response, namely the relaxation response. The relaxation response is important for understanding how to deal with and minimize the effects of a stressor.


There is a simple message from this book. Humans are adapted to deal with short-term stress but not with chronic stress. Chronic stress (i.e., the stress response to a long-term stressor) is far more of a problem, in terms of both health and social problems, than is often realized.
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What are stressors?


‘Life is not always a matter of holding good cards, but sometimes, playing a poor hand well.’


Jack London, author (1876–1917)





It is normal to switch a car’s engine on only when driving. It is uneconomical to park the car and then leave the engine running overnight. The body functions in a similar way: it is uneconomical to invest energy into doing things when they are not needed. The body needs to be able to react to emergencies but it does not need to be on permanent alert.


The body alters its environment adaptively except when asleep. Even when awake, bodies can be in a ‘quiet’ state of comparative inactivity. People, and their bodies, are designed to wake up and take notice of three classes of event:


[image: image]  Novel stimuli – when something is new


[image: image]  Frustration – when some desired goal cannot be reached


[image: image]  Punishment – when an aversive state is experienced.


The response to any of these three classes of event is called an alerting response. The person becomes alert and pays attention to the stimulus. The alerting response is not exactly equivalent to a stress response, as the term ‘stress response’ is normally reserved for instances of comparatively high alert. The alerting response varies in intensity, depending on how much the body decides ‘an alert’ is needed. A stress response is one where there is moderate to high alert.


	Acute versus chronic stressors




Novel, frustrating or punishing situations can occur over the short term or the long term. It is common to distinguish between acute and chronic stressors:


Acute stressors are stressors (whether experienced in a laboratory setting or in real life) of only a short duration.


Chronic stressors reflect ongoing and long-term problems in real life.
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[image: image] Common stressors


The following table shows a list of common stressors. The list is taken from the Holmes and Rahe stress scale, an assessment scale that provides a list of 43 stressors. The ten most severe stressors are shown at the top and the ten least severe at the bottom. The Holmes and Rahe scale is sometimes used to assess the level of stress in a person’s life. The numbers shown against each stressor are ratings of how stressful each situation was perceived to be by a group of judges, and a total score is obtained by a summation of those numbers.


[image: image] Part of the Holmes and Rahe stress scale






	Life event

	Value
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	Death of a spouse

	100






	Divorce

	  73






	Marital separation

	  65






	Imprisonment

	  63






	Death of a close family member

	  63






	Personal injury or illness

	  53






	Marriage

	  50






	Dismissal from work

	  47






	Retirement

	  45






	Marital reconciliation

	  45






	…

	 






	Change in recreation

	  19






	Change in church activities

	  19






	Change in social activities

	  18






	Minor mortgage or loan

	  17






	Change in sleeping habits

	  16






	Change in number of family reunions

	  15






	Change in eating habits

	  15






	Vacation

	  13






	Christmas

	  12






	Minor violation of law

	  11
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Three observations can be made about the Holmes and Rahe scale:


1  The list of stressors is culturally determined.


2  Less severe stressors are often very minor events.


3  Stressors can be positive events.


Stressors vary between cultures, and this variation is reflected in any list of stressors. For example, Christmas is listed as stressful because it involves entertaining family and friends, but similar festivals celebrated in other cultures can be just as stressful. Torture is comparatively uncommon in Western society, but torture can be just as or more stressful than the death of a spouse.


A good example of the cultural determination of stressors is illustrated in the term ‘the stress of modern life’ – a term that was used as early as 1905. Yes, modern life does have stressors that did not occur in ‘ancient life’ but that does not necessarily mean that ancient life was less stressful than modern life. Common ancient stressors would have included lack of food and ever-present physical danger. It is much safer to walk in a European or American street today than it was even 300 years ago, and death by starvation is now comparatively rare in Western societies – though both these stressors occur elsewhere in the world today.


The second point is that the minor stressors at the bottom of the scale merge into very minor stressors, which are sometimes referred to as hassles. Some research suggests that chronic hassles also have an effect on health and happiness.


A final point, and one referred to in the previous chapter, is that stressors can still be positive events. Anything that creates an alerting response, irrespective of whether it ‘feels’ positive or not, creates the physiological responses associated with stress. The equivalent of a positive hassle, which is a minor alerting but positive event, is called an uplift.


Despite its cultural specificity and despite the merging of stressors into hassles, the Holmes and Rahe scale provides a useful starting point for understanding the three causes of the alerting response: novelty, frustration and punishment.


[image: image] Novelty


Several events in the Holmes and Rahe list are stressful because of their novelty. Marriage is a novel event – at least to most people. Many of the less stressful events – such as change in eating habits and vacation – are stressful because of their novelty. Note that many of these minor stressors are normally considered positive events. Most people enjoy going on holiday; and getting married, which is one of the more stressful events, is something that people choose to do. The body is designed for novelty. It is designed for short-term stressors. Just because something is a stressor does not necessarily make it an unpleasant experience. On the contrary, novelty is often exciting, although it does create an alerting response.


One reason why novelty creates an alerting response is because novelty brings uncertainty. In uncertain times, the body prepares itself for any eventuality. That eventuality may require increased effort. So, if a holiday is full of uncertainty, then it is more likely to be experienced as stressful.


Uncertainty coupled with a possible positive outcome creates far less of an alerting response than uncertainty coupled with a possible negative outcome. Chronic and life-threatening illnesses are stressors, in part because of the uncertainty of exacerbations.


A novel situation does not create an alerting response if there are other cues that signal safety, indicating that there is no need for alarm. Going for a massage can be a relatively novel experience, but it is almost always experienced as relaxing. The key to understanding whether novelty will be a stressor is therefore the level of uncertainty. It is high levels of uncertainty, particularly when combined with threat, that are stressful. Low levels of uncertainty require only a minimal alerting response.


	Package holidays




Package holidays and guided tours are not popular with everyone, but they are certainly popular. One reason for their popularity is that they reduce uncertainty. The holidaymaker on a package tour is met by the ‘tour representative’ at the airport holding the sign of the company aloft. The holidaymaker is reassured. The holidaymaker knows that the holiday will bring novelty, but that any novelty is unlikely to be a hassle because the tour rep is always at hand to arrange things.
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[image: image] Frustration


Many different kinds of need motivate human behaviour. A stressor is anything that prevents the satisfaction of an important need. Rather obviously, people usually don’t get stressed if they can’t have their favourite breakfast cereal. They get stressed only when important needs are not satisfied.


Humans have biological needs and they have psychological needs. Frustration of either kind of need can cause stress.


Biological need frustration


Biological needs include the need for food, the need for water, the need to keep a comfortable temperature, the need for sleep and the need for safety. Physical injury, even over a short period, is stressful. Sleep deprivation is stressful, as are long periods of hunger and thirst. Being too cold is stressful. Elderly people tend to be more sensitive to the effects of stressors as well as feeling cold more easily, so it is more important for an elderly person than a younger one to keep warm. Frustration of biological needs has become less common in Western society, but it certainly remains an important stressor in many parts of the world.


Psychological need frustration


In modern society it is often the frustration of psychological needs that is the principal cause of stress. Psychological stressors occur when there is a failure to achieve an important psychological need.


American psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan developed a theory called self-determination theory. According to this theory, people have three superordinate (that is, overarching) goals: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.


[image: image]  Autonomy refers to the goal of controlling things independently of others.


[image: image]  Competence means the goal of being successful, of doing things well.


[image: image]  Relatedness means the goal of having good relations with other people.


It is possible to understand frustration in terms of failure to achieve any of these three superordinate goals.


[image: image] Autonomy and the need for control


There is ample evidence that people have a need for control and autonomy, and to be in charge of their own lives. In 1975 Martin Seligman published a groundbreaking book, Helplessness: On Depression, Development and Death, where he coined the term ‘learned helplessness’. Seligman and later researchers have shown that, when people or animals learn that they are helpless, this has profound consequences for their biology and psychology. If you find that you are helpless, then not only does this lead to biological changes that promote disease and death, but it also leads to psychological changes. These psychological changes include the experience of depression – feeling depressed – and cognitive and motivational deficits.


A cognitive deficit means that a person’s ability to reason or remember is impaired. Helplessness makes people less able to solve complex cognitive problems. A motivational deficit means that a person is less likely to engage in motivated behaviour. Helpless animals will often just sit in their cage and do nothing. Helpless people will often sit on their sofas and do nothing – except watch television.


Learned helplessness occurs when, whatever you do, the outcome remains the same. It is as though you have no ability to influence the world around you. Over time, the inability to control outcomes leads to the person or animal learning that they can never control outcomes – that whatever they do makes no difference at all.


As a general rule, helplessness is associated with negative events, when people are unable to control unpleasant things happening to them. Helplessness is experienced if, whatever you do, your boss is dissatisfied with you, or if, whatever you do, you can’t protect yourself.
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