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    CHAPTER 1




    STRESS IN ALL STAGES OF LIFE




    One of the biggest mistakes parents and teachers can make is to think that only adults suffer from stress and that children have lives free of major tensions. In fact, any living organism can suffer the impact of stressful events and children certainly may suffer from them. It is not necessary for tragic occurrences to happen, even small events can have an impact on the developing child, depending on the stage of development, health, and past history. The stressor can range from lack of adequate care, hunger, hospitalizations, death in the family, fights, parents’ unemployment to birth of siblings, change in caretakers or change of school teachers. It should be pointed out that there are no differences in regard race, birth of place or economic status of the family as far as the occurrence of stress.




    There area many other misconceptions in regard stress in early age. One of them is the fear that a stressed child will be jeopardize for ever and that therefore all should be done to protect a child from stressful events at all times. First of all, a little stress, in the right proportion, is necessary to prepare the child for latter encounters with adult stressors. Secondly, a child who became stressed out and received the right treatment will be better prepared to face future struggles compared with the one that never faced adversities. The sooner a child learns how to deal with the stress of life, the better equipped it will be to deal with struggles and challenges. However, care should be taken so that the stressors do not outrange the developmental level and the ability of each one to deal with them.




    Many parents feel really guilty when their son or daughter gets a diagnosis of emotional stress, thinking that they failed in the parental measures. If you are in this situation, try not let this put you down. It is true that parental stress seems contagious and the child ends up feeling the parental condition, but many other factors might be playing a role in the situation. The important thing if for you to take stock of the situation and grant your child the necessary help This book might help you to acquire the tools to help your own child. It also helps to look at your own level of stress and try to minimize it. If you try all measures suggested here and do not success, my advice is to look for the help of a psychologist for your child or for yourself. There is nothing wrong in looking for help when we need it.




    Before considering what is like to be stressed during childhood, it is necessary to understand what emotional stress really is. So much is said nowadays about it, that it is common for a misunderstand of it to hinder the opportunity for the person to get appropriate help, since some people end up perceiving it as a nothing event that will disappear by itself, while others will feel very disturbed by it, especially when it is present in a child.




    GENERAL STRESS CONCEPTS: UNDERSTANDING WHAT IS HAPPINING




    Defining stress




    Stress is on the rise around the world and has been associated with the ontogenesis of several diseases, especially mental illness, in both developed and developing countries, regardless of the person’s age or status. According to Hans Selye, the pioneer in scientific studies in the area, stress is a non-specific response of the body when faced with any demand. We can then say that stress is the name that is given to a set of reactions that we have when something happens that frightens us, excites us or makes us extremely happy. Our reaction at this time contains physical and psychological sensations that cause chemical changes in the body. Any situation that arouses strong emotion, good or bad, that requires changes in the person’s way of acting is a stressor, that is, a source of stress. It should be noted that not only do bad things cause stress: good events, such as Christmas and birthdays, can cause tension, as they require greater effort than required on a day-to-day. This is true for both the adult and the child. It is possible to state that stress is a state of functional disequilibrium that develops when faced with challenging situations leading the organism to use its psychobiological resources to cope with events that demand a mobilizing action. It is an attempt to overcome a challenge, to survive a threat, whether real or imaginary. Essentially, it has at its root the need for the organism to cope with something that threatens its internal equilibrium. When the resources of the moment are insufficient due to personal vulnerability, or the absence of coping strategy, or when dialing with stressors of great severity or intensity, the organism can be affected in its fullness with serious consequences for its physical or mental health. The psychophysiological changes that occur as part of the stress reaction involve the central nervous system, including the neuroendocrine, autonomic and immune systems. As some organs have their functioning accelerated (cardiovascular system) and in others it is slowed down (digestive system), an organic imbalance occurs requiring the body a great psychobiological effort to deal with the present challenge. The production of adrenaline, cortisol and other hormones in the face of the perception of a stressor is useful in preserving life at certain times, because it energizes the body and motivates it to action. The human being, for the sake of genetically programmed defense, always tries to rebalance his organic functions, to reestablish internal equilibrium, that is, it tries to ensure the maintenance of the stability of the internal environment. The effort it has to dispend to recalibrate its functioning, adapting it to the present reality, is part of the stress reaction is called allostasis. Thus, through an allostatic action the organism obtains adaptation to what is occurring, rebalancing or changing its own functioning a little to survive the stressor, that is, the present challenge. The ability of all living beings to adapt to changes and stressors is of fundamental importance to ensure survival. So small or moderate doses of challenges can be positive and motivating for action. However, when there is a hypo sufficiency of resources or because the person is very vulnerable genetically due to the absence of coping strategy, or even by the severity or intensity of the stressor present, the organism can be affected in its fullness with serious consequences for its physical or mental health. Frequent or intense episodes of stress can lead to serious consequences on brain function and structure, especially in the limbic system that coordinates the stress reaction.




    Some people seem to have a chronic tendency to react more intensively to the events of life. This tendency, from what we have seen in clinic and research, is sometimes the product of genetic predispositions that, to some extent, is independent of the outside world and that arise due to the way the person is. As the case of the person suffering from depression or biological anxiety. Other times, it comes from life events that activate the tendency to stress and leads the human to pathogenic stress. Stress does not occur, however, only in people who have this tendency. There are many severe cases of stress caused by situations that would be stressful for everyone, as cases of war, kidnapping, hunger, assaults, work overload, serious losses, occupations, interpersonal conflicts, major changes, among others. Every human being, born with the predisposition to stress or not, has its limit to withstand tensions and difficulties. When the stressful load exceeds this limit, with or without genetic or constitutional predisposition, stress will occur.




    The diagnosis of stress cannot be arbitrary, as it requires an adequate understanding of what constitutes a stress reaction and of the symptomatologic condition that characterizes it. The differential diagnosis of stress is only possible within the context of familiarity with the physical and psychological manifestations that go with it. A variety of methods have been proposed to evaluate stress, for example, through the number of significant stressors that have occurred in life, over a given period of time, or using inventories or scales that measure the symptoms present at a specific time. It advisable that adults understand the process by which stress develops so that it can be treated as soon as it begins to rise.




    How stress manifest itself: The four-phase model of stress




    A new view on how stress progresses in seriousness, proposed recently by myself and Dr. L.M. Lipp, indicates that the stress reaction develops according to four different stages of gravity: such as: alarm, resistance near exhaustion and exhaustion.




    ALARM PHASE




    Alarm occurs when the person first faces a demand. When a person has do deal with a challenge, there is a mobilization of its energies in order to prepare it to face the situation and, if necessary, preserve its existence. it is the initial phase of stress, called alarm. It is a natural mechanism of response to stressful events, similar to everyone and it can be generated by any and all kind of challenging situation. After a period of exposure to the challenging event, another stage of the stress process develops as resistance to what is occurring. In the alarm phase, the most common symptoms are: tension or muscle pain, heartburn, skin problems, irritability without apparent cause, nervousness, excessive sensitivity, anxiety, sleep problems and restlessness.




    RESISTANCE PHASE




    It is the second phase of stress. If during the alarm phase the person is able to eliminate or adapt to the situation, the biological functions are reestablished to approximately its previous functioning. However, it must be understood that the multiple adaptations, accumulated over time, can lead to the wear and tear of the organism, with possible consequences of for the human being. At this stage, two of the most important symptoms arise, which are: difficulties with memory and a mental /physical fatigue, among others




    NEAR EXHAUSTION PHASE




    The Near Exhaustion phase represents the moment at which the organism can no longer fully resist disequilibrium caused by the stress reaction and is on the verge of breaking down. The energy required to maintain homeostasis is not fully sufficient, and the individual oscillates between moments in which he/she is able to maintain equilibrium and those in which the organism’s functions are impaired, with some functions accelerating (those controlled by the sympathetic nervous system – SNS) and others decelerating (those which depend on the parasympathetic nervous system – PSNS). To deal with situations that threaten homeostasis, the organism has the ability to initiate quick molecular and behavioral responses, by way of neuronal changes that allow for the reestablishment of internal equilibrium (homeostasis). the final stage of total depletion of resistance (Exhaustion), marked by the onset of signs of illness.




    The permanence of the stressor or the appearance of other challenges would cause the individual’s tolerance to decrease (he/she would no longer be able to fully resist all the strain) and signs of illness would begin to develop. The period of time between when one could adapt to the stressor (Resistance) and the final stage of total depletion of resistance (Exhaustion), marked by the onset of signs of illness, is what was designated as Near-exhaustion. Accordingly, Near-exhaustion is an intermediate phase in which the shock organ, i.e., the individual’s area of greatest vulnerability, starts to manifest itself. Even when the stressor is eliminated, or the individual undergoes treatment, or even shakes off the condition of stress, the shock organ will already be defined. Therefore, the near-exhaustion phase is clinically important and its diagnosis allows preventive measures to be taken.




    EXHAUSTION PHASE




    After a period of great or prolonged stress, the person can no longer deal with the situation. The energy reserves become extinguished and illness can occur giving way to the phase of exhaustion. At this stage, difficulty concentrating, apathy, depression, anxiety, in addition to physical diseases can occur. This is because when stress is prolonged, the immune system is affected by reducing the person’s resistance and making him/her vulnerable to the development of infectious infections and diseases, in addition to latent physical and mental illnesses.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    WHAT ARE THE CAUSES OF STRESS IN ADULTS?




    Research shows that what causes stress can be classified on two categories: external and internal factors, called stressors.




    External stressors




    Events such as accidents, losses, interpersonal conflicts, unemployment or even positive situations, for instance, child birth, marriage, promotion, etc. can generate tension and are considered external stressors. Surprisingly, positive events have the power to generate stress due to the fact that they require an effort by the body to adapt to its new reality. All that require such an effort should be considered a stressor, which is why DSM-V uses the terminology of adaptation disorder. However, there are other stressors, often more potent, that are generated by the person ‘s own being. They are the internal stressors.’




    Internal stressors




    Those may include negative, pessimistic or stereotyped way of thinking. Consequently, the same event may or may not trigger a stress reaction in different people depending on the interpretation that each gives to the event. External and internal stressors may interact at a given time to determine the stress level and intensity that a person might develop. Adults and children may have both types of stressors present during a life time. The most common sources of stress in children will be discussed in details later on. Table 1 shows some of the most common stressors in adult life.




    Table 1. Some internal and external sources of stress in adults.




    ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------




     Internal Conditions capable of acting as continuous sources of Stress 




     Anxiety




     Pessimism




     Self-criticism and excessive expectation for self and others




     Dysfunctional thoughts




     A pattern of behaviors characterized by haste




     Competition and hostility




     Fear




     Loneliness




     External conditions capable of acting as continuous sources of stress




     Environmental and social conditions




     Occupation exercised




     Responsabilidades excessivas;




    ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------




    If you are in doubt about the nature of your stress sources, Table 2 will help you see if your stress level is self-produced.




    Table 2. Assess your internal sources of stress




    ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------




    1. I get very angry when someone disagrees with me




    () True ( ) False




    2. I feel restless when I'm not doing anything




    () True () False




    3. I feel nervous when people make me waste time
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