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1
what is stress?



Stress is an experience that is part of being human. Each of us creates a state of stress within our self that is unique to each and every one of us.


The state of stress experienced can be defined as particular patterns of emotional and physiological neuronal responses to all the stimulation we experience. A stress pattern occurs when there is a mismatch between what we perceive as demands and our perceived ability to cope with those demands. It is the balance between how we view demands and how we think we can cope with those demands that determines whether we experience stress.


This means that only we as individuals can control and manage our stress. Stress management is a personal, life skill that can be learned. We can all benefit from learning more about stress and how to handle it.



The stress balance


The concept of stress can be illustrated and explained by using a simplified model (Figure 1) which we have called ‘the stress balance’.
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Figure 1 The stress balance.


In the pan on one side of the balance is what we see as the demands (shown as D) around us. In the other pan is what we see as our ability to cope or deal with those demands (shown as C). When we feel able to handle our demands then C will balance D. This does not mean, however, that the scales are necessarily perfectly horizontal. Because we are dealing with a psychological phenomenon, we do not know how much of C is needed to be in total balance with D. We do not necessarily have to have equal weights in each pan in order to be in balance. Rather, the scales should be seen as fluctuating up and down to some degree through a zone of balance, which we will refer to as the ‘normal zone’ (Figure 2).


The extent of this zone will be different for every individual and indicates that the body is operating in a normal and healthy way. In this zone we would not say we are experiencing stress. The normal zone can be regarded as our everyday living zone, or normal situations zone, in which we are dealing with familiar and routine daily changes in our environment and with everyday demands that, through our experience, we know pose no major threats. Our body adapts to the changing situation by activating our stress response to a degree that we are hardly aware of. In fact, if we were fully conscious of every little change in our body, we would be less effective in dealing with challenges, novel and emergency situations when these arise. So the stress response is always in a low state of activity, held in a state of readiness for further or full activation but without us constantly experiencing stress.
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Figure 2 The normal zone.


Note:When the term ‘stress’ is used throughout this book, it refers to any degree of activation of the stress response outside the normal zone, be it either distress or eustress. The activity of the stress response in the normal zone should be considered as an inevitable part of our lives and when in this zone we do not experience ‘stress’.


Of course there will be times when small changes in D and C will occur, perhaps as a result of inevitable daily hassles and not feeling too well, so the balance will tip one way and then the other. As long as these fluctuations are within the normal zone of balance, then we would not say we are distressed or eustressed but perhaps we would say we felt a little niggled or stimulated at times. It is when the balance tips outside the normal zone that we experience stress as distress or eustress, and clearly the greater the imbalance the stronger these feelings will be. Imbalance can occur in two ways:


1 Alterations in perceived nature of demands


2 Changes in perceived ability to cope.


Altering demands may not be easy to achieve, so altering the way we perceive the demand and building up coping skills so we are ready to deal with demands is the shrewd move for managing stress.


Distress


When we face an increased number of demands or view the demands that confront us as difficult or threatening, we need to make a judgement about our ability to cope. If that judgement is ‘No, I can’t cope’, then the stress balance can tip into the distress zone as shown in Figure 3. Having too much to do in too little time; dealing with complex tasks without adequate training; promotion into a job for which we are not suited; having too many bills to pay and not enough income; worrying how we will manage if we lose our job; having domestic problems at the same time as changes at work – these are just a few examples of the kinds of demands that can lead to distress.
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Figure 3 The distress zone I.


[image: Image]


Figure 4 The distress zone II.


Distress can also arise from having too few demands to stimulate you, resulting in boredom and frustration. In this case, perceived ability to cope outweighs demands as shown in Figure 4. Having too little to do or too few demanding tasks can be just as distressful as having too much to do or tackling complex jobs. This situation commonly arises when people retire or are given jobs which do not match their abilities.


Eustress


Eustress can be experienced when our perceived ability to cope outweighs our perceived demands as shown in Figure 5. Although we have an imbalance here, clearly this is a desirable one. In this respect, eustress can be regarded as an extension of the normal zone of the stress balance.
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Figure 5 The eustress zone.


Notice here that the situation is different from that described in Figure 4 where distress results from having too few demands. The eustress situation gives rise to a feeling of confidence, of being in control and able to tackle and handle tasks, challenges and demands. The stress response is activated by just the right amount to provide the alertness, the mental and physical performance required to be productive and creative.


The right balance


Because of the way we live today, we are almost certain to feel distress at some time or another, so we need to reduce the frequency and extent to which the stress balance tips into the distress zones. We can do this by decreasing the number and type of demands and by building up our coping resources. This will help to avoid or minimize the effects of distressful situations. We need to learn how to increase our excursions into the eustress zone by getting the right balance between demands and coping resources.


To get the right balance we need to reappraise how we perceive and interact with our environment because this determines the way we match up our demands with our ability to cope.


We cannot live a life devoid of distress so the important thing is not to allow our stress balance to remain permanently in the distress zone and not to stray into this zone too far and too often. Instead we should aim to use our stress response to improve our lives and performance by keeping our balance in the normal and eustress zones. This can be achieved by learning the skills to alter the balance between demands and coping ability and this is the basis for the effective management of stress.


In order to learn these skills it is necessary to understand how the stress response operates in the body.


The stress response


The term ‘stress response’ describes a series of different and complex responses made by the body to any demand it faces.


The stress response is always active to some degree, operating within the normal zone of the stress balance to enable us to deal with everyday changes in the environment. When unusual, novel or excessive demands, challenges or threats arise, the stress response ensures that the body is always in a state of readiness to deal with them.


Because demands can be life-threatening, physical, emotional, pleasant or unpleasant, the body’s response must be appropriate for dealing with the type of situation faced. It would not be effective and economical for the body to activate a single fixed stress response to deal with all eventualities, so different parts and levels of the stress response are activated to enable us to respond in the most appropriate way.


If we are suddenly confronted by an actual life-threatening situation such as a car hurtling out of control towards us or someone about to attack us, our response must be immediate. The body goes on an emergency full alert and prepares for physical activity. Because of the speed and urgency of this level of response it has been called the ‘alarm reaction’ and also the ‘emergency response’. It may be that running away from danger will preserve our life or it could be that staying to fight will be more effective. We decide in a fraction of a second which course of action to take.


The alarm reaction evolved to prepare our ancestors for action when confronted by a wild animal or similar threat. A split-second decision had to be made on whether to stand their ground and fight or turn tail and flee as fast as possible. So another name for the alarm reaction is the ‘fight or flight response’.


The alarm response is not an appropriate way to deal with long-term threats and demands. Here we need to make continual adjustments over a relatively long period of time. This involves mainly another part of the stress response called the ‘resistance reaction’.


Many of the demands we face today are not necessarily directly life-threatening (life or death situations) but nevertheless pose threats and challenges to our personal security and wellbeing. These demands are usually emotional rather than physical in nature. Some arise unexpectedly and suddenly and last only a short time, while others persist for a long period – gnawing away day after day, week after week and even year after year. These long-term demands may include maintaining and protecting our own and our family’s wellbeing and relationships, finding and keeping a job or earning a living and striving for promotion. Dealing with these situations is often distressful since it can involve struggling to establish control or fearing that control might be lost and, as a result, the safety and wellbeing of self and family is threatened.
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