MODULE 4
STRESS, COPING AND HEALTH
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The term Stress is used to describe the physical, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to events that are appraised as threatening or challenging. The problem of stress can show itself in many ways. Physical problems can include unusual fatigue, sleeping problems, frequent colds, and even chest pains and nausea. People under stress may behave differently, too: pacing, eating too much, crying a lot, smoking and drinking more than usual, or physically striking out at others by hitting or throwing things. Emotionally, people under stress experience anxiety, depression, fear, and irritability, as well as anger and frustration. Mental symptoms of stress include problems in concentration, memory, and decision making, and people under stress often lose their sense of humor.
Stressors
Stress-causing events are called stressors; they can come from within a person or from an external source and range from relatively mild to severe. Stressors can range from the deadly serious (hurricanes, fires, crashes, combat) to the merely irritating and annoying (delays, rude people, losing one’s car keys). Stressors can even be imaginary, as when a parent imagines the worst happening to a teenage child who isn’t yet home from an evening out.
There are two kinds of stressors: those that cause distress, which occurs when people experience unpleasant stressors such as severe disease, death of a loved one, etc. and those that cause eustress, which results from positive events. Marriage, a job promotion, and having a baby may all be positive events for most people, but they all require a great deal of change in people’s habits, duties, and often lifestyle, thereby creating stress. Hans Selye (1936) originally coined the term eustress to describe the stress experienced when positive events require the body to adapt. 
I. ENVIRONMENTAL STRESSORS
Catastrophes 
An unpredictable event that happens and creates tremendous amounts of stress is known as catastrophes. Wars, hurricanes, floods, fires, airplane crashes, and other disasters are catastrophes.
Major Life Changes
Major life changes such as the death of a loved one, losing a job, severe diseases etc. are examples of big life changes that can be stressful. Even positive changes such as getting married, going college, retirement, etc. can cause significant amount of stress. 
Hassles
Hassles are a source of stress that include irritation, frustration and disturbing demands that people face on day-to-day life.  Concern about health, being lonely, anxiety about performance, wasting time etc. are examples of daily hassles.
II. PSYCHOLOGICAL STRESSORS
Pressure
When there are urgent demands or expectations for a person’s behavior coming from an outside source, that person is experiencing pressure. Pressure occurs when people feel that they must work harder, faster, or do more, as when meeting a deadline or studying for final exams. Time pressure is one of the most common forms of pressure. Although some people claim to “work well under pressure,” the truth is that pressure can have a negative impact on a person’s ability to be creative.
Uncontrollability
 The degree of control that the person has over a particular event or situation can create stress. The less control a person has, the greater the degree of stress. When potentially stressful situations are unpredictable, as in police work, the degree of stress experienced is increased. 
Frustration
Frustration occurs when people are blocked or prevented from achieving a desired goal or fulfilling a perceived need. As a stressor, frustration can be external, such as when a car breaks down, a desired job offer doesn’t come through after all, or experiencing a theft of one’s belongings.  Internal frustrations, also known as personal frustrations, occur when the goal or need cannot be attained because of internal or personal characteristics. For example, a person wanting to be an engineer but who has no math skills would find it difficult to attain that goal.
When frustrated, people may use several typical responses. The first is persistence, or the continuation of efforts to get around whatever is causing the frustration. Persistence may involve making more intense efforts or changing the style of response. For example, anyone who has ever put coins into a drink machine only to find that the drink does not come out has probably (1) pushed the button again, more forcefully, and (2) pushed several other buttons in an effort to get some kind of response from the machine. If neither of these strategies works, many people may hit or kick the machine itself in an act of aggression.
Aggression, or actions meant to harm or destroy, is unfortunately another typical reaction to frustration. Early psychologists in the field of behaviorism proposed a connection between frustration and aggression, calling it the frustration–aggression hypothesis. Although they believed that some form of frustration nearly always precedes aggression, that does not mean that frustration always leads to aggression. In fact, aggression is a frequent and persistent response to frustration. Another possibility is to take out one’s frustrations is displaced aggression. Anyone who has ever been frustrated by things that occurred at work or school and then later yelled at another person (such as a spouse, parent, child, etc.) has experienced displaced aggression. 
Another possible reaction to frustration is escape or withdrawal. Escape or withdrawal can take the form of leaving, dropping out of school, quitting a job, or ending a relationship. Some people manage a psychological escape or withdrawal into apathy (ceasing to care about or act upon the situation), fantasy (which is only a temporary escape), or the use of drugs. Others find suicide as a final way to escape. 
Conflict
Conflict occurs when two or more incompatible motivations of behavioral impulses compete for expression. There are mainly four types of conflicts
Approach–Approach Conflict: In an approach–approach conflict, a person experiences desire for two goals, each of which is attractive. Typically, this type of conflict, often called a “win-win situation,” is relatively easy to resolve and does not involve a great deal of stress. Because both goals are desirable, the only stress involved is having to choose between them. An example of this might be the need to choose between the chocolate cake or a dessert. Among four kinds of conflicts, approach-approach conflict is least stressful.
Avoidance–Avoidance Conflict:  Avoidance–avoidance conflicts are most unpleasant and highly stressful. In this conflict, the choice is between two or more goals or events that are unpleasant. For example, people who are fearful of dental procedures might face the conflict of suffering the pain of a toothache or going to the dentist. Because neither alternative is pleasant, many people avoid making a choice by delaying decisions. For example, given the choice of risky back surgery or living with the pain, some people would wait, hoping that the pain would go away on its own and relieve them of the need to make a choice.
Approach–Avoidance Conflict: In Approach–avoidance conflicts the goal or event may have both positive and negative aspects that make the goal appealing and yet unappealing at the same time. For example, marriage is a big decision to make for anyone and usually has both its attractive features, such as togetherness, sharing good times, and companionship, and also its negative aspects, such as disagreements, money issues, and mortgages. This is perhaps the most stressful of all of the types of conflict, causing many people to vacillate or be unable to decide for or against the goal or event. 
Multiple Approach–Avoidance Conflicts: When the choice is between two goals that have both positive and negative elements to each goal, it is called a double approach–avoidance conflict. For example, what if a person had the choice of buying a house out in the country or in the city? The house in the country has its attractions: privacy, fresh air, and quiet. But there would be a long commute to one’s job in the city. A house in the city would make getting to work a lot easier, but then there are the negative aspects of pollution, noise, and crowded city streets. Each choice has both good and bad points. This type of conflict also tends to lead to vacillation. 
In a multiple approach–avoidance conflict, one would have more than two goals or options to consider, making the decision even more difficult and stressful. For many college students, deciding on a specific school or a career major is actually this type of conflict.
III. SOCIAL FACTORS IN STRESS
Two of the more prominent social factors in creating stressful living conditions are: poverty and job stress.
Poverty: Living in poverty is stressful for many reasons. Lack of sufficient money to provide the basic necessities of life can lead to many stressors: overcrowding, lack of medical care, increased rates of disabilities due to poor prenatal care, noisy environments, increased rates of illness (such as asthma in childhood) and violence, and substance abuse.
Job Stress:  There are stresses associated with the workplace that add to daily stressors. Some of the typical sources of stress in the workplace include the workload, a lack of variety or meaningfulness in work, lack of control over decisions, long hours, poor physical work conditions, and lack of job security. Stress at work can result in the same symptoms as stress from any other source. One of the more serious effects of workplace stress is a condition called burnout.
Culture: When a person is relocating from one culture to a new culture, the person may experience a great deal of stress. Culture stress can take on many forms, the most common being depression, irritability and homesickness.
RESPONDING TO STRESS
We can analyze a person’s reaction to stress at three levels: Emotional, Physiological and Behavioral responses.
1. EMOTIONAL RESPONSES TO STRESS
When people are under stress, they often react emotionally. Common emotional responses to stress include the following.
a. Annoyance, rage and anger. Stress frequently produces feelings of anger ranging in intensity from mild annoyance to uncontrollable rage. Frustration is particularly likely to generate anger.
b. Apprehension, anxiety and fear. Stress probably evokes anxiety and fear more often than any other emotions.
c. Dejection, sadness and grief. Sometimes stress – especially frustration – simply brings you down. Routine setbacks such as traffic tickets and poor grades often produce feelings of dejection. More profound setbacks, such as deaths, and divorces, typically leave one grief-stricken.

Effects of Emotional Arousal
Emotional responses are a natural and normal part of life. Even unpleasant emotions serve important purposes. Painful emotions can serve warning that one needs to take action. However, strong emotional arousal can also interfere with efforts to cope with stress. 
The inverted – U hypothesis predicts that task performance should improve with increased emotional arousal – up to a point, after which further increases in arousal become disruptive and performance deteriorates. This idea is referred to as the inverted – U hypothesis.
2.  PHYSIOLOGICAL RESPONSES TO STRESS
Important physiological changes that often accompany those responses are: (1) the fight or flight response (2) The general adaptation syndrome (3) Brain-body pathways.
 The fight or flight responses: Walter Cannon (1932) was one of the first theorists to describe the fight or flight response. It is a physiological reaction to threat in which the ANS mobilizes the organism for attacking (fight) or fleeing (flight) an enemy. The ANS controls blood vessels, smooth muscles and glands. The fight or flight response is mediated by the sympathetic division of ANS.
General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS)
Hans Selye was a Hungarian endocrinologist who gave a scientific explanation for biological stress. This is known as GAS. He studied the sequence of physiological reactions that the body goes through when adapting to a stressor. This sequence is called the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS) and consists of three stages: alarm, resistance, and exhaustion. 
· Stage 1: Alarm
1) Upon encountering a stressor, body reacts with “fight-or-flight” response and sympathetic nervous system is activated.
2) Hormones such as cortisol and adrenalin released into the bloodstream to meet the threat or danger. As a result, there is an increase in heart rate, blood pressure, and the supply of blood sugar, resulting in a burst of energy.
3) The body’s resources now mobilized.
· Stage 2: Resistance
1) Parasympathetic nervous system returns many physiological functions to normal levels while body focuses resources against the stressor.
2) Blood glucose levels remain high, cortisol and adrenalin continue to circulate at high levels, but outward appearance of organism seems normal.
3) Increase Heart Rate, BP, breathing
4) Body remains on red alert.
· Stage 3: Exhaustion
1) If stressor continues beyond body’s capacity, organism wear out resources
2)  becomes susceptible to disease and death.

Alarm and resistance are stages that people experience many times throughout life, allowing people to adapt to life’s demands. It is the prolonged secretion of the stress hormones during the exhaustion stage that can lead to the most harmful effects of stress.

Brain body Pathways
There are two major pathways along which the brain sends signals to the endocrine system in response to stress. The endocrine system consists of glands located at various sites in the body that secrete chemicals called hormones. The hypothalamus is the brain structure that appears to initiate action along these two pathways.
	The first pathway is route through the ANS. In response to stress, your hypothalamus activates the sympathetic division of the ANS. A key part of this activation involves stimulating the central part of the adrenal glands (the adrenal medulla) to release large amounts of catecholamines into the blood stream. These hormones radiate throughout your body, producing the physiological changes seen in the fight or flight response. The net result of catecholamine elevation is that your body is mobilized for action. Heart rate and blood flow increase and more blood is pumped to your brain and muscles. Respiration and oxygen consumption speedup, which facilitates alertness. Digestive processes are inhibited to conserve your energy. The pupils of your eye dilate, increasing visual sensitivity.
	The second pathway involves more direct communication between the brain and the endocrine system. The hypothalamus sends signals to the so-called master gland of the endocrine system, the pituitary gland. In turn, the pituitary secretes a hormone (ACTH) that stimulates the outer part of the adrenal glands (the adrenal cortex). To release another important set of hormones – corticosteroids. These hormones stimulate the release of more fats and proteins into circulation, thus helping to increase your energy. 
BEHAVIORAL RESPONSES TO STRESS
Most of the behavioral responses to stress involve coping. Coping refers to active efforts to master, reduce or tolerate the demands created by stress.
	In reality, coping responses may be adaptive or maladaptive. For example, if you were flunking a stress by 1. Increasing your study efforts 2. Seeking help from a tutor 3. Blaming your professor, or 4. Giving up on the class without really trying. Clearly the first two of these coping responses would be more adaptive than the last two.
	People cope with stress in many ways but most individuals exhibit certain styles of coping that are fairly consistent across situations.
i. Striking out at others
	People often respond to stressful events by striking out at others with aggressive behavior. Aggression is any behavior that is intended to hurt someone, either physically or verbally. 
ii. Giving up
Martin Seligman has developed a model of this giving up syndrome. In Seligman’s research, animals were subjected to electric shocks that they could not escape. The animals were then given an opportunity to learn a response that would allow them to escape the shock. However, many of the animals became so apathetic that they did not even try to learn the escape response. Seligman called this syndrome learned helplessness. Learned helplessness is passive behavior produced by exposure to unavoidable aversive events.
iii. Indulging oneself
Stress sometimes leads to self-indulgence. When troubled by stress, many people engage in excessive consummatory behavior – unwise patterns of eating, drinking, smoking, using drugs, spending money and so forth.
iv. Defensive Coping
Many people exhibit consistent styles of defensive coping in response to stress. Defense mechanisms are largely unconscious reactions that protect a person from unpleasant emotions such as anxiety and guilt. The main purpose of defense mechanism is to ward off unwelcome emotions or to reduce their intensity. Defenses are also used to suppress dangerous feelings of anger so that they don’t explode into acts of aggression. Guilt and dejection are two other emotions that people often try to evade through defensive maneuvers.
v. Constructive Coping
It refers to relatively healthful efforts that people make to deal with stress. Constructive coping includes
1. It involves confronting problems directly. It is task relevant and action oriented.
2. It involves learning to recognize and, in some cases, inhibit potentially disruptive emotional reactions to stress.
3. It involves learning to exert control over potentially harmful habitual behaviors. 

EFFECTS OF STRESS ON PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING 
When stress is severe, or when many stressful demands pile up, one’s psychological functioning may be affected.
i. Impaired Task Performance
Pressure to perform often makes people self-conscious and that this elevated self-consciousness disrupts their attention.
ii. Burnout
Burnout can be defined as negative changes in thoughts, emotions, and behavior as a result of prolonged stress or frustration. Symptoms of burnout involves physical mental and emotional. The physical exhaustion includes chronic fatigue, weakness and low energy. The mental exhaustion is manifested in highly negative attitudes toward oneself, one’s work and life in general. The emotional exhaustion includes feeling hopeless, helpless and trapped.
iii. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorders (PTSDs)
PTSD is a disorder characterized by failure to recover after experiencing a stressful event. The condition may last months or years with triggers that can bring back memories of trauma accompanied by intense emotional and physical reactions. 
iv. Psychological Problems and disorders
Stress may contribute to poor academic performance, insomnia, nightmares, sexual difficulties, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, and unhappiness. Above all, stress often plays a role in the onset of full-fledged psychological disorders including anxiety, depression, schizophrenia and eating disorders. 
EFFECTS OF STRESS ON PHYSICAL HEALTH 
Stress can cause physical illness. Psychosomatic diseases are physical ailments with a genuine organic basis that are caused in part by psychological factors especially emotional distress. The underlying assumption is that stress-induced autonomic arousal plays a key role in the development of psychosomatic diseases. Common psychosomatic diseases include hypertension, ulcers, asthma, skin disorders, migraine and tension headaches. These diseases do not necessarily have a strong psychological component in very affected individual. 
OTHER HEALTH ISSUES 
The physical effects of stress on the body and the immune system are only part of the picture of the influence of stress in daily life. Studies have shown that children in families experiencing ongoing stress are more likely to develop fevers with illness than are other children. 
Stress is a major contributing factor in a variety of human diseases and disorders, including heart disease, diabetes, cancer, depression, and HIV/AIDS.
COPING WITH STRESS
Coping strategies are actions that people can take to master, tolerate, reduce, or minimize the effects of stressors, and they can include both behavioral strategies and psychological strategies
i. Problem focused Coping: When people try to eliminate the source of a stress or reduce its impact through their own actions, it is called problem-focused coping. For example, a student might have a problem understanding a particular professor. The professor is knowledgeable but has trouble explaining the concepts of the course in a way that this student can understand. Problem-focused coping might include talking to the professor after class, asking fellow students to clarify the concepts, getting a tutor, or forming a study group with other students who are also having difficulty to pool the group’s resources.
ii. Emotion focused coping: Emotion-focused coping strategies that change the impact of a stressor by changing the emotional reaction to the stressor. For example, drug therapy can be seen as emotion focused coping as it focuses on the arousal caused by stress not the problem. Another example is distraction, keeping yourself busy to take your mind off the issue. Emotion focused coping focuses on regulating negative emotional reactions to stress such as anxiety, fear, stress, and anger. This type of coping may be useful when a stressor is something that you cannot change.
 Meditation as a Coping Mechanism 
Meditation can produce a state of relaxation that can aid in coping with the physiological reactions to a stressful situation. While meditating, brain waves consist of more theta and alpha waves (indicating deep relaxation), but little to no delta waves, which would indicate deep sleep.  In meditation, the goal is to focus the mind on some unchanging stimulus (such as a spot or the sound of one’s own heart beating) so that the mind can forget daily hassles and problems and the body can relax. Meditation produces a state of relaxation in which blood pressure is lowered, alpha waves (brain waves associated with relaxation) are increased, and the amounts of melatonin secreted at night (the hormone that helps induce sleep) are increased.
Culture and Coping 
When a person from one culture must live in another culture, that person may experience a great deal of stress. The stress resulting from the need to change and adapt to the dominant or majority culture is called acculturative stress. Acculturation means the process of adapting to a new or different culture, often the dominant culture.
The way in which a minority person chooses to enter into the majority culture can also have an impact on the degree of stress that person will experience. One method is called integration, in which the individual tries to maintain a sense of the original cultural identity while also trying to form a positive relationship with members of the majority culture. For example, an integrated person will maintain a lot of original cultural traditions within the home and with immediate family members but will dress like the majority culture and adopt some of those characteristics as well. For people who choose integration, acculturative stress is usually low. In assimilation, the minority person gives up the old cultural identity and completely adopts the majority culture’s ways. Assimilation leads to moderate levels of stress, most likely due to the loss of cultural patterns and rejection by other members of the minority culture who have not chosen assimilation. Separation is a pattern in which the minority person rejects the majority culture’s ways and tries to maintain the original cultural identity. Members of the minority culture refuse to learn the language of the dominant culture, and they live where others from their culture live, socializing only with others from their original culture. 
Religion and Coping 
A belief in a higher power can also be a source of great comfort in times of stress. There are several ways that religious beliefs can affect the degree of stress people experience and the ability to cope with that stress. First, people who hold strong religious beliefs attend regular religious functions, such as services at a synagogue, mosque, temple, or church. This membership can be a vital part of a person’s social-support system. People do not feel alone in their struggle, both literally because of the people who surround them in their religious community and spiritually because of the intangible presence of their deity. Another way that religion helps people cope involves the rituals and rites that help people feel better about personal weaknesses, failures, or feelings of inadequacy. These include rituals such as confession of sins or prayer services during times of stress. Finally, religious beliefs can give meaning to things that otherwise seem to have no meaning or purpose, such as viewing death as a pathway to a paradise, or the destruction of one’s home in a natural disaster as a reminder to place less attachment on material things. 
 Social Support and Coping
Social support is an important strategy which help people to cope with traumatic experiences. A social support network is made up of friends, family, peers and coworkers. Lack of social support can lead to isolation and loneliness. Social support benefit in the following way:
1. Improve the ability to cope with stressful situations
2. Alleviating the effects of emotional distress
3. Promote lifelong good mental health and wellbeing
4. Enhance self esteem
5. Promote healthy life style
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