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STRESS is… 

• The response of the body to any demand made upon it

– The "demand" can be a threat, a challenge or any kind of change 
which requires the body and mind to adapt. 

– The response is non-specific, automatic, immediate, often measurable  

• A condition or feeling we experience when we perceive that 
demands exceed our personal resources.

– Depends on our perception of a situation and our real ability to cope 
with it

– We feel great stress when we think we cannot handle the demands 
put upon us 

– We feel little stress when we have the time, experience and resources 
to manage a situation

• Stress can be good ("eustress") when it helps us perform better

• Stress can be bad ("distress") when it causes upset or makes us sick 
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What Causes Stress?

• External stressors:

– Daily hassles

• commuting, misplacing keys, mechanical breakdowns

– Physical environment

• noise, bright lights, heat or cold, colours, confined spaces, powerful 
smells

– Psychological / Social environments

• bullying, rudeness, bossiness, aggressiveness, working/learning 
conditions

– Organizational

• rules, regulations, deadlines, under stimulation, work overload, task 
ambiguity 

– Major life events

• death of a relative, divorce, lost job, promotion, new baby, 
relationship conflicts
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What Causes Stress?

• Internal stressors:

– Lifestyle choices

• caffeine, not enough sleep, overloaded schedule

– Physical ailments

• infection or inflammation 

– Negative Thinking and Mind Traps

• pessimism, self-criticism, over-analyzing

• unrealistic expectations, taking things personally, all-or-nothing 
thinking, exaggerated thinking, rigid thinking

– Stressful personality traits

• Type A, perfectionist, workaholic, pleaser
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The Stress Response 

• General Adaptation Syndrome - Hans Selye (1907-1982)

– Alarm

• ‘fight/flight/freeze’ survival instinct

• short-term 

– Resistance

• Resisting or adapting to the stressor

• Long-term

– Exhaustion

• Burnout



6/23

The ALARM Phase

• Our bodies and brains enter survival mode When we are 
surprised or perceive an immediate threat…

• Adrenaline and Cortisol are quickly released that help us 
survive…

– Increases blood sugar heart rate, blood pressure, breathing, sweating 

– Pupils dilate

– Constricts surface blood vessels; Diverts blood away from the skin to 
the muscles and core

– Focuses our attention on the threat, to the exclusion of everything else

• All significantly improve our ability to survive life-threatening 
events

• When the threat subsides the body returns to normal - the 
'relaxation response'. 

– Varies among people; so people recover from acute stress at different 
rates
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Power, but little control...

The situation does not have to be obviously life-threatening or 
even harmful.

• This fight-or-flight response is a normal part of everyday life 
and stress, although often with low intensity; we do not 
notice it.

– this response occurs when frustrated or interrupted

– when we experience a situation that is new or challenging or changing 
rapidly 
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Few situations in modern working life where this response is 
useful.  Most situations need a calm, rational, controlled and 
socially sensitive approach.

• excitable, anxious, jumpy and irritable  reduced ability to 
work effectively with other people. 

• Trembling and heart pounding  difficult to execute precise, 
controlled skills. 

• The intense focus on survival  reduced ability to make fine 
judgments

• more accident-prone and less able to make good decisions
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The Resistance Phase

• Long-term 'chronic' stressors are the continuous pressures

• the urge to fight or flee has been suppressed lower 
intensity response. 
– many physiological functions return to normal levels while body 

focuses resources against the stressor.

– cortisol and adrenaline continue to circulate at elevated levels

– HR, BP, Blood glucose levels remain high, breathing still fast and 
shallow

– Outward appearance seems normal, but body remains on red alert.

• This phase will last for as long as we can cope

• The resistance to the stressor increases as we adapt and cope
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• If the body remains in the resistance phase it eventually 
becomes drained of its resources

• no longer able to maintain a response BURNOUT

• maladaptive diseases will occur

The Exhaustion Phase
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Stress and Physical Health

• fatigue, headache

• muscle aches/stiffness 
(especially neck, shoulders 
and low back)

• heart palpitations, chest 
pains, chest tightness

• abdominal cramps, nausea

• trembling, cold extremities

• flushing or sweating 

• frequent infections

– Colds and ‘flus, UTIs

• Stomach ulcers

• Early menopause

• Sleeping difficulties

• Loss of appetite

• Loss of sex drive 

• Erectile dysfunction

• Heart disease, heart 
attacks, strokes

• Irritable bowel and 
bladder

• Immune diseases - SLE, RA

• Diabetes

• Cancers
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Stress and Mental & Emotional Health

Mental:

• decrease in concentration 
and memory

• ↓creativity, 
indecisiveness, mind 
racing or going blank 

• Reduced work 
performance

– uncharacteristic errors or 
missed deadlines 

• confusion, loss of sense of 
humour

• drug addictions

Emotional:

• anxiety, nervousness, 
depression

• anger, frustration

• worry, fear, irritability, 
impatience

• short tempered, sudden 
outbursts

• aggressive, obsessive, 
possessive
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Stress and Behaviour

– Nervous habits

• nail-biting, foot-tapping, pen chewing

• pacing, fidgeting

– Increased eating, smoking, drinking

– Crying, shouting, swearing

– Blaming, throwing things or becoming physically 
violent

– Poor health-seeking habits

– Neglect of family and home

– Abuse of family and home

– Withdrawal 
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Managing Stress(ors)?
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• Stress = two main judgements

– Firstly, I must feel threatened by the situation

– Secondly, I must doubt that my capabilities and resources are sufficient 
to meet the threat.

• How stressed I feel depends on how much damage I think the 
situation can do to me, and how closely my resources meet 
the demands of the situation. 

– This sense of threat is rarely physical

– Often involves perceived threats to… 

• my social standing other people’s opinion of me

• my career prospects own deeply held values and worldview

• Just as with physical threats to our life, these perceived 
threats trigger the hormonal fight-or-flight response, with all 
of its negative consequences. 
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Three Major Approaches To Manage Stressors

Action-oriented approaches

• best where you have some control

Emotionally-oriented approaches

• subtle but effective

Acceptance-oriented approaches

• when there is no valid alternative
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Action-Oriented Approaches –
best where you have some control

• Work Overload

– Planning ahead

– Time management

– Activity logs

– To do lists

– Delegation

• some of the most satisfying and rewarding ways of managing 
stress

• overcoming and changing stressful situations to our advantage. 

• help to manage the demands upon us and increase the 
resources we can mobilize

• Problem Jobs

– Understand the job and how it is 

evaluated

– Good communication

– Comfortable working conditions

– Taking breaks

– Don’t take it home

– Relaxation on and off work
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• Problem People

– Assertiveness

• communicate what you want 

clearly and openly and rationally 

explain why

• Avoid the inappropriate emotional 

drama

• Avoid being aggressive –

demanding   

• Avoid being passive – asking for a 

favour

Action-oriented approaches

• Working environment

– Bring a plant/picture

– Bring a sweater

– Bring your own chair or keyboard

– Adjust your monitor

– Keep your area/desk tidy and clutter-

free

– Bring your own lamp or bulb

– Earplugs

• Commuting Stress

– Leave earlier

– Plan your route ahead of time

– Adjust the car for comfort

– Read on the bus

– Use the ride as a positive experience

– Travel with a friend
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• Performance Stress

– Prepare and practice

– Size, composition, mood of your audience

– Know where you are in the programme

– Anticipate problems, questions

– Use the technology but have a back-up plan

– Review your performance

Action-oriented approaches
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Emotionally-Oriented Approaches –
subtle but effective

• If you do not have the power to change a situation, then 
reduce stress by changing the way we look at it. 

• the emotionally oriented techniques help to adjust our 
perceptions of the situation

• Thought Awareness 

– observing your thoughts and becoming aware of what is going 

through your head: 

• fearing the future

• putting yourself down

• criticizing yourself for errors

• doubting your abilities

• expecting to fail
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Emotionally-oriented 

approaches • Positive Thinking & 

Opportunity Seeking 

– Affirmations

– Look for and seize the 

chance to improve or 

change things about 

yourself

• Rational Thinking 

– Challenges the negative 

thoughts

• damages confidence, 

performance and paralyzes 

mental skills

– Are these thoughts 

reasonable?  
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Acceptance-Oriented Approaches –
when there's no valid alternative...

• Sometimes, we have so little power in a situation that all we 
can do is survive it:

– Death of loved-ones

– Losing your job

– Relationship break ups

– Incarceration 

• Moving On… Finding New Direction

– Accept

– Analyse: Strengths – Weaknesses – Opportunities – Threats (SWOT)

– Action plan

– Build stress defences
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Building Stress 

Defences

• Adopt healthier lifestyle habits

– Decrease caffeine, alcohol, nicotine 

and sugar 

– Better balanced diet

– Decrease consumption of junk food

– Eat slowly

– Regular exercise (at least 30mins, 

three times/week)

– Adequate sleep 

– Leisure time, hobbies & vacation

– Laughter

– Good Sex

– Relaxation exercises ,stretching

– Massage and acupuncture

• Use your support systems

– Therapy

– professional networks

– Social networks

– Public services or organisations

– Information networks

• Create a comfortable environment

– Furniture

– Lighting

– Noise reduction

– Air quality

– Security

• Reward yourself

– Massages

– Jewellery

– Food

– Toys
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