Stress

Twenty-three years ago Time magazine featured a cover story about stress, calling it the leading health issue of the day and “The Epidemic of the Eighties”.  Two decades later one might ask, have things improved or progressively gotten worse?  Surveys confirm that adult Americans perceive their level of stress at an all time high.   Approximately 75 - 90 percent of all visits to primary care physicians are for stress related problems.  Job stress is the leading source of stress for adults and we are seeing heightened levels of stress in children, teenagers, college students and the elderly.  
Hans Selye, a physician and endocrinologist from the University of Montreal, introduced the concept of stress into the physiological and medical literature in 1926.  He discovered that patients with a variety of ailments manifested many similar symptoms, which he ultimately attributed to their bodies' efforts to respond to the stresses of being ill. He called this collection of symptoms--this separate stress disease--stress syndrome, or the general adaptation syndrome (GAS).   Selye spent a lifetime researching GAS and wrote 30 books and more than 1,500 articles on stress and related issues, including Stress without Distress (1974) and The Stress of Life (1956). So valuable have his findings and theories been that some authorities refer to him as "the Einstein of medicine." 
Selye also identified several factors that account for the level of stress a person experiences.  These factors are: the nature or severity of the event, the coping strategies of the person prior to the event, past experience with the event or stress, an ability to concentrate under pressure, and an internal focus of control or sense of control over the situation.  In addition, situational parameters such as a high level of communication, feeling good at the time of stress, and not perceiving the stress as a threat to self (such as feelings of helplessness or embarrassment) positively influenced how the individual managed the stress. 
Today are lives are filled with a variety of stresses.  They can be physical stresses (illness, fatigue, insomnia), emotional stresses (divorce, marriage, mental illness), or environmental stresses (noise, pollution, crowding, extremes in temperature).  Avoidance of stress is not the goal; managing it effectively is.  Whether you’re experiencing a positive stress (birth of a baby, marriage, job promotion) or a negative one (death of a loved one, divorce, or loss of a job) your body responds to stress by: tensing muscles in preparation for strenuous action, digestion slows down so blood can be diverted to muscles and the brain, stored sugars and fats pour into the blood stream to provide fuel for quick energy, breathing rate becomes more intense, your heart beats faster and blood pressure increases, perspiration increases, and bowel and bladder muscles loosen.  

M. M. Paloma offers several coping strategies for dealing with stress.  They are: hold a positive definition of the situation and look at complexity as positive, decide which of your roles has priority and establish a system of priorities, compartmentalize or handle one stress at a time, and compromise which may mean lowering your expectations of your roles and realizing your limitations.  Unhealthy ways of dealing with stress include: alcohol and drug use, overeating, smoking, gambling, and workaholism.
For additional information about stress, including stress assessments, please visit the National Library of Medicine’s and the National Institutes of Health’s website http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/stress.html  If you are concerned about the level of stress you are experiencing, there is help available.  Speak with your physician, a licensed clinician, or you local community services board..
This column is for informational purposes only.  Clinical issues should be directed to a licensed clinician or your physician.  Valerie Acosta, M.Ed. is a Licensed Professional Counselor with a private practice serving adolescents and adults.  For more information about her counseling and consulting services, please call 804.426.6983 or visit www.valerieacosta.com.
