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Definition:

Stress is a normal component of the body’s response to demands that are placed on it. 
When we are frightened or angry, the body responds to this stress with a number of physical reactions that prepare it for action. Factors that trigger this stress response are known as stressors.

Stressors are encountered in almost every aspect of our lives. Excess stress, or distress, has been identified as an important factor in many types of illness.
 Heart disease is one of the health effects that has been linked to excessive stress. Workplace stressors can lead to distress because they are, in many cases, beyond the individual’s control. Occupational stress is often the combined effect of several stressors. 

Stress Response:

Individuals respond differently to stress. Personality, general health and the support of friends and colleagues all affect this response. A group of people exposed to the same type of stressors may experience different health effects. Nonetheless, the body’s physical response to stress is generally the same for everyone. It is commonly known as the generalized stress response.
Excessive stress has been associated with heart disease, high blood pressure, digestive ailments, skin rashes, insomnia, nervous or emotional disorders, substance abuse and interpersonal and family dysfunction.
As long as stressful experiences are brief and infrequent, the body quickly returns to normal. In nature, this phenomenon is known as the fight or flight reaction. But a person who is in a continuous state of stress throughout every working day may experience a wide variety of potential health effects.
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The Brain's Response to Acute Stress 
In response to seeing the bear, a part of the brain called the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) system is activated.

During a stressful event, catecholamines also suppress activity in areas at the front of the brain concerned with short-term memory, concentration, inhibition, and rational thought. This sequence of mental events allows a person to react quickly to the bear, either to fight or to flee from it. (It also hinders the ability to handle complex social or intellectual tasks and behaviors.) 

Response by the Heart, Lungs, and Circulation to Acute Stress 
the heart rate and blood pressure increase instantaneously. 

· Breathing becomes rapid and the lungs take in more oxygen. 

· Blood flow may actually increase 300% to 400%, priming the muscles, lungs, and brain for added demands. 

· The spleen discharges red and white blood cells, allowing the blood to transport more oxygen. 
The Immune System's Response to Acute Stress 
The effect on the immune system from confrontation with the bear is similar to marshaling a defensive line of soldiers to potentially critical areas. 

· The steroid hormones dampen parts of the immune system, so that infection fighters (including important white blood cells) or other immune molecules can be redistributed. 

· These immune-boosting troops are sent to the body's front lines where injury or infection is most likely, such as the skin, the bone marrow, and the lymph nodes. 

The Acute Response in the Mouth and Throat 
fluids are diverted from nonessential locations, including the mouth. This causes dryness and difficulty in talking. In addition, stress can cause spasms of the throat muscles, making it difficult to swallow. 

The Skin's Response to Acute Stress 
The stress effect diverts blood flow away from the skin to support the heart and muscle tissues. (This also reduces blood loss in the event that the bear catches up.) The physical effect is a cool, clammy, sweaty skin. The scalp also tightens so that the hair seems to stand up. 

Metabolic Response to Acute Stress 
Stress shuts down digestive activity, a nonessential body function during short-term periods of physical exertion or crisis. 

The human stress response can be described as a three part process:

1- Alarm Reaction
2- Stage of Resistance
3- Stage of Exhaustion

Alarm Reaction
 This occurs when an organism recognizes a threat.  It is during this time that the fight or flight response is activated.  The autonomic nervous system, which controls blood vessels, smooth muscle, and glands, prepares the body for an energy expenditure.  

Stage of Resistance
This stage is a result of prolonged stress.  The physiological responses that are seen during the alarm reaction stabilize, although physiological arousal is still higher than normal.  Also, the physiological arousal can decrease more as the organism becomes accustomed to the threat.  

Stage of Exhaustion
  After exposure to stress for an extended period of time, exhaustion will occur.  This happens when the body's resources for coping with stress are depleted.  The organism may collapse and become unable to continue resisting the stress.

Negative Behavioral Responses
1- Learned Helplessness:  In this example, a subject will passively accept any setbacks with fatalism and resignation.  

2-Self-blame  
3-Aggression:  A person may feel compelled to lash out at others even if they had no part in causing the stress. 

4-Self-indulgence:  This can manifest itself in many different forms including drug and alcohol use, over-eating, shopping, smoking, etc. 

5-Defense Mechanisms:  These are unconscious reactions that protect a person from experiencing emotions such as anxiety or guilt.  Although there is some debate as to whether all defense mechanisms are bad, it is assured that most are maladaptive. 
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Effects of Stress 
· Heart Disease 
· Stroke
· Susceptibility to Infections 
· Immune Disorders 
· Cancer
· Gastrointestinal Problems (Irritable Bowel Syndrome, Peptic Ulcers).
· Eating Problems (Weight Gain, Weight Loss. Eating Disorders). 
· Diabetes
· Pain  (Muscular and Joint Pain, Headaches).

· Sleep Disturbances 
· Sexual and Reproductive Dysfunction 
· Memory, Concentration, and Learning.
· Other Disorders (Allergies, Skin Disorders, Unexplained Hair Loss Teeth and Gums disease).  
Individuals at Higher Risk. Studies indicate that the following people are more vulnerable to the effects of stress than others: 

· Women in general.
· Working mothers.
· Less educated individuals. 
· Divorced or widowed individuals.
· The unemployed. 
· Isolated individuals. 
· People who are targets of racial or sexual discrimination. 
· Those without health insurance. 
· People who live in cities.
Stress Management: 
Deep Breathing Exercises. During stress, breathing becomes shallow and rapid. Taking a deep breath is an automatic and effective technique for winding down. Deep breathing exercises consciously intensify this natural physiologic reaction and can be very useful during a stressful situation, or for maintaining a relaxed state during the day.

Inhale through the nose slowly and deeply to the count of ten. 
Make sure that the stomach and abdomen expand but the chest does not raise up. 
Exhale through the nose, slowly and completely, also to the count of ten. 
To help quiet the mind, concentrate fully on breathing and counting through each cycle. 

Repeat five to ten times and make a habit of doing the exercise several times each day, even when not feeling stressed. 

Muscle Relaxation. Muscle relaxation techniques, often combined with deep breathing, are simple to learn and very useful for getting to sleep. In the beginning it is useful to have a friend or partner check for tension by lifting an arm and dropping it; the arm should fall freely. Practice makes the exercise much more effective and produces relaxation much more rapidly.
 After lying down in a comfortable position without crossing the limbs, concentrate on each part of the body. 
Maintain a slow, deep breathing pattern throughout this exercise. 
Tense each muscle as tightly as possible for a count of five to ten and then release it completely. 
Experience the muscle as totally relaxed and lead-heavy. 
Begin with the top of the head and progress downward to focus on all the muscles in the body. 
Be sure to include the forehead, ears, eyes, mouth, neck, shoulders, arms and hands, fingers, chest, belly, thighs, calves, and feet. 
Once the external review is complete, imagine tensing and releasing internal muscles.

Biofeedback: 

• During biofeedback, electric leads are taped to a subject's head. 

Brain waves are measured and an audible signal is emitted when alpha waves are detected, a frequency which coincides with a state of deep relaxation. 

By repeating the process, subjects associate the sound with the relaxed state and learn to achieve relaxation by themselves

Massage Therapy. Massage therapy appears to slow down the heart and relax the body. massage actually increases alertness. 
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