
WHAT IS STRESS 

Stress is one of the most common words used in society today and a phenomenon that each one has likely 
experience at some point in our lives. Stress affects people of all ages and life situations. 

While we may have an innate understanding of stress and what it feels like to be stressed out, defining 
stress can be tricky because we all react to it in different ways. Stress is subjective to each individual; what 
can be considered a stressful event by one person may be less stressful to another. Therefore, stress is not 
caused by the event itself, but how an individual interprets the situation and deals with it. When an 
individual cannot cope with the demands placed on them and begins to feel negatively, this is considered a 
stress response. 

Even though stress has become part of our everyday life, excessive stress can affect a person's health and 
emotional stability. It can also affect our overall quality of life by reducing productivity, creating, or 
exacerbating, existing health problems, and contributing to premature aging. 

So what do we do about stress in our lives? How do we deal with it? How do we prevent it? Questions we 
will attempt to address throughout the term. This class will help you understand the origins of your stress 
and provide you with a practical approach for reducing stress in your life and thus, improving your health 
and emotional well being. 

So, What is Stress? 

Stress can be defined as a physical, mental, or emotional strain or tension caused by our exposure to 
different occurrences in our lives. When we respond positively to these occurrences we do not feel stress. 
However, the minute we are faced with an occurrence that we feel we cannot handle, we may feel our stress 
mounting.  Stress is when you are worried about getting all your school work completed, or worried about 
having enough money to pay your bills, or worried about your mother when the doctor says she may need 
an operation, or laid off your job. In fact, to most of us, stress is synonymous with worry. If it is something 
that makes you worry, then it is stress. 

Your body, however, has a much broader definition of stress. TO YOUR BODY, STRESS IS 
SYNONYMOUS WITH CHANGE. Anything that causes a change in your life causes stress. It doesn't 
matter if it is a "good" change, or a "bad" change, they are both stress. When you find your dream 
apartment and get ready to move, that is stress. If you break your leg, that is stress. Good or bad, if it is a 
CHANGE in your life, it is stress as far as your body is concerned. 

Even IMAGINED CHANGE is stress. (Imagining changes is what we call "worrying".) If you fear that 
you will not have enough money to pay your rent, that is stress. If you worry that you may get fired, that is 
stress. If you think that you may receive a promotion at work, that is also stress (even though this would be 
a good change). Whether the event is good or bad, imagining changes in your life is stressful. 

Anything that causes CHANGE IN YOUR DAILY ROUTINE is stressful. 

Anything that causes CHANGE IN YOUR BODY HEALTH is stressful. 

IMAGINED CHANGES are just as stressful as real changes. 

Let us look at several types of stress -- ones that are so commonplace that you might not even realize that 
they are stressful....... 

  



Experiencing Stress 

How often have you been driving serenely and encountered someone who cuts you off as you begin to 
move forward on a green light? 

Suddenly, your peaceful state of mind shifts, your heart begins to race, your muscles tense, you tighten 
your grip on the wheel and you instantly become alert. However, the danger quickly passes; you are able to 
slow down or stop in time to avoid hitting the other driver. As you experience relief at not having an 
accident, your body begins to slowly relax; your breathing becomes normal again and you return to your 
calm pre-incident state. 

We have all experienced this feeling where our bodies seem to reach a temporary state of high alert. This is 
how we have evolved to react to stress - we go into a state of high alert for a short period of time when we 
think we are in real or perceived danger. Once we realize we are no longer in danger our stress reaction 
switches off. 

Origins of Stress - From Caveman to Modern Man 

When our cave-dwelling ancestors encountered wild animals or rival tribes their stress reaction was a 
critical factor for their survival. They had to muster enough energy to either fight or run away from 
impending danger. This is the classic "fight or flight" response which produces a surge of hormones - 
mostly adrenaline and cortisol. 

Adrenaline causes our pupils to dilate so that we can better see the danger; it increases our blood pressure 
and causes our hearts to beat faster. Cortisol increases glucose in your bloodstream, so that our bodies can 
use it to make energy. Cortisol also suppresses functions that are not required in a "fight or flight" situation. 
For example, it suppresses the digestive system, reproductive system and growth, since none of these 
systems are imperative to saving us in the face of immediate danger. 

While the stress reaction we inherited from our ancestors can save our lives when we are faced with 
physical danger--such as if we were faced with an armed robber--it does not protect us from the stresses of 
modern, daily living. In modern life, situations like facing an angry boss, unreasonable deadlines, loss of a 
loved one, a bad relationship or job loss can all cause us to feel stress, since they are all events where we 
cannot cope with the demands of the situation. In these cases, our evolved "fight-or-flight" stress response 
is no longer protective, and may even be detrimental to coping with the situation and our health. 

  

Stress: Good or Bad? 

Stress can be good or bad, depending on our situation. For example, if you are a writer with a deadline or 
athlete in a competition, then stress can be a great motivator to help meet a deadline or perform at peak 
level. Good stress feeds our creativity and motivates us to achieve. On the downside, bad stress affects us in 
many negative ways especially when there is too much of it or when it persists for long periods of time. 

Dr. Hans Selye, a Canadian endocrinologist, known as the father of stress-related research, called the 
negative stress that causes unpleasant symptoms and damage to our bodies "distress". 

So is stress our friend or foe? It can be either, depending on the situation. However, we can learn to manage 
our stress better, reduce the negative and increase the positive effects it has on our lives. 

Stress that stems from a positive experience is referred to as "Eu-stress" 



  

The Effects of Stress 

Stress affects you both physically and emotionally. It can affect your physical health and social behavior. 

  

Physical Symptoms of Stress 

The physical signs associated with our "fight or flight" responses are: 

• Dilated pupils 
• Faster heart rate 
• Increased blood pressure 
• Muscle tension 
• A feeling of having butterflies or knots in your stomach 
• Breaking into a cold sweat 
• A dry mouth 

Doctors who treat stress note that their patients show the following symptoms: 

• Fatigue 
• Tension in the Neck and Shoulder muscles 
• Chest pain 
• Lack of sleep 
• Cold Sweat 
• Indigestion 
• Constipation 
• Diarrhea 
• Loss of sexual drive (libido). In other words hormone levels of testosterone and estrogen are out of 

balance. 

Mental Symptoms of Stress  

Here are some of the mental symptoms you may experience due to stress: 

• Lack of concentration 
• Procrastination of decisions that need your immediate attention 
• Worrying about things that you have no control over 
• Not being able to think clearly 

You may also become: 

• Anxious 
• Irritable or bad tempered 
• Frustrated 
• Sad or feel worthless 

  



Changing Behavior  

Experiencing one or many of the above stress-related symptoms can modify your behavior making you 
indulge in excessive eating, drinking or smoking. Other behavior patterns could include excessive 
swearing, yelling and blaming others for your situation. 

  

Controlling Stress 

Stress can manifest itself differently for different people. Therefore, you may experience one or more of the 
physical and mental symptoms and behavior patterns mentioned above. This is called a "stress pattern". If 
you pay close attention to yourself, you will be able to recognize the "stress patterns" that affect you. The 
first step to controlling stress is to note how stress affects you. You can start by: 

• Trying to be aware of your own symptoms 
• Writing down what your individual symptoms and behaviors are when you feel stressed 
• Asking someone close to you, like a good friend or family member, to observe what is different 

about you when you are stressed 

Once you can recognize the signs of stress ("stress pattern") you experience as an individual, you will be 
able to learn to control it better. 

Conclusion 

This lesson introduced you to what stress is, the origin of stress, and how stress affects you mentally, 
emotionally and physically. It discussed how stress affects different people in different ways. It also 
discussed how to recognize stress and stress patterns as a prelude to learning how to manage and control 
your stress. 

These two sites are great resources: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_management 

  

http://www.stress-relief-tools.com/psychological-effects-of-stress.html 

Resources: 

• Universal Class online 
• Bob Faw: Matchbox Group 
• Character Education.edu 

	  


