EARCOS Conference

Stress Management Handout

To go with the presentation by Dr. Candy Fresacher

Questions at:  c.fresacher@kabsi.at
Everyone needs a certain amount of stress in their lives.  Our perception of whether we can cope with the stress we have determines how well we really do manage it.  Each individual has a different level of stress that is comfortable and makes them their most productive.  With the optimum amount of stress, optimum performance is reached.  When an individual perceives that he/she has too much stress, then anxiety, illness, depression, burn-out and even death can occur.  That is why it is so important to recognize stress in our lives and find ways to deal with it.

Physical signs

Physically, when the body is confronted with a stressful situation there are three responses possible:  fight, flight or hiding/befriending.  The hormones that are activated in order to respond require the body to act.  

These hormones include:  adrenaline, cortisone, thyroid, endorphins, testosterone or progesterone.  The body has elevated sugar production and increased cholesterol but also allows only a small amount of blood to enter the digestive track.  The body has an increased heartbeat and air supply, the blood gets thicker and the skin pales and sweats and all five senses become more sensitive.  All of these physical effects take place to insure the survival of a person who is confronted with a physical danger that requires fight or flight.  Today, when we cannot use the various hormones for the original purposes, they stay in our systems and bring about illnesses.

Cortisol from the adrenaline glands, when elevated too long, hurts our immune system, making us susceptible to disease.  For example, the body cannot deal with its own acid in the stomach and ulcers can result.

Too few endorphins in the system can lead to migraines, backaches and even arthritis.  So although this is seen as the “feel good” hormone which allows a person under stress to ignore pain, chronic stress takes too much of the hormone out of the body’s system leaving the body more open to pain.

Generally speaking, in times of fear, there is a decrease in fertility – both because partners might not be available, and because it may not be advantageous to produce children at that time.  People who are too stressed tend to be less interested in sex which then leads to situations between partners that increase anxiety, making it even more difficult to produce children.

Because the blood flows to the vital organs and muscles to prepare the body for action, the digestive track is left with too little blood to digest food properly.  With chronic stress comes the tendency to eat on the run, which in turn causes stomach problems including:  bloating, nausea, cramps and diarrhea.  Public speakers need water to unclog their throats if they find speaking stressful.  Watch the “Who Wants to be a Millionaire” – the candidates are always drinking water with the added advantage that it is good for the brain.

The body increases the flow of sugar in the system for quick energy, but today that can lead to diabetes or hypoglycemia.  While insulin offers quick energy, cholesterol offers a long-distance fuel for the muscles.  But chronically elevated cholesterol is bad for the heart as is well known these days.  High blood pressure comes from the increased amount of blood going to the heart to ready it for action – when none takes place.  Also there is an increased amount of oxygen to the lungs, helping the lungs work harder but making smoking more dangerous.  Since the blood thickens to reduce bleeding from wounds, it can also increase the risks of strokes, heart attacks and embolus when chronic stress is present.  

While pale skin and sweating are not unhealthy in themselves (little blood near the skin as it is in the muscles and heart), they aren’t very appealing in our social surroundings.  And although stress increases the abilities of all our senses, if we have chronic stress then we will find we are less efficient because of excessive use.

Too often today, in a stressful situation, our bodies do not actually move to fight or flee and so the hormones are not absorbed.  The result is that our immune systems are weakened and we are more susceptible to illness.  It is said that between 50 and 70 percent of all illnesses today are caused by stress.  So for our own health benefit, it is important to find coping mechanisms.  Since the illness that we as individuals suffer causes us to be less productive, it is also important for businesses to be pro-active in regard to providing a less stressful environment.

Depending on what statistics you read, stress is responsible for up to $300 billion in lost productivity in the US alone (from American Institute of Stress in 2004) and that includes 12.8 million workdays which are also lost per year there.
How Much Stress is Too Much Stress
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As can be seen in the above diagram, when we are not stressed enough, we are bored and our performance is low.  When we have too much stress (comma here?) we suffer from anxiety and are unhappy and perform equally poorly.  Our Area of Best Performance differs for each one of us, but when we have the right amount of pressure then we are performing at our very best and this is the best solution both for the individual and the company.

External Stressors

Stress can occur from outside or inside.  Both forms can be controlled to some extent and it is important to recognize that they exist in order to do something about them.  While we often hear about the external stressors, and often blame the boss, the colleagues, the tight deadlines, the new job, and old computer for our stress, internal stressors can be just as bad.  Below are some of the areas that make us feel stressed.

•Environment

The environment we work and live in can be stressful and we may not even notice it.    The way an office is organized or a temperature that fluctuates from the advised 20-22 degrees in an office adds to stress.
List here some of your environmental stressors:

•Occupation

Our occupations can be stressful in and of themselves.  Below are the most stressful professions as shown in a survey of 3,000 people carried out by Softskill.
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TOP TEN STRESSFUL PROFESSIONS
IT
Medicine / Caring Profession
Engineering
Sales and Marketing
Education
Finance
Human Resources
Operations
Production
Clerical


TOP TEN COLLEAGUE IRRITATIONS
Seeing others not pulling their weight
Managers changing their minds about what they want doing
Lack of support from managers



Pressure from managers
Feeling put-upon by managers



Interruptions by colleagues
Interruptions by managers




Bullying behavior by managers
Lack of support from colleagues



Bullying behavior by colleagues

Put a check next to each of the above top ten work stresses and colleague irritations that you feel apply to your working life.

•Social

Amazingly enough, your social life can also provide stress.  It could be that your entertainment calendar is full, your friends, family or colleagues may interrupt you while you are working, and family life has continual stresses as anyone would know just before Christmas or a holiday where it is necessary to buy presents for someone else.  In addition, simple chores around the house can provide additional stress when there seems to be no time for them, but time must be found:  to take the dog for a walk, mow the lawn, go grocery shopping, etc.

Indicate here how much social stress you suffer and where it comes from:

Internal Stressors

In actual fact, most stress is internal because negative stress as we understand it is when the outside world is perceived as being too much, too fast, too everything and the individual has the internal feeling that s/he cannot cope any longer.  It is the feeling you might get if you are juggling many different balls and afraid to let any one of them fall to the ground.  As soon as you feel you cannot do the job, it can very easily happen that you lose your concentration and all the balls fall.

Another area of concern is the feeling that you must be perfect.  It could be from parent expectations or from your own ideas of what you should be.  

Similar to the desire to be perfect, is the desire to fulfill others’ needs about who you are and what you can do.  Also given to us through parent messages, we often want to please others.  We want to be helpful and kind and do what other people ask of us – so that we will be liked.  Man is a social creature and it is in his/her nature to want to be socially accepted.  

An unnecessary stressor which disappears if you are assertive enough is the necessity to do what you feel is ethically wrong.  If you are assertive you will be sure that others respect your rights to only do what you feel is ethically correct.  

It could also be that you have a personality type that is more affected by stress.  Perhaps you are right brained and asked to do things in a left-brained way.  If you are an A personality type then you will automatically have higher blood pressure and need to find ways to slow down.  Extroverts who need to work with introverts will have difficulties and it is better to know your own personality type with its strengths and weaknesses in order to combat the effects of stress that might be part of your personality style.

Determining Your Stress Level

Here are a number of websites where you can check how stressful your life feels at the moment and can determine which types of events are combining to increase your stress.

http://stress.about.com/od/selfknowledgeselftests/SelfKnowledge_SelfTests_Personality_Tests.htm
http://www.healthcentral.com/sleep-disorders/stress-test-3454-143.html
http://www.cliving.org/lifestresstest.htm
However, whenever change is involved in our lives, there is bound to be stress.  Routines are patterns that make life easier, and when routines are broken, change is required that adds a certain amount of stress.  If you do not feel stressed in your daily life, feel free to change routes on the way to work, get up at different times, eat different food every day and enjoy all the changes you can.  If, however, you do feel stress, routines can help free your mind for other problems, or rest and relaxation that you normally do not usually take, may be the right answer.  

Below are a number of changes that can all be considered stressful – even if it is a “positive” change.  When too many changes come together, though, there is always the possibility of burnout.  So be sure to think about extra coping mechanisms should you suddenly get married, move to another country with a new job and have a baby on the way – all at one time!  Typical stressful events include:

•Major job changes



•Moving house

•Entrances and exits



•Too much responsibility with no authority

•Frustrated career plans


•Body rhythm upsets

•Tight deadlines



•Noise 

•Wasting time




•Doing things you believe ethically wrong


While these are all known to affect us and our levels of stress, once again our perceptions of what is stressful are also an important factor.  Therefore there are a few questions we can ask ourselves to help determine how stressful any particular event might be:

•Control:  Do I believe I am in control? 

Control is considered the key issue when looking at an event as stressful or not.  When we feel in control of our lives, the situation we find ourselves in or our ability to change what is happening, we are not stressed.  

•Predictability:  How likely will it happen again in the same way?  Predictability goes hand in hand with control.  If I can forecast that this particular situation will happen again, I can find a way to control it.  

•Expectation:  Can I expect things to get better?

Hope is one of the most important motivational factors of our lives.  We need to believe that a situation can improve.  A positive attitude is incredibly helpful in fighting stress.
•Support:  Do I lack others to help me?

A way to achieve hope is through support from family, friends, colleagues and supervisors.  Humans are social animals and it is important that we have others to help us with all of our endeavors.
Effects of Stress on Individuals

Here are some typical attributes that are associated with too much stress.

•Emotional:  tired, anxious, no motivation

•Cognitive:  increase in errors or accidents through error

•Behavioral:  irritable, indecisive, absent

•Psychological:  complaints of ill health, headaches, backaches, insomnia

Effects of Stress on Organizations

The same can be said for organizations. An organization can have a climate of stress because of its structure or the management style – or even because of no management style.  Awareness of whether an organization has too much stress can be important for managers because of the statistics concerning lost productivity.  Either people are not in their office because of illnesses that may be attributed to stress – so increased absenteeism, or they are in their offices but doing less work, sometimes called presenteeism.

Because of the difficulty in finding out what stresses employees, and because it is so subjective, it is hard for organizations to find a program that will help their employees with the problem.  Some ideas that have been used include special support groups within specialized areas of staff based on questionnaires to employees about the areas of stress they find in their work lives.  The economic downturn certainly is an additional stressful factor in and of itself, but in addition, work forces are downsizing, meaning a heavier work load for those who still have a job and the necessity to cope with this.  It would be very important for companies to come up with strategies to help their employees, because otherwise they can become ill and may also leave their jobs.

Below are some indicators of a stressful working environment:

•Increased complaints from outside

•Employees losing commitment to organization

•More accidents

•Increased staff turnover

•More people absent

•Reduced performance overall

Dealing with Stress

The above diagram shows what happens to an individual in a demanding environment.  When too many factors affect the individual,  a period arises where that individual feels unable to cope.  At that time stress symptoms appear.  They can include anxious and defensive behavior, irritability and a weakening of the immune system.  At this point, people can still get help and find adaptive as well as maladaptive behavior which will relieve some of these symptoms.

Coping with Stress

There are a number of ways to help yourself or others during this period.  How do you cope with it?  In general, it is necessary that one:

•Recognize that stress exists

•Knows own personal sources of stress

•Knows own personal reaction to stress

•Problem solves to find a personal coping mechanism

•Acknowledges the right to have own thoughts and feelings

•Finds a strong support network

•Develops lifestyle changes to help balance stressful periods including health changes

•Be positive in spirit

Other methods of dealing with stress could be:

•Learning to be more emotionally intelligent:  self-aware and assertive

•Learn more about time management and implement what you have learned

•Humor – you may not have it yourself, but surround yourself with it, look at jokes on the internet, put up cartoons that make you laugh when you look at them, etc.

•Relaxation techniques – try yoga, meditation or just do some of your own visualization

•Healthy eating habits – eat regularly, not on the run.  Even fast food can be eaten slowly!

Conclusion

There are many stressors in everyone’s life today.  Because of the 24/7 existence that has come about through new technology – including the ever-present cell phone, the borders between work and home life are not as sharp as they once were.  It is up to the individual to set the limits and establish a balance within his/her life.

The first step in coping with your own stress is knowing what your stressors are and how you react to them.  Looking inside yourself can help you to discover what your stress points are:  either through noticing the physical changes in your body that show the stress you are having, or by thinking about when the symptoms of stress appear in your life.  The more you feel in control of your fate, the less likely you are to feel stressed.  Attaining the right amount of stress will make you perform at your best.  This is not only good for an organization that is looking for productive employees, but will satisfy the individual who wants to achieve worthwhile goals in his/her work and personal life.

In any given stressful situation we still have only 3 real choices:  we can accept the situation, alter the situation, or avoid it.  Once you have chosen a path, it is then better to try not to regret it.

Do not let stress take control of you, control your life so that you can decide the amount of stress that is right for you.

TOP TEN WORK STRESSES�Workload�Feeling undervalued�Deadlines�Type of work people have to do�Having to take on other people’s work�Lack of job satisfaction�Lack of control over the working day�Having to work long hours�Frustration with the working environment�Targets�








� Adapted  from The Joy of Stress by Dr. Peter Hanson, Pan Books, 1986, pp.38-52.


� Taken from: �HYPERLINK "http://www.jobbankusa.com/news/business_human_resources/top_10_most_stressful_professions.html"�http://www.jobbankusa.com/news/business_human_resources/top_10_most_stressful_professions.html� on 3 June 2009.





