WHAT IS STRESS?
The word stress is used in a variety of ways. Write in the box alongside any phrases and words which describe what you understand by stress. There is no right answer to the question “What is stress?” as you can see from the various definitions given below.

SOME DESCRIPTIONS OF STRESS AND RELATED TERMS
“Stress is an individual reaction. Stress can be fantastic. Or it can be fatal” (P. Hanson)

“Stress is ‘dis-ease’, involving the whole personality.” 

(Arthur Young)

“I have taken the view that stress results, when a person’s perceived or actual capabilities and resources are insufficient to meet the demands of the situation.” (J Cranwell-Ward)

“Stress can either be stimulating (pressure) or harmful (strain)” 

(C. Handy)

“….the most useful way to understand stress and what’s most important about it, is that it’s something that makes you physically or mentally ill.” (M. Lucas et al.)

“Anxiety is to do with our fears and stress is to do with our reaction to pressure.” (M.Lawson)

“Stress is what happens when we try too hard and too often to do the impossible.” (T. Lake)

“Pressure is the aggregate of all the demands made upon you. Stress is your response to an inappropriate level of pressure. It is a response to pressure, not the pressure itself.” 

(T. Arroba and K. James)

These descriptions illustrate some of the varied approaches to the concept of stress.  They show that:

 Some see stress as a problem (i.e. negative) while others also see that it has a positive side
 Some see stress as the force, pressure, demand you are subject to; others see it as your response to the force and still others see it as the result of your response (e.g. illness)

There are a number of closely related words, including anxiety and pressure, to which we can also add stressor and strain. You will find, if you start to read about stress, that they are all used in different ways.

It is quite likely that you have mentioned other aspects of stress. This is fine; what is important is that you have given some thought to what stress is. Having read through the descriptions above, go back to your own description to see if you wish to amend it.

In this course we apply the distinction made between pressure and stress, by Arroba and James: “Pressure is the aggregate of all the demands made upon you. Stress is your response to an inappropriate level of pressure. It is a response to pressure, not the pressure itself” 
So ‘pressure’ is used to describe demands in general, and ‘stress’ to refer to situations where the level of pressure is causing a problem.

ACTIVITY 2
Your responses to pressure and stress

PURPOSE

The purpose of this Activity is to help you explore:

 the effects of different levels of pressure on your physical, mental, emotional and behavioral well being

 how you respond to pressure immediately and in the longer term
IDENTIFYING YOUR RESPONSES TO THE THREE LEVELS OF PRESSURE
This figure shows a widely-used model of the effect of increasing levels of pressure on an individual’s performance.


  PERFORMANCE-PRESSURE CURVE

	LOW PRESSURE
 I.E. STRESS
	OPTIMUM PRESSURE
	HIGH PRESSURE
 I.E. STRESS

	Under stimulation
	Optimum stimulation
	Over stimulation

	Can lead to “rust- out”
	Leads to effective performance
	Can lead to “burn-out”

	Tired
	Energised and creative
	Tense

	Bored
	Responds clearly and assertively
	Prone to illness

	Can’t decide
	Makes good decisions
	Poor decisions

	Frustrated
	Able to manage change
	Struggling

	Dissatisfied
	Satisfied
	Low self esteem

	Stagnating
	Making progress
	Exhaustion



The figure illustrates that performance increases pressure up to the top of the curve. After this, further increases in pressure result in diminishing performance levels. 
With no pressure at all we would never do anything, because we experience the stress of under-stimulation - a problem for some unemployed people, and those in undemanding, repetitive jobs. Under conditions of low pressure you feel bored and lethargic.


Too much pressure results in over-stimulation when our abilities and resources are insufficient to match the demands on us. Under these conditions it feels as if everything is getting out of control, and there may be frenzied activity.



Barry teaches maths and computing in a large comprehensive

school in the Midlands:

Our aim is to manage the level of pressure so that most of the time it lies within the ‘Optimum Pressure’ zone. Here, our abilities and resources can match the demands being made upon us. We can be flexible enough to deal with occasional under-stimulation, or over-stimulation. Indeed, slight over-stimulation may be desirable to provide challenges. When we experience optimum pressure we feel that everything is under control and there is a comfortable balance.

Use the space below to identify situations where you have experienced the three pressure levels. Some of your situations should come from work, but you may also wish to add others from your home and social life. The situations may be taken from the present or from the past.

	Situations where I experience LOW pressure, i.e. stress
	Situations where I experience OPTIMUM pressure
	Situations where I experience HIGH pressure, i.e. stress

	Under-stimulation
	Optimum Stimulation
	Over-stimulation

	
	
	


If you were to look at someone else’s list of high, optimum-and low-pressure situations you might be surprised. Stress is very much an individual reaction - what is stressful to one individual may not be a problem for another. This is part of the reason why you can’t buy an off-the-shelf stress management strategy; each individual has to sort out his or her own sources of stress, and then build a personal strategy.
There are four main ways in which we may respond to stress:

 physical changes in the body, such as tension headaches, skin rashes

 emotional changes in the way we feel, such as feeling angry or ‘high’

 mental changes, such as decreased ability to concentrate or make decisions
 behavioural changes, such as becoming withdrawn, aggressive or irritable
These four aspects are interrelated. For example, if the physical body gets out of balance, this may be reflected in a change in behaviour.

Refer back to the three situations you identified for each level of pressure. Work through the questions to the left of the table below for your three low-pressure situations. Then repeat the exercise for the situations of optimum and high pressure.

	
	My responses to situations of LOW Pressure
	My responses to situations of OPTIMUM Pressure
	My responses to situations of HIGH Pressure

	What physical changes took place?
	
	
	

	How did the way I felt change?
	
	
	

	How did my way of thinking change?
	
	
	

	How did my behaviour change?
	
	
	


Read through this Checklist of Some Symptoms of Stress and Pressure again to remind yourself of the variety of ways in which people react to pressure. - Compare the symptoms of stress with the signs of optimum pressure given in the right-hand column.

CHECKLIST OF SOME SYMPTOMS OF STRESS AND PRESSURE

	Stress (too much or too little pressure)
	Optimum Pressure

	Physical symptoms
 Headaches

 Backache

 Insomnia

 Fatigue

 Upset stomach

 Feel faint

 Spells of breathlessness

 Diminished appetite

 Frequent indigestion

 Continual feeling of nausea

 Constipation/diarrhea

 Trembling

	 Plenty of energy

 Physical well-being

 Walk and talk fast

	Emotional symptoms

 Anger at small issues

 Guilt

 Feel driven but own drive decreases

 Feel there’s not enough time

 Frustrated

 Bored

 Dissatisfied

 Energy for caring emotions, such as joy or laughter diminishes

 Often feel like crying

 Succumb to any illness around – e.g. colds

 Feel like a failure

 Don’t like other people or myself very much

 Worried that something dreadful will happen

 Afraid of fear/disapproval

	 Feel in control

 Time for laughter and joy

 Satisfied

 Challenged

 Committed

 Stimulated


	Behavioral Symptoms
 Irritable behaviour

 Over-react

 Aggressive

 Passive

 Apathetic

 Start dealing with trivia

 Have more accidents

 Take up props such as coffee, tobacco, drugs, over-eating

 Lose interest in sex


	 Concentrate well

 Make quick decisions

 Able to solve problems



	Mental symptoms
 Difficult to concentrate

 Difficult to make decisions

 Difficult to solve problems

 Memory not so good

 Problems seem overwhelming


	 “Normal” behaviour

 Issues stay in perspective


Now, look through your responses, and answer the following questions:

1. Do some responses occur often? If so, which?

2. Do physical, emotional, mental, or behavioral responses predominate for you?

3. Do your responses to optimum pressure include positive points? These could be joy of a challenge, feeling energised, feeling ‘high’. What are your positive responses?

4. What else have you learned about your response to different levels of pressure?

5. Finally make a note of those responses you most want to eliminate?
Overall, having worked through this section of the Activity, which of the three zones do you think has predominated for you over the past six months?

a) low pressure

b) optimum pressure

c) high pressure

a) If you are in the low-pressure zone you need to seek out new challenges and sources of stimulus. You can either do this at work, by seeking out further responsibility or negotiating to make your job more, stimulating, or divert your energies to home, social or community effort.

b) If you are in the high-pressure zone you need to explore the sources of your pressure, and find ways to reduce them. We assume that many managers will find themselves in this zone, and, the rest of the course will help you to gain control of high pressure.

c) If you are in the optimum pressure zone, you are coping well. Use the course to refine your coping strategies even further.

Being aware of the three levels of pressure will help you to spend more time at optimum pressure.

STRESS BUSTER ACTIVITY
Managing our internal dialogue – Part 1

COMMON DRIVERS

We may refrain from confident or assertive behaviour because of the way we feel about ourselves and our level of self-esteem. These Internal Drivers may act as obstacles to assertion and need to be challenged before we feel able to assert ourselves in certain situations. This exercise is designed to examine our drivers and question their validity.  Make yourself comfortable, sit back close your eyes and relax. Use your imagination to take yourself back to your childhood. Can you hear again some of the words from your family, teachers etc? What was said about:

· Your intelligence

· Your application

· Your abilities

· Your appearance

· Your future

When you have identified some of the messages spend a few moments writing them down and discuss them with a partner from the group. From the earlier list of commonly held beliefs and Internal Drivers we have highlighted some of the strategies you may find useful in combating your self-talk. 
	I must do the job perfectly
	Be yourself, it's OK to make some mistakes

	I must do things which always please/my boss/friends/spouse etc
	Respect yourself, it's OK to disagree with others

	I must put a lot of effort into this
	Be relaxed, let’s aim for the best job you can do in the time

	I must work quickly
	Be relaxed, it's OK to take your time

	I must do this job myself
	Be part of the team, it's OK to need other people

	I must take on work that’s given to me/its impolite to say ‘No’
	Be assertive, speak up for what you want

	I must be the best
	Be confident in yourself – doing your best is what counts and others will respect that

	I will be the underdog
	Be positive, you are as good as you think you are

	I must always be in control
	Be more comfortable with yourself, trust others and praise their efforts

	I must never show my feelings
	Be open, it's OK to show your feelings

	Nothing I do is good enough. I must try harder
	Be more forgiving, look for and enjoy the good things


One of the goals of this exercise is to make us more aware of our behaviour. We can use our ‘adult’ side to become aware of old patterns of behaviour and make choices to change our approach. Alternative messages we can give ourselves, and others, that can counteract our drivers could include:

Managing our internal dialogue – Part 2

STRESS BUSTER ACTIVITY
GETTING SUPPORT

Supportive friends and colleagues have an important role to play in controlling pressure. They help you by:

 listening (how often has a problem diminished when you have shared it with someone?)

 providing an alternative point of view

 putting things back into perspective

 providing information

 doing something practical to help.

Supportive friends can also help you to implement your strategy for controlling pressure. You may need a friend

 to take up swimming with you

 to talk through your beliefs

 to help you practice assertiveness.

Yet stress is often a taboo subject, and avoided in conversation.

Alan, local authority careers officer:

‘At one point I had decided to throw it in. The only thing that stopped me was the lack of immediate prospects for other jobs and the mortgage bills. I suppose my turning point was when I talked to my boss and others at work. She made me see that I wasn’t alone. I had adopted an introspective view, carrying the whole weight and worry of the office. Knowing that the others often went home feeling like I did helped. It helped a lot. I felt closer to my colleagues - felt like one of the team. It didn’t seem so bad. Nothing had actually changed but I could handle it a bit better.’
Perhaps you have already overcome this barrier by talking to a friend about the Activities you have worked through so far? Think of a past problem where you were helped by sharing it with a friend or colleague. Consider these points:

 What was the problem?

 Who did you talk to?

 How were they helpful?

 What did it help you to do?

 Did the discussion play a part in solving the problem?

Having highlighted a situation in the past when a friend or colleague helped you sort out a problem, think about other people who could help you implement your strategy for tackling pressure.

In the table below write in the names of people you know who can or do help you in the ways described. You may want to mention the same person in several different situations.

	Types of support I might need
	People who help

	
	at work
	outside work

	Someone I can always rely on
	
	

	Someone I just enjoy chatting to
	
	

	Someone I can discuss my interests with
	
	

	Someone who understands about my work
	
	

	Someone who makes me feel valued and competent 
	
	

	Someone who gives me constructive feedback
	
	

	Someone who is a valuable source of information 
	
	

	Someone who is prepared to challenge and question what I do or say
	
	

	Someone I can depend on in a crisis
	
	

	Someone I can feel close to
	
	

	Someone I can share bad news with
	
	


Are there any gaps in your list of helpers? If there are, look back at the list and think again. Building up a network of support takes deliberate effort and those people who can help you may not be people you would automatically think of being friends or close colleagues. Someone who annoys you, challenging your decisions and continually asking questions, may prove a help to you, perhaps by preventing you getting in a rut and becoming under stressed, or by helping you find innovative solutions to problems you had not thought of.

You have identified friends and colleagues who can help you implement your strategy for reducing stress. It may be that you are one of the many people who have difficulty in asking for support. Look at the statements below and tick any that are true for you.

 In my opinion, asking for support is a sign of weakness.

 If I ask someone for help, they might use it against me in the future.

 Don’t ask for help, as I don’t want to waste other people’s time.

 Other people might think less of me if I ask for help.

 My problems are my own - I’m not going to involve other people in them.

 Other people aren’t interested in my problems.

If you ticked any of these statements, you probably find it hard to ask for help. However, you should ask yourself how genuine your reasons are for avoiding help. Are they just excuses? Start by identifying people you could turn to who you know will be happy to help you without judging you, or putting you off.

Finally, now you have identified people who can help you in your strategy to reduce pressure, remember to use them. As you work through the course, come back every now and then to this section and check that you are using the support network you have identified for yourself? Now it’s time to make a start and implement your strategy to gain control of the pressure in your life.

STRESS BUSTER ACTIVITY

Relaxation Script

Read through the following relaxation script at an even pace, in a soft but audible voice.

1. Ask the participants to make themselves comfortable. This could involve lying on the floor or sitting well supported in a chair.

2. Close your eyes and become aware of your breathing.

3. Breathe out, using your stomach muscles, and count to six as you do so. Hold the out breath for a moment and then breathe in to a count of six.

4. Without forcing yourself, continue breathing at this slow, deep and steady rate.

5. Beginning by turning your attention to your head. Start by feeling any tension in your forehead, jaw or facial muscles. As you breathe out say to yourself ‘I am relaxed’ and feel the tension ease away from this area.

6. Focus your attention on your neck and shoulders. As you breathe out say ‘I am relaxed’ and feel any tension in this area ease away.

7. Focus your attention on your lower back and stomach muscles. On the out breath repeat ‘I am relaxed’ and feel any tension ease away.

8. Focus your attention on your arms and hands. On the out breath repeat ‘I am relaxed’ and feel your tension flowing away.

9. Focus your attention on your legs and feet. On the outbreath repeat ‘I am relaxed’ and let all your tension flow into the floor.

10. Now relax your entire body. Feel all the tension flow away from your facial muscles, your arms and hands, your neck and shoulders, your back and stomach, your legs and feet. As you breathe out repeat to yourself ‘I am relaxed’.

STRATEGY FOR MANAGING PRESSURE

My aims are to:


Now you have identified your aims, how are you going to achieve them? Fill in what you will do, in the table below. Note how high a priority you will give to that action, which of the Activities you can use to help you and when you plan to start.

	I plan to achieve them by:
	Priority
	Activity to help
	Start date
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Ellen works in Central London as the secretary to a senior manager in a firm of management consultants:





“Although I was well qualified and had training as a bilingual secretary, my first job was really boring. I was in a department which was beginning to be wound down and the workload just kept dropping. For about four months I had virtually nothing to do. Even in that time I just got fed up and lazy. There was so little to do but you didn’t even feel like doing what little there was. I couldn’t stand it – I’ve always felt that I was a busy person. I just left and got another job.”





Barry teaches maths and computing in a large comprehensive school in the Midlands:





“Some weeks I didn’t seem to have any free periods. I had five full days. All my preparation time was used up in covering because we were short of maths staff. By the middle of the term I was just going from lesson to lesson. I was working late every night trying to catch up on marking. My lessons were not as well prepared and they were nowhere near the standard I’d always set myself. There was just more to do than I could cope with. I kept going but it was only by putting in long hours at weekends.”
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