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STRESS—KEYS TO MANAGING IT

I felt like a mouse running on a treadwheel and getting nowhere. I often worked 16-hour days with rarely a weekend off. I felt angry because I only ever saw my little girl asleep. Stress was making me sick.”​—Kari, Finland.

KARI’S experience is not unusual. According to a mental-health charity in the United Kingdom, 1 in 5 British workers said that stress had made them physically ill during their career, and unmanageable pressure had caused 1 in 4 to cry while at work. Prescriptions for antidepressants saw an unprecedented rise during one recent year of economic recession

Stress activates an amazing system in our body​—our emergency response system. Hormones are released to increase our breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure. In addition, reserves of blood cells and glucose flood into our bloodstream. This cascade of reactions prepares us to deal with the stressor, the stimulus causing the stress. After the stressor has passed, our body may return to normal. But when a stressor remains, it can leave us chronically anxious or tense, like a motor that stays revved up.

Stress in itself is not necessarily harmful. The American Psychological Association has noted: “Stress is to the human condition what tension is to the violin string: too little and the music is dull and raspy; too much and the music is shrill or the string snaps. Stress can be the kiss of death or the spice of life. The issue, really, is how to manage it.”

To help them “cope” with chronic stress, some people turn to alcohol, drugs, or tobacco. Others begin abnormal eating patterns or sit passively in front of a TV or computer​—habits that do not address the underlying problem but may, in fact, exacerbate it. How, then, can we learn to manage stress effectively?

I will consider four common causes of stress (stressors), outlining possible suggestions to help cope with them.

1. INSECURITY

Not one of us has total security. The kind of childhood we had, recent experiences of failure or rejection, loneliness, social anxiety, or negative beliefs about ourselves, can all contribute to insecurity. Insecurities in turn feed mental health issues like depression, low self-esteem, anxiety, and stress.

How can we cope with feelings of insecurity? Try these suggestions:
Confide in a trusted family member or friend. Studies show that the support of loved ones consistently confers protection against stress-related disorders.

Do not continually focus on worst-case scenarios. Such thinking does little more than drain emotional reserves. And what we fear may not happen! 

2. DEMANDING ROUTINE

A relentless routine of commuting, working, studying, or caring for children or elderly parents can keep stress levels high. This is so because a demanding routine gives rise to anxiety, unnecessary agitation, and can result in inadequate sleep.  In fact, based on an annual survey from the American Psychological Association (APA), 60 percent of people in the United States consider their job a major source of stress. According to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, there is evidence that “stress levels are rising while employees’ physical health is deteriorating, with 27 percent of U.S employees having sleep problems and 33 percent experiencing depression”(Murphy, 2009).
Moreover, stopping some of these activities may be out of the question. What, then, can we do to cope?

Try to give yourself some downtime, and get adequate rest. Set sound priorities, and adopt a modest lifestyle. Consider simplifying your life, perhaps by reducing expenses or time spent at work.

3 INTERPERSONAL CONFLICTS

Conflicts with others, especially in the workplace, can be very stressful. “Interpersonal problems . . . ranks as a primary source of unhappiness in people’s lives. A construct that measures the quality of interpersonal relationships at work is interpersonal conflict” (Jaramillo 2011).

If you experience such difficulties, you have a number of options that might help:
When someone upsets you, try to stay calm. Do not add fuel to the fire. Try to settle differences privately and respectfully, thus dignifying the other person.​Try to gain insight into his or her feelings and viewpoint. Such insight “slows down [our] anger” because it puts us in the other person’s shoes. It can also help us to see ourselves through the other person’s eyes.

Try to forgive. Forgiveness is not only beautiful. It is also good medicine. As reported in a 2001 study, “unforgiving thoughts” resulted in “significantly higher” blood pressure and heart rate, whereas a forgiving attitude reduced stress.

4 TRAUMATIC EVENTS
Sometimes, we may go through a string of tragedies that can devastate us and make us lose hope. These traumatic events could be accidents, violence or prolonged abuse, natural disasters, or a serious illness. 
When we experience a traumatic event, our body’s defences take effect and create a stress response which may make us feel a variety of physical symptoms, behave differently and experience more intense emotions. This response ignites our body to produce chemicals which prepares us for an emergency. This “fight or flight response” brings about stress and despair. It can also lead to symptoms such as increased blood pressure and heart rate, increased sweating, and loss of appetite.
Directly after a traumatic event, people may experience shock and denial. Over several hours or days, this can give way to a range of other feelings like sadness, anger, and guilt. If such feelings persist, they can lead to more serious problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). At that point, we may even want to end our lives.
Yet, we can find a way to cope.
A 2008 study by British researchers says: “One way to develop resilience in the face of stress is to give in some way . . . to others”.  Another study published in the Clinical Psychological Science journal in 2015 suggests that we can help ourselves manage stress and feel better by doing good deeds for other people.
The two studies both establish that sharing whatever we can spare is a simple, but generous, way to help others and most importantly a brilliant way to help ourselves manage stressful situations. The act of giving takes our mind off the pain and gives us comfort. It puts a smile on the recipient’s face which in turn puts a smile on the face of the giver. 
THE BEST START TO RELIEVING STRESS

“Making certain lifestyle changes is the best start” to relieving stress, says the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in the United States. “Start with eating a well-balanced, healthy diet as well as getting enough sleep and exercise. Also, limit caffeine and alcohol intake and don’t use nicotine, cocaine, or other street drugs.” The NIH also suggests taking breaks from work, spending time with family or friends, learning to make things with our hands, or learning to play a musical instrument.

SOME OTHER WAYS TO REDUCE STRESS

● Don’t expect perfection of yourself or others.

● Set appropriate priorities.

● Get regular exercise.

● Enjoy nature.

● Make some quiet time regularly.

● Get sufficient relaxation and sleep.​

