Chapter 12: Stress and Health
Stress: Some Basic Concepts
· Stress is the process of appraising and responding to a threatening/challenging event
· Stress arises less from events themselves rather than how we appraise them
· Stress can be positive when short lived
· Mobilize the immune system for fending off infections and healing wounds
· Arouses/motivates us to solve problems
· Stress can be negative when its prolonged or extreme
· Children who suffer from negative stress are at risk for chronic disease
· Soldiers who suffered PTSD suffer from circulatory/digestive/respiratory/infectious disease
Stressors
· Fall into three categories
· Catastrophes
· Significant life changes
· Daily hassles
Catastrophes
· Unpredictable and large-scale events (wars, earthquakes, famines etc.)
· Nearly everyone appraises catastrophes as threatening
· For people who relocate because of catastrophes, their stress is twofold
· Trauma of uplifting family and adjusting to new culture, climate, language etc.
Significant Life Changes
· Even happy events (marriage) can be stressful
· Higher stress levels among young adults (leaving home, losing a job, losing a loved one etc.)
· People recently widowed, fired or divorced are more vulnerable to disease
Daily Hassles
· Stress can come from daily hassles
· Rush-hour traffic, housemates, long lineups, homophobia etc.
· People can either shrug off hassles or they add up and take a toll on one’s health
· Prolonged stress takes a toll on our cardiovascular system
The Stress Response System
· According to Walter Cannon stress response is part of a unified mind-body system
· Physiologists have since identified an additional stress response system
· Cerebral cortex orders outer part of the adrenal glands to secrete glucocorticoid stress hormones such as cortisol 
· Epinephrine is more of a fight
· Glucocorticoids are more of a flight
· Hans Selye did 40 years of research on stress extended by Cannon’s findings
· Selye proposed that the body’s adaptive response to stress is so general that it responds no matter how or what causes the stress
· Named this response the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS)
· 3 phase process
1) Alarm reaction – nervous system is suddenly activated, heart rate zooms, and blood is diverted to the skeletal muscles, faintness of shock. Ready to fight
2) Resistance – temperature, blood pressure and respiration remain high
3) Exhaustion – body’s reserves run out, become vulnerable to illness, extreme cases death
· Although the human body copes well with temporary stress, prolonged stress is harmful
Dealing with Stress
· Withdraw
· Pullback and conserve energy
· Ten-and-Befriend (seek and give support)
· Men tend to turn towards alcohol or become aggressive
· Due to oxytocin
· Women’s brains become more active in areas important for face processing and empathy
· Men’s become less active
Stress and Illness
· Psychophysiological illness = hypertension and some headaches
· Psychoneuroimmunology = study of the mind-body interactions
· Socially disrupted immune systems are weaker than stable immune systems
· Surgical wounds heal more slowly in stressed people
· Stressed people are more vulnerable to colds
· Stress competes for a need of energy and so does not allow immunity cells to use as much energy to fight off illness and disease
· Stress does not make us sick but it makes us more vulnerable to illness
Stress and AIDS
· Stress cannot give people AIDS
· Stress can speed the transition from HIV infection to AIDS in someone already affected
· Stress can predict a faster decline in those with AIDS
· Efforts to reduce stress could help control the disease
Stress and Cancer
· Stress does not create cancer cells
· In a healthy immune system, lymphocytes, macrophages and NK cells search out and destroy cancer cells and cancer-damaged cells
· If stress weakens the immune system, this might weaken one’s ability to fight off cancer
· On the other hand, concentration camp survivors and former prisoners of war do not have elevated cancer rates
· Can cause the patient to blame themselves for not being more relaxed
Stress and Heart Disease
· Stress is closely linked to coronary heart disease
· Negative emotions heighten the risk for being coronary-prone
· People with higher levels of anger were 5x as likely to have a heart attack
· Happy people tend to be healthier and outlive their unhappy peers
· Heart disease and depression may both result when chronic stress triggers persistent inflammation
· After a heart attack, stress and anxiety increase the risk of death or another attack
· People who experience social threats are more prone to inflammation responses (asthma or clogged arteries etc.)
Promoting Health
· Implementing strategies that prevent illness and enhance wellness
· Health maintenance includes
· Alleviating stress
· Preventing illness
· Promoting well-being
Coping With Stress
· We address some stressors directly with problem-focused coping
· When we feel a sense of control over the situation and think we can change the circumstances
· We turn to emotion-focused coping when we cannot change a situation
· Emotion-focused can move us toward better long term health
· Emotion-focused can be maladaptive
· Sometimes problem-focused can more effectively reduce stress and promote long term health
Perceived Control
· Uncontrollable threats trigger the strongest stress responses
· Perceiving a loss of control, we become more vulnerable to ill death
· Losing control provokes an outpouring of stress hormones
· Stress hormone levels rise, blood pressure increases and immune responses drop
Optimism and Health
· Pessimists expect things to go badly
· Optimists usually expect the best
· People with an optimistic outlook expect to have more control, to cope better with stressful events and to have better health
· Optimists also respond to stress with smaller increases in blood pressure

Social Support
· Feeling liked and encouraged by intimate friends and family
· Promotes both happiness and health
· People are less likely to die early if supported by close relationships
· Social support calms us and reduces blood pressure and stress hormones
· Social support fosters stronger immune functioning
· Close relationships give us an opportunity for “open heart therapy”, a chance to confide painful feelings
· Talking about a stressful event can calm us by calming limbic system activity
· Suppressing emotions can be detrimental to physical health
Reducing Stress
· Sometimes we cannot alleviate stress and simply need to manage our stress
Aerobic Exercise
· Sustained, oxygen-consuming exercise that increases heart and lung fitness
· Jogging, swimming or biking
· Adds 2 years onto life span
· Gives more energy and better moods
· Fights heart disease by strengthening the heart, increasing blood low, keeping blood vessels open and lowering both blood pressure and the blood pressure reaction to stress
· Inactivity allow the muscle cells to produce lower quantities of proteins leaving us susceptible to type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, Alzheimer’s and cancer
· Also reduces stress, depression and anxiety
· Exercise increases arousal thus counteracting depression’s low arousal state
Relaxation and Meditation
· Biofeedback = a system of recording, amplifying and feeding back info about subtle physiological responses, many controlled by the autonomic nervous system
· Meditators could lower blood pressure, heart rate and oxygen consumption
· Relaxation response = a state of calm marked by relaxed muscles, slowed breathing/heart rate and decreased blood pressure
Faith Communities and Health
· Faith factor = religiously active people tend to live longer than  those who are not religiously active
· Religion promotes self-control
· Healthy lifestyle and smoke/drink less
· Religion promotes social support
· Communal experience
· Religion promotes positive emotions (hope, optimism, coherence)
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