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Defining stress isn’t easy
Two early approaches and one more modern approach to definition
Two early approaches to defining stress
It’s an environmental stimulus
I.e. exams are stressful, exams are the stimulus
Stimuli are often called stressors
Defined as a response to a stressor
I.e. I feel stressed around exams
Two types of responses: psychological (thoughts and feelings) often called distress (nervous, anxious) and physiological (i.e. heart rate increase, cortisol production)
How did stressors influence physiological responses?
In 1932, Walter Cannon argued that stressors activated two body systems (SAM)
One is sympathetic nervous system (stress response, fight or flight)
Now sympathetic nervous system activates the endocrine system, or adrenal medulla)
Adrenal medulla secrets norepinephrine and epinephrine to arouse the body
Therefore the entire SAM system activates the fight or flight response
Fight or flight response is adaptive, mobilizes us for quick response BUT prolonged activation can lead to health problems
Hans Selye (Canadian) was concerned about what happened in the body in response to prolonged stress
General adaptation syndrome: consists of three phases
Alarm: body is aroused and mobilized
Resistance: body adapts to the stressor
If prolonged, body can acquire diseases of adaptation (high blood pressure, ulcers)
Exhaustion: energy reserves are depleted, organism becomes more susceptible to more diseases and possibly death
Physiological responses are the same regardless of stressor
Physiological effects of prolonged stress: hypothalamic pituitary adrenocortical (HPA) axis
Long term exposure to a stressor influences the hypothalamus, which influences the pituitary gland, which influences adrenal cortex
Cortex releases corticosteroids like cortisol
Corticosteroids do different things
Release stored energy
Provide fuel for fight or flight response
Increase blood pressure
Suppress immune system
If HPA axis is activated for too long, exhaustion will kick in
What about psychological responses?
Third response to defining stress: stress is a process
Stress is not just a stimulus, not just a response to stimulus, but instead it’s a process
Stress involves continuous interactions (transactions) between person and environment (person-environment fit)
According to this view, stressors influence people and people influence the impact of stressors
A modern definition: a condition that results when person-environment transactions lead to a perceived discrepancy between situational demands and the person’s biopsychosocial resources for coping with these demands
Note: situations differ in terms of demands on resources (i.e. preparing for a 10% quiz will not be as demanding as preparing for an 80% exam)
Coping resources involve biological, psychological, and social factors
Stress results when the situational demands exceed the resources available OR when resources are underutilized 
Discrepancy is perceived: it can be real or it can be imagined 
Person-environment transactions involved continuous appraisal and reappraisal of demands, resources, and the perceived discrepancy between the two
DYNAMIC STATE

The appraisal process
I.e. exposed to potential stressor: huge snow storm will hit London tomorrow
At this point, primary appraisal occurs: what does this event mean to me?
Neutral: irrelevant, not a good thing or bad thing
Positive: good thing
Negative: oh shit this is bad
Negative events are further appraised in terms of their applications
Harm: damage that’s already been done
Threat: expectation of future harm
Challenge: extent to which negative event provides opportunity for growth or mastery
Examples of primary negative appraisals: imagine two students fail the same exam
Student 1: harm – I just lost 30% of final grade
Threat – I’ll never graduate and get a good job
Challenge – nothing good can come of this (no acknowledgement of opportunity)
Student 2: harm – it’s just one exam
Threat – I can make up by studying harder for the next one
Challenge – I can learn from this and become a better student
Secondary appraisals
Are my coping abilities and resources sufficient to meet demands of stressor?
If not perceived as sufficient  more likely to experience stress
If resources are perceived as sufficient  less likely to experience stress
Secondary appraisal can occur after primary appraisal
Can also occur at the same time
Secondary appraisals can also come first and influence primary appraisals
Some events are generally perceived as stressful by most people (I.e. divorce, job loss, injury etc.)
Coping and stress
What is coping?  all a person’s efforts to manage perceived discrepancy between appraised demands and resources
Coping methods can be overt (action oriented) or covert (psychological)
Involves continuous interactions and transactions between person and environment
Coping is not single response (dynamic)
Can be adaptive or maladaptive (good or bad for you)
How do people cope?
Problem focused coping: controlling the stressful event
Involves reducing demands of situation and/or increasing resources available
Specific strategies: example of writing 3 exams in 24 hours
Actively confronting situation: reschedule or overcome demands
Planful problem solving:
Suppress competing activities
Seek informational social support
Most effective when it’s possible to control the stressful event
What if it’s not possible or we don’t believe it is?
Emotion focused coping: control our emotional responses to a stressful event
Specific strategies:
Distancing: separating ourselves from event, detach ourselves, don’t think about it
Self control (emotional regulation): blocking or ventilating feelings
Positive reappraisal: efforts to find meaning in experience, growth
Accepting responsibility: your role in producing stress
Escape-avoidance
Emotional social support (reassurance, sympathy)
Can be used with problem focused coping
The role of social support
Sometimes emotional focused, sometimes problem focused
Stress management techniques
Rational emotive therapy (not in textbook 227-233)
Based on idea that stress often stems from irrational beliefs
We can reduce stress by changing these beliefs, called cognitive restructuring
ABCD model:
Activating environmental event
Irrational beliefs
Emotional consequences
Disputing irrational beliefs (and replacing them with rational ones)
Irrational beliefs exaggerate negative appraisals of a situation 
Makes situations seem worse than they actually are
If we start thinking that events are THAT bad, you begin doubting your own ability that you have the resources to cope with the event
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