17 Some common questions answered

I have read in the press that stress can kill you.  Surely stress must be harming me.

Understanding



The claim that stress causes major illnesses is one that is often repeated but for which there is little evidence.  Stress is a natural and normal part of life.  Although it may make us very uncomfortable at times, and can be frightening when we do not know what is happening, the body’s normal stress reactions are not dangerous.

I have been told that I have a stress disorder.   Does this mean I should avoid stress in future?

Certainly not.  Since stress is a normal part of life it is rarely possible to avoid stress without living a highly restricted life.  Having a stress disorder may simply mean that you have not recognised your symptoms as the body’s normal response to stress at one particular time in your life. It does not mean that you are any less able to deal with stress than other people.  Many people suffer from stress disorders at some time in their lives.  The more you understand about stress and the normal reactions to it, the better able you are to recognise and cope with it.  Many people are much better able to deal with stress after recovering from a stress disorder.

At times I  suddenly feel unwell and frightened.  My heart races; my breathing feels different; I feel shaky and dizzy, and fear that I will pass out or lose control.  I am told it is due to stress.  Surely this cannot be normal.

This sounds like what is often called a panic attack or acute anxiety attack.  The body’s normal emergency response goes off when there is no obvious threat.  This false alarm most usually happens when we have been under stress for a time.  Although it is very frightening, it is not dangerous.  It is best just to let the feeling pass, as it will.  Once you find out that it passes without causing any harm, it will pass more quickly and eventually should stop.  If you continue to have problems with such attacks, talk to your GP who can explain what is happening and if necessary arrange further help.
©1 What do we mean by Stress?PRIVATE 

We mostly use the term stress for anything that makes us distressed, or upset, in some way - family arguments, too much work, the threat of unemployment, backache.  We also often use the term for the way we feel in such situations. In this leaflet we will use stress to refer to the situation which upsets us, and stress reaction for how we feel in these situations.  

More generally, we can use the term stress for anything that puts us under pressure.  It need not always be a problem. Often we deliberately put ourselves in demanding and even dangerous situations for the ‘buzz’ we get from the experience.  Some of the most stressful situations are also the most enjoyable - getting married, having a child, going to college, or moving to a new job.

We are more likely to feel bad if 

· we see the possible effects as serious and far-reaching 

· we seem to have little control over what is happening 

· we fear that we cannot cope with the situation

· we feel a lack of support from friends and family

2 When does stress become a problem?
Many stressful situations make us feel bad both mentally and physically. This is, of course, quite normal.  Sometimes we can be so upset that we are unable to carry on with everyday life for a while.  This often happens after a death in the family. Again this is quite normal.  Although at such times we may be very distressed and feel bad, both mentally and physically, we understand what is happening to us and why.

Stress is generally much more of a problem
 when we do not understand what is happening to us,
 or what is causing us to feel bad.


16 Who can help?
Your family doctor service.
As well as your GP, the practice can arrange contact with nurses, health visitors, social workers, etc. Your GP can also refer you for specialist help from psychologists, psychiatrists or other mental health workers. 

Your local social services department.
You can contact social workers directly at a local office.  The number will be in the phone book. 

Voluntary organisations.
Many voluntary organisations exist to help people at times of stress.  These are some of the National Organisations. 

Association for Mental Health
Marriage Counselling
CRUSE
Samaritans
Women’s Aid
Victim Support
Rape Crisis

Health Promotion

Your family doctor service, your local social services office, or the local Mental Health Association office should be able to provide you with details of many other local groups and organisations.

Further Reading

‘Understanding Panic Attacks, Panic Disorder and Agoraphobia’ leaflet by Malcolm McFadyen
Understanding Panic Attacks and Overcoming Fear by Dr Roger Baker, published by Lion Hudson Publishing, 2011, £7.99 in paperback  

1998 Malcolm McFadyen, Chartered Clinical Psychologist,  revised 2010
Prepared with the assistance of patients, mental health professionals and GPs.

Please do not alter without consulting the author








15 To recap
· Coping with stress does not mean being free from symptoms and discomfort.  

· These are the normal and natural responses to stress.  

· Coping means being able to put up with these natural feelings until the stress passes or until we can sort out, or come to terms with, the stressful events in our life.  

· The more we can understand what is happening to us the better we will be able to put up with any unusual feelings.  

· When we cannot see a way to change things for the better it can be useful to talk your problems over with someone.  This might be a friend or member of your family, but there are times when this might not be possible or appropriate. 

·  In this case there are many other sources of advice, support or counselling which you may use.  There is a list of some of these on the next page.  

· Your family doctor may have more advice about services available locally.


3 Is something wrong?
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It is hardly surprising that at these times we may think that something is wrong - that we are ill in some way.  This also is quite normal - but not very comfortable.  Which is why many of us choose to consult a doctor for advice.  This is not very different to most other times when we go to our doctor for advice about a symptom that is worrying us and which we do not understand.

If we do not understand what is happening to us, it is unlikely that we will know how best to deal with the situation.  The more we know about stress and stress reactions the better we can deal with it.
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4 All in the mind?
Many people mistakenly think  that stress reactions are not ‘real’ - that they are ‘all in the mind’.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Stress affects us both mentally and physically, and in many different ways. 

Physically, our bodies react in 2 main ways.  

· Firstly our bodies keep changing to make sure we are ready to deal with what is going on around us.  When we are relaxing on the beach on a warm summer day there is little need to be ready to react and the body can switch off.  We feel relaxed.  However, if we are driving through a strange city in the rush hour, then we need to be able to react, both mentally and physically.  The body prepares us for this by putting various systems on alert.  We feel keyed up. 

· The second way we can react is our emergency response.  This kicks in when we need to respond immediately to a situation which could be dangerous.  Our body cannot wait for the slower system to prepare us to react, and delivers a crude but effective jolt of energy to enable us to deal with the possible danger.  This is sometimes called the ‘fight or flight’ reaction or, more commonly, a fright.
5 What happens when we are under stress?

When we are stressed by difficulties at work, or at home, then this affects our bodies by making us more ready to react.  For a time, we can be more keyed up than we need to be, or want to be.  This can feel quite uncomfortable, and make us feel less in control than normal.  Often we are aware of what is happening, and we at least know why we feel uncomfortable. When we are not aware that we are under stress, or do not expect it to affect us in this way, then we may think there is something wrong with us.
6 Panic Attacks
Sometimes stress can make us so ready to react that the body’s emergency response does not wait for something to happen.  It goes off in a kind of false alarm.  We may be aware of our heart rate and breathing suddenly speeding up.  We may also feel shaky and have difficulty getting a clear focus on our surroundings.  These and other physical effects are due to the body preparing the muscles to react quickly to get us out of danger.  If we were in a dangerous situation we probably would not notice these effects.  However, since such false alarms often happen when the person is aware that there is no danger, it is hardly surprising that most people do not identify this as a normal reaction.  Many people fear that they are physically ill, or that they are in danger of losing control.  This is usually referred to as a Panic Attack.

These two systems - the ready to react system and the emergency system are part of the body’s normal way of coping with everyday events.  The systems normally help us and are certainly not dangerous.  However, when we do not know what is going on, then it is natural that we will worry.  This only makes matters worse, since it increases our stress reactions, making us feel worse still.  


13 Talking can help

Often it can be difficult to see what we can do - what options we might have - and this can add to our feelings of distress.  Being able to talk to someone who can help us to look at options and to work out what we want to, or need to do, can be very useful.  For many people, friends or family can help in this way.  Others may not have people they can talk to like this, or it may at times be difficult to talk to family or friends.  
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Sometimes it is better to talk to someone other than family or friends, and then it may be useful to talk to a ‘counsellor’- someone trained to help people talk through their difficulties. There are many services which can help us at such times.  Some are voluntary services which exist to help people with particular problems - e.g. Marriage Guidance for relationship problems, CRUSE for bereavement.  Others may deal with a wide range of problems - for example, Citizen’s Advice, Samaritans.  For other problems it may be that Social Work, or your family doctor service can offer help.  You will find some more possible sources of help at the end of this booklet. 

14 Coming to terms with loss or change
Of course, we do not always have a choice about the action we can take.  In the case of bereavement, or some other losses or changes, we do not have the option of putting the situation right - putting life back the way it was.  In these cases we have to come to terms with the situation as it is, and this by its very nature takes time.  Again it can help to have people to talk to, and again this might be friends or family, volunteer organisations or your family doctor service.  

Sometimes we are stressed by the absence of something important to us.  After a move of house to a new place we may feel isolated and lonely for a time.  It can be hard work to make new friends, especially if we are not particularly confident or outgoing.  We are likely to feel uncomfortable when we have to push ourselves to find ways of meeting people.  However, this is something we may need to learn to put up with when we have to make any major changes to our way of life.

11 Coping with stress and stress reactionsPRIVATE 

Many people feel that if they are coping with stress then they will not feel bad. If they are uncomfortable then this means they cannot be coping adequately.  This is easy to understand when one looks at the numbers of books and leaflets telling us how to reduce stress, avoid stress, relax, etc. 
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The bad news is that stress can make us feel bad, both mentally and physically, and we might as well accept that.  The good news is that this is not dangerous and is usually a temporary condition.  Indeed, stress reactions can help by telling us that all is not well, and pushing us to take action when it is needed. 

12 It helps to understand what is happening
The secret of coping with stress is not in avoiding feeling  uncomfortable, but in understanding what is happening and why. It helps if we can see what is causing the stress in our life.  There may be one major cause, or there could be more than one - money worries, pressure at work, and family problems. We may need to deal with the particular problems, when these are not going to go away.

Sometimes the stress only lasts a short time and so does the bad feeling.  All that may be necessary is to put up with the discomfort until the situation passes or changes.

If we can identify our bad feelings as due to the body’s natural stress reactions then we can avoid the extra discomfort that comes from not knowing what is happening.  It is much easier to put up with stress reactions when we can see what is causing them.  When we cannot immediately connect these feelings with anything happening to us, it can be harder to accept them as normal.  We may need to prove to ourselves that the feelings are normal, are not dangerous, and will stop if we just give it time. 


7 Stress Disorder - a vicious circle



This can cause a vicious circle where the more we worry the worse we feel, and the worse we feel the more we worry.  This is even more likely to happen when the person has suffered a few panic attacks.  At this point we do not need the original stress to make us feel bad.  The vicious circle can keep the problem going.  This stage is sometimes referred to as a Stress Disorder, since the person can feel quite ill and disabled by the condition.  Stress disorders are among the most common conditions seen by GPs.

8 Recognising normal stress reactions
Although it is very real and very physical, if we can identify the feelings as the body’s normal and natural reaction to stress, then we can avoid the vicious circle of stress disorder. We may still have to deal with the stress situation. We may have to put up with some unpleasant feelings, at least for a time.  But once we know what is happening to us, and once we learn that the unpleasant feelings are not dangerous, then we are more likely to be able to cope with stress and our reactions to it.

9 Sources of stress - the common causes
We are all different in some ways and therefore the things that stress us will be different to some extent.  However, some experiences are generally stressful to all of us. Research has identified the events and conditions that people most usually experience as stressful.  Among the most common are:  

Death of a partner, close family member or close friend

(
Separation from a partner or close friend

(
Illness / Disability / Injury - self or family

(
Actual or threatened physical or psychological abuse

(
Divorce or separation

(
Unemployment / Redundancy / Loss of job (actual and threatened)

(
Moving house

(
Family conflict

(
Loneliness

(
Too much to do (or less often - too little to do)

Many of these share the common experience of LOSS of something important to us.  Others share the THREAT of hurt, discomfort or danger. 
10 Stress reactions
There is also much in common about the way we react to stressful situations and events.  These include


Effects on how we feel psychologically; for example



( anxiety 


( irritability



( depression


( loss of interest

  
Effects on how we feel physically; for example

     
( tension


( difficulty sleeping

     
( nausea


( headaches

     
( dizziness


( generally not feeling well

 

Effects on how we think; for example

     
( worrying


( pessimism

     
( apprehension

( mistrust




Body’s stress reactions





Worry about body’s reactions
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