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1 of 11 - Introduction
Welcome to unit 2. 
In this session you will learn:
1. Defining stress
2. Causes of stress
3. How stress can affect people
4. How the demands of daily life can contribute to stress
5. Managing stress
Defining stress
Some studies have claimed that up to 70% of visits to GPs are for conditions that are related to stress. Stress is a biological response that the brain makes when it reacts to any physical or emotional situation that it finds challenging.
Here are some definitions. Stress is:
"Any interference that disturbs a person’s healthy mental and physical well-being" - Illustrated Medical Dictionary, British Medical Association
"The adverse reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of demand placed on them"
- Working Together to Reduce Stress: A Guide for Employees, The Health and Safety Executive.
2 of 11 - Causes of stress
The brain can see everything as stressful depending on the degree of stimulation and how much of a threat it poses to that individual. For example, going out of the house could be stressful for one person but not someone else, and having to produce work to a deadline could be stressful for one person but not another. The causes of stress can differ from one individual to another.
Activity 1
Think of the general factors that may provoke stress. 
Instructions: Record your thoughts using the interactive PDF provided. Remember to save your document as you progress through the session. You can return to it at any time.
General causes of stress
Threat - A perceived threat will make someone feel stressed. This can include physical threats, social threats and financial threats. The threat will be worse when the person feels they can't do anything about it, as this affects a person's need to be in control. 
Fear – Threat can lead to fear, which again leads to stress. Fear leads to people imagining terrible situations, which are the real source of stress.
Uncertainty - When we are not certain, we are unable to predict what is going to happen. We feel we are not in control, and so may feel fearful or threatened by whatever is causing the uncertainty.
Cognitive gap - This means there is a difference, or a gap, between what we think about ourselves and what we do, which is felt as stress. So, if I think I'm a nice person, then do something that hurt someone else, I will experience stress. This gap also occurs when we cannot meet our commitments. We might think we are committed to something, but if circumstances prevent us from keeping our promises or meeting our responsibilities, we are frightened that others will see us as incapable or useless.
Conflict – Being in conflict with others is a source of stress. Conflict with colleagues or with managers can arise in a work situation causing stress. It can also arise in domestic and other social situations where there is a difference of opinions or a clash of personalities.
Frustration - Frustration occurs when we cannot achieve something that we feel we should achieve. Frustration is coupled with a feeling of helplessness in being unable to resolve the situation, and a lack of control that causes stress.
Pressure - Pressure can come from many sources including domestic life and work. Pressure usually takes the form of lots of demands on the individual to a point where they feel a lack of personal control and unable to fulfil their commitments. This creates stress.
3 of 11 – Events that cause stress
Activity 2
What are common life events that may provoke stress? Which events cause you stress in your life? 
Instructions: Record your thoughts using the interactive PDF provided. Remember to save your document as you progress through the session. You can return to it at any time.
There are many events that can cause stress, including the following:
· Death of a family member or friend
· Health - injury, illness, pregnancy
· Crime such as sexual violence, mugging or burglary
· Family change – separation, divorce, marriage or new baby
· Arguments with family, friends, co-workers or your boss
· Lack of sleep
· Moving house, school or job
· Increase in responsibilities, in the home or at work
· Loss of a job and the income that goes with it
You may have noticed that many of the life causes of stress are the result of some kind of change or instability that creates a threat or fear of a lack of personal control. In these circumstances, the effects of stress may be felt as physical symptoms such as sweating and a pounding heart. Even if the person doesn't feel physical symptoms, long-term stress can have a damaging effect on the body, such as a risk of stroke or heart attack brought about by raised blood pressure.

4 of 11 – Stress at work
The workplace is a common focus of stressful situations for many people. The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) lists six key causes of stress in the workplace:
· The demands of the job
· The degree of control staff have over how they do their work
· The degree of support they receive from colleagues
· Their relationships with colleagues
· Whether they understand their roles and responsibilities properly
· How far the company consults staff over workplace changes
Question 1
Pick the correct answers. What are the general causes of stress?
A. Frustration
B. Excitement
C. Pleasure
D. Uncertainty
The correct answers are A and D, the general causes of stress are frustration and uncertainty. 
5 of 11 – How stress can affect people
We usually think of stress as being something that should be avoided; however, not all stress is bad for you. 
Think of ‘typical’ positive and negative aspects of stress, although, remember; there are no right or wrong answers. It very much depends on the individual.
Clearly, some people are able to cope better with stress than others. For those who cannot cope, it is because the situation is perceived by the brain as threatening. What is important is achieving the right balance, on one hand, enjoying positive stress and on the other, having a lack of stimulation which could lead to boredom, or too much harmful stress leading to a feeling of not being able to cope.
Useful stress:
· Makes you more alert to danger and focuses your senses
· Can help you solve daily challenges and motivates you to reach your goals 
· Can boost your memory 
· Can help to strengthen the immune system - for example, stress can improve how your heart works and protect your body from infection
Harmful stress
· Over a period of weeks or months stress can weaken the immune system and cause high blood pressure, fatigue, depression, anxiety and even heart disease
· Makes the body produce too much epinephrine which can be harmful to your heart 
· Can change the arteries and how their cells are able to regenerate
6 of 11 – The symptoms of stress
Common physical symptoms include:
· Increased heart rate, high blood pressure and palpitations 
· Aches, pains and headaches 
· Difficulty breathing
· Butterflies
· Indigestion
· Sleep disturbance and constant tiredness
· Feeling sick or dizzy
· Constipation or diarrhoea
· Sexual difficulties
· Tendency to sweat
Your body reacts to stress in the following ways due to the effects of stress:
· Breathing rate increases
· Blood flow to skeletal muscles increased
· Heart rate increases
· Blood pressure in arteries increases
· Pupils dilate
· Intestinal muscles relax
· Blood sugar level increases
Activity 3
Think about a situation where you were under stress – it could be short-term situation such as hearing bad news, feeling threatened by something or taking a driving test, or a long-term situation such as being in an unhappy relationship or having health worries. 
Instructions: Record your thoughts using the interactive PDF provided. Remember to save your document as you progress through the session. You can return to it at any time.
Look at the following examples of feelings and behaviours. Think back on your own experiences of stress, and if any of these feelings or behaviours apply to them. 
Feelings, such as: 
· Aggressive
· Depressed
· Irritable
· Neglected
· Feeling you are ill
· Dreading the future
· Dreading failure
· No interest in life
· Lack of interest in others
· Loss of your sense of humour
· Feeling you have no one to confide in
Behaviours, such as: 
· Difficulty making decisions
· Inability to show true feelings 
· Problems concentrating
· Avoiding difficult situations
· Denying there's a problem
· Frequently crying
· More likely to smoke or drink
· More likely to take sick leave from work
· Poor time management
7 of 11 – How stress can affect the individual
Stress can trigger health problems or make existing health concerns worse. For example:
· Asthma, hay fever, eczema and allergies 
· Migraines
· Stomach ulcers
· Diarrhoea
· Irritable bowel syndrome
· Heart disease
· Diabetes and high blood pressure can also become more difficult to control
8 of 11 – How the demands of daily life can contribute to stress
Internal Factors
Internal demands that can cause stress are a result of our personality – aspects of ourselves that we are born with. The body's ability to cope with internal demands in daily life differ from person to person, but is determined by factors such as:
· General health fitness levels
· A person’s emotional state
· A person’s nutritional balance
· Adequate rest and sleep
Internal factors are often hard to identify but could include:
· Feelings of general anxiety 
· Stress caused by addictive behaviour 
· Physical and health problems 
· Worrying about finances, job or college performance
· Poor time management and personal organisation 
· Feeling guilty about taking time to relax
External factors could include:
· Financial issues such as debt
· Relationship problems
· Household issues
· Personal responsibilities or pressure from other members of the family
· Dealing with a death or serious illness 
· Moving house
· Job loss or job search
It is often difficult to distinguish what is internal and what is an external demand - one may be the result of the other.
9 of 11 – Managing stress
Activity 4
If you are feeling stressed, there are a number of things that you can do to help yourself. Think about a situation where you were stressed. Which of these steps did you take to help self-manage your stress?
Instructions: Record your thoughts using the interactive PDF provided. Remember to save your document as you progress through the session. You can return to it at any time.
The following are things you can do to help with stress:
· Learning to relax your body and slow your breathing
· Using a list to help you work through one task at a time, so you feel better organised
· Tackle the worries that you can do something about and forgetting those you can do nothing about
· Reassessing your priorities and concentrating on offloading those which are not that important
· Adopting a healthy lifestyle, including eating properly and getting enough sleep and exercise
· Confiding in a trusted family member or friend
· Identifying everything about your life that is good
If a person is stressed, the first strategy for reducing it, and feeling better, is to identify the symptoms and what is causing them. Keeping a stress diary can help you to work out what triggers your stress, how you operate under pressure and how to develop better coping mechanisms.
What can you do to reduce stress levels? Use the NHS website to see 10 stress busters.
10 of 11 – Local support for individuals experiencing stress
Local support for people experiencing stress includes:
· Stress councillors
· Stress support groups with people in similar situations
· Support from family and friends
· GP's as the first port of call for information about local support, and for medication; however, medication is usually a last resort due to potentially problematic side effects


Local services that can help with specific causes of stress, such as:
· Citizens Advice Bureau 
· Local authority housing department 
· Local credit union for financial guidance 
· Trade unions for work disputes
How local support can help 
Information - People may have information that helps in the situation or solves the problem, or may have personal experience that can help you. They may have solved the problem before or may have seen the problem solved elsewhere. 
Problem solving - They may be able to help you to think through how to solve the problem. Just explaining a problem clearly to someone else can bring a problem into focus so that the solution is obvious.
Reassurance - People can also give emotional support and reassurance when you may be starting to doubt yourself, can help you put problems into context or can help you find solace elsewhere.
Question 2
Choose the correct answers. Which of the following are healthy strategies for self-managing stress?
A. Take a regular break
B. Look at your long-term priorities
C. Taking on more work
D. Keeping a stress diary
The correct answers are A, C and D, taking regular breaks, looking at your long-term priorities and keeping a stress diary are all healthy strategies for self-managing stress. 
Question 3
Which of the following is not a source of local support for people with stress? Choose the correct answer. 
A. GP
B. Citizens Advice Bureau
C. Work Manager
The correct answer is C, A work manager is not a source of local support for people with stress.
11 of 11 – Conclusion
Well done, you have completed this session on understanding stress.
Please upload your activity worksheet for this unit to your e-portfolio. This will help you to answer the assessment criteria.
We have covered:
· The definition of stress
· The causes of stress and how it can affect people
· How the demands of daily life can trigger stress, or make existing stress worse
· Techniques and lifestyle changes which can help us to manage stress

