Stress

Introduction
Stress today, may be considered a commodity.  There are many positive side effects to leading a stressful life.  Stress can be considered to have a positive influence if it enhances one's ability to meet or exceed an identified goal.  For example, getting married, having a baby, buying a home, or starting a new job are often associated with positive outcomes. Because they are meaningful, they require a lot of personal energy and investment.  In these situations, stress acts as a motivator.
Alternatively, stress has a negative influence if it impedes an individual's ability to balance their demands against their resources.  It can present in the form of too much work, unrealistic deadlines, and financial pressures and prevent an individual from effectively managing responsibilities.  The end result is "distress."
Although the source of stress has changed, the impact of stress remains.   Today everyone faces such daily obstacles as time urgency, congested traffic and noise, loss of self-confidence, intense competitiveness, and loss of control over work priorities.
Common Signs and Symptoms of Stress 
When you consider the common signs and symptoms of stress in our lives (i.e. fatigue, irritability, muscle tension, loss of concentration), it is easy to understand how they may be misinterpreted or even ignored.  Many are typically associated with chronic physical and emotional problems resulting in time away from work, concerns, and frustration. Recognizing the impact stress has on our physical and emotional selves allows individuals to take preventative steps. 
There is a documented physical component to stress.  Recent studies suggest 70% to 80% of all illnesses seen in medical practice are either caused by or made worse by stress. Yet few doctors have been trained in either recognizing or treating stress. 
High levels of stress have been associated with both heart disease and cancer, as well as neck and back pain.  Other stress associations include increased blood pressure, increased use of nicotine and alcohol and increased levels of adrenaline.   Research has indicated that individuals at risk for heart disease and cancer have a better chance at recovery when individuals implement a successful stress management plan.  In fact, in a study by Duke University Medical Center reported by USA Today in 1997, a stress-management program helped heart patients reduce their risk of heart attacks or the need for surgery by 74%.
A good indication that further stress management techniques need to be

developed is when stress and 'living on the edge' becomes a way of life.
When the stress level is manageable or when we have developed effective coping mechanisms, the impact of stress on our lives is minimal.  Unfortunately, we do not always recognize the degree of impact.  In addition to "feeling out of control" in our lives, unmanageable levels of stress may actually cause or exacerbate new or already existing problems in totally unrelated areas such as relationship difficulties, financial concerns, and work-related issues. Stress can also manifest itself in unrelated areas, such as relationship difficulties, anxiety, financial concerns, parenting difficulties, addiction, etc.
Ways to Effectively Manage Stress

Regardless of the current level of stress in your life or how effective your coping mechanisms have been in the past, everyone could benefit from improving their stress management practices.  Stress may be linked to a particular area in your life, however stress is often a function of several things including life adjustments, daily routines, unrealistic expectations and relationships. The following coping mechanisms may be useful if you determine that stressors in your life need to be tolerated. 
1. Managing your stress is enhanced by maintaining a healthy mind and body. This includes: 
· a nutritious diet
· a regular exercise routine 
· an adequate amount of sleep on a consistent basis 
· activities which you consider relaxing. A healthy mind may be enhanced by relying on supportive friends and family and rewarding yourself with "free time" when you accomplish your goals. 
2. Setting "realistic expectations" for your self. This is true in both the workplace and personal relationships. 
3. The final strategy for stress management is "maximizing your resources." You have a limited supply of time and energy. These limits may vary depending on your lifestyle and your ability to set limits. As you work to maximize your time, remember that no one is going to give you more. Build in relaxation time to your schedule. In setting short-term and long-term goals, make them as objective as possible.
In order for these skills to be effective in managing your stress, they need to be utilized continuously as your level of stress fluctuates. Many of the mechanisms are most effective when put to use early. 
For more information on effective stress management contact your Employee Assistance Program at x6-4600

