
What is stress 
 
Stress has become a common word we do not hesitate to throw around in all sorts of settings we 
find ourselves in. At work, it is easy to be overwhelmed and verbalize feelings of stress. At 
home, we may want to sit back and watch TV to de-stress. Across different relationships, there 
are demands or attitudes that stress us out. But what is the meaning behind the word stress that 
can be as complex as the versatility of its prefix and suffix words.  
 
The shortening of the English word “distress” and influenced by the French word “estrece” that 
means oppression, Stress the way we mean it, dates back to 1955. In physics, stress is the force 
that produces strain on a physical body. Hence, it is clever to think that the word was adopted to 
refer to the bodily response to any type of threat/danger (force).  
 
Stress is an automatic process, an involuntary physiological response that aims to “protect us” 
when we sense danger. This can be a real threat such a bear in the woods, or an imaginary one, 
like the fear of public speaking. Either way, stress is here to help and protect us – who would 
have guessed! 
 

Is stress bad? 
Not necessarily! A certain amount of stress is necessary, even beneficial when we are trying to 
meet challenges. Think of that job interview that you would not have prepared for if you weren’t 
slight stressed about it. Or that exam that you only studied for because you felt the stress (or 
pressure) creeping up on you! Stress is adaptable and protective. Ultimately, it is what keeps 
us on our toes and prepared as the best version of ourselves.  
 
However, there is a thin line between the stress we need to go on with our days, and the stress 
that becomes disabling. Beyond a certain point, stress can become harmful to our physical, 
mental, and emotional health. Instead of having a positive impact in our productivity, it does the 
complete opposite. Our relationships with others, at work, and with ourselves start suffering from 
it, the quality of life decreases, and it becomes increasingly harder to leave this spiral – which 
only leads to more stress. 
 
 Acute stress or chronic stress? 
When stress becomes debilitating and a major part of our lives, it is no longer serving its 
adaptive purpose of “protection” and bettering ourselves. If you occasionally experience peaks of 
stress, such as a rare traffic jam, a tight deadline for one specific project, or a fight with a loved 
one, you are experiencing “acute stress.” On the other hand, if you are in a toxic relationship 
with ongoing arguments, constantly running against tight deadlines, or late to commitments due 
to traffic jams, your stress level is considered “chronic.” While the body is designed to handle 
acute stress, recovering from them fairly quickly (depending on your health level), the mind and 
body is not as good as dealing with chronic stress. In fact, our body reaches “capacity” just like a 
glass of water than can only hold so much water until it begins to pour out. The impact of 
chronic stress is also chronic. This means that living under a constant episode of stress (call it 
chronic), brings a new “normal” to our bodies that they are not prepared or wired to handle! This 
constant state of stress increases blood pressure, heart rate, breathing rate, muscle tension, leads 
to digestive problems, and elevates the body mechanics to a level they cannot keep up. There is 



no longer a resting state, as you are frequently “on alert” and this is the new, non-sustainable 
normal.  
 
 Stress in our physical body 
You can probably identify if and when you are stressed. You may even be able to pinpoint 
situations or triggers that will increase your stress levels. But do you know what is actually going 
on in your body during this physiological experience? It begins in our nervous system, which 
unfortunately is not too good at distinguishing between real or imaginary threats, let alone 
physical or emotional ones! A threat is a threat, danger is danger, and the nervous system does 
not have time to lose – it activates the fight or flight response immediately, and the physiological 
changes become obvious! The nervous system begins by releasing stress hormones (the famous 
adrenaline and cortisol), which prepare the body to either fight the threat or run away from it 
(think man cave running away from lions). Adrenaline and cortisol are mostly responsible for 
making the heart beat faster, increasing blood circulation that tighten the muscles, shorten the 
breath, and improves our senses: you hear, smell, and see better! You also become increasingly 
focused and faster – all to fight or flee the threat. Now if it exists in reality or not… it does not 
necessarily matter!  
 
 Significant problems caused by stress 
Chronic stress, what we mentioned as the new non-sustainable normal state of living has serious 
impacts in our physical, emotional, and mental health. The mind-body is functioning at 
overcapacity, a heightened state of awareness that does not allow time for rest and recharge.  
Consequently, it begins to disrupt every system in the body. Starting with the nervous system, 
you become more vulnerable to anxiety and depression related issues. Because there is no mind 
and body duality, our immune system also becomes weaker, making you more receptive to virus, 
bacteria, colds, and other illnesses. At the end of the day, the body is spending so much energy 
and resources controlling the “threats” in the environment that it does not have time to do 
everything else it is supposed to be doing. The digestive system is also one of the first ones 
impacted by chronic stress, particularly as we have a gut-brain system that is highly sensitive to 
stress. The reproductive and circulatory systems are not immune to stress either. Chronic stress 
increases the risk of heart attack, strokes, and makes you age faster.  
 
Do you want to know if the level of stress you are currently experiencing is considered adaptive, 
or if you are suffering from chronic stress? Take the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) by Cohen and 
colleagues (1983) to learn more. 
 
Bonus part of the article 
Do you suffer from chronic stress? 
For each question, please answer:  

0 Never 1 Almost Never 2 sometimes 3 Fairly often 4 very often 
 

l. In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened 
unexpectedly? 

2. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the 
important things in your life? 

3. In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and stressed? 



4. In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your 
personal problems? 

5. In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 
6. In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the things 

that you had to do? 
7. In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life? 
8. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
9. In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened 

that were outside of your control? 
10. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you 

could not overcome them? 
 
Scoring: 

Reverse the scores for questions 4, 5, 7, and 8. Change the scores like this:  

Add up your scores for each item to get a total ___ 

PSS score ranges from 0 to 40 with higher scores indicating higher perceived stress.  

• 0-13 would be considered low stress.  
• 14-26 would be considered moderate stress.  
• 27-40 would be considered high perceived stress – chronic stress level 



How to reduce stress 
 
So, you have come to the conclusion that the amount of stress you are experiencing is not 
healthy, or maybe you just want to become better at handling the occasional tension life throws 
at you. Either you have hit the chronic stress marker, or simply want to avoid getting there, be 
aware: there are efficient ways to reduce stress, despite the number of external stressors you are 
exposed to! 
 
Do not underestimate the negative impacts of stress can have in your life. The first rule is to 
know your limit. Each person has a different threshold for stress, but don’t be fooled – everyone 
can reach the point of debilitating stress, and no one is immune to its negative health impacts. It 
is true that the concept of “too much” stress differs across individuals, some even riding the 
adrenaline of it with apparent joy. Below you can find some of the protective factors that play a 
role in determining each person’s limitations.  
 

Protective factors 
- Support system 

A strong and positive network of loved ones is key when determining how you face life 
challenges. They do not only work as a buffer, but also as a sound board and support 
when you need it most.  

- Optimism vs. Pessimism 
Many studies have been done on this topic and the conclusion across research is 
consistent: a positive mindset is a strong protective factor of many health conditions and 
the way you handle stress. Optimists are less vulnerable to life challenges, they do not 
blow issues out of proportion, and can keep a mild temperament when faced with 
stressful situations, which facilitates a clear mindset to problem solve or utilize any of the 
coping skills they have on demand! 

- Emotional recognition and emotional intelligence 
Identifying what you are feeling is half of the work! Are you stressed out or are you sad? 
Are you physically sick, or are you responding to an emotional stressor? Knowing 
yourself at this level allows you to “catch” any health condition, physical distress, or 
stressful response before it increases and it becomes more difficult to “treat.” 

- Keeping a routine and/or self-discipline 
Consistency is the secret key to open unlock most of life’s hardships. Consistency is 
rooted in keeping a routine, counting on yourself, and knowing what to count on, 
regardless if you are at a high or a low moment in your life! 

 
After reading these, you may find that you check all of the above and still question why you 
struggle when it comes to handling stress. Despite having a wide array of protective factors, it is 
important to have different coping skills in your tool box to reach out to when needed. A sort of 
First Aid Kit, that includes the following: 
 

Techniques to reduce stress  
- Identify triggers and stressors 



And remove or avoid them from your life if possible. Know thyself. What is a trigger and 
a stressor, and how can you maneuver around it instead of facing it unless it is ultimately 
needed. No need to suffer if you can avoid it is the golden rule! 

- Deep breathing techniques 
Deep breathing techniques is one of the main ways you can bring the body to its normal 
state of relaxation – even when you are not. Belly breathing, deeply and focused sends 
off the information to your brain that you are calm and relax: Fake it until you make it, 
and your brain will believe it.  

- Guided meditation 
There are a number of guided meditations you can find online. These audios or videos 
guide you through the process of letting go of stress. Try the “Thoughts on a leaf” audio, 
particularly if you are a visual type of person. 

- Relaxation time 
Schedule relaxation time on your own. Wake up 30 min earlier, or block 30 minutes in 
the middle of your day to sit down and relax! The same way you schedule a meeting or a 
phone call with a friend, do this commitment with yourself.  

- Diet 
Your mood is what you eat! Sugar, alcohol, and fat are known to worsen symptoms of 
stress and your resilience levels.  

- Move your body 
Dance, walk, run, exercise, but get your body moving! It is not cliché, but scientific. The 
endorphin release paired help break the lethargy or procrastination sometimes associated 
with stress. This has significant impact on your mood and physical health.  

- Set realistic goals 
The pressure of having to fulfill a number of goals and meeting a certain standard, often 
times not realistic ones put a strain on our health! Too many demands and expectations 
and too little time are the perfect recipe for chronic stress. Time management skills, 
setting short and long-term goals, pacing yourself, and self-care should be kept as 
priorities in your first aid kit for stress.  

- Counseling/Therapy 
Therapists and psychologists develop individual tailored programs to target your needs. 
Cognitive behavioral therapy is one of the most effective forms of therapy for stress, 
guided by a trained professional to address your specific issues.  

 
Stress is a part of everyday life. You will see stress, feel it, experience it, and handle it! It is 
virtually impossible to eliminate stress from our lives, and it is quite literally impossible to 
control the environment around us. What you can do is work on yourself and change your 
response to the outside world, in a way that is healthy, adaptive, and “stress-free!”	


