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I. Introduction
Stress is simply a fact of nature -- forces from the outside world 
affecting the individual. The individual responds to stress in ways 
that affect the individual as well as their environment. Hence, 
all living creatures are in a constant interchange with their 
surroundings (the ecosystem), both physically and behaviorally. 
This interplay of forces, or energy, is of course present in the 
relationships between all matter in the universe, whether it is 
living (animate) or not living (inanimate). However, there are 
critical differences in how different living creatures relate to their 
environment. These differences have far-reaching consequences 
for survival. Because of the overabundance of stress in our modern 
lives, we usually think of stress as a negative experience, but from 
a biological point of view, stress can be a neutral, negative, or 
positive experience.
In general, stress is related to both external and internal factors. 
External factors include the physical environment, including 
your job, your relationships with others, your home, and all 
the situations, challenges, difficulties, and expectations you’re 
confronted with on a daily basis. Internal factors determine your 
body’s ability to respond to, and deal with, the external stress-
inducing factors. Internal factors which influence your ability to 
handle stress include your nutritional status, overall health and 
fitness levels, emotional well-being, and the amount of sleep and 
rest you get.
Stress has driven evolutionary change (the development and 
natural selection of species over time). Thus, the species that 
adapted best to the causes of stress (stressors) have survived and 
evolved into the plant and animal kingdoms we now observe. Man 
is the most adaptive creature on the planet because of the evolution 
of the human brain, especially the part called the neo-cortex. This 
adaptability is largely due to the changes and stressors that we 
have faced and mastered. Therefore, we, unlike other animals, 
can live in any climate or ecosystem, at various altitudes, and 
avoid the danger of predators. Moreover, most recently, we have 
learned to live in the air, under the sea, and even in space, where 
no living creatures that we know of have ever survived. So then, 
what is so bad about stress?

II. History of Stress 
A key to the understanding of the negative aspects of stress is 
the concept of milieu interieur (the internal environment of the 
body), which was first advanced by the great French physiologist 
Claude Bernard. In this concept, he described the principles of 
dynamic equilibrium. In dynamic equilibrium, constancy, a steady 
state (situation) in the internal bodily environment, is essential 
to survival. Therefore, external changes in the environment or 
external forces that change the internal balance must be reacted 
to and compensated for if the organism is to survive. Examples of 
such external forces include temperature, oxygen concentration in 
the air, the expenditure of energy, and the presence of predators. In 
addition, diseases were also stressors that threatened the constancy 
of the milieu interieur.
The great neurologist Walter Cannon coined the term homeostasis to 
further define the dynamic equilibrium that Bernard had described. 
He also was the first to recognize that stressors could be emotional 
as well as physical. Through his experiments, he demonstrated the 

“fight or flight” response that man and other animals share when 
threatened. Further, Cannon traced these reactions to the release 
of powerful neurotransmitters from a part of the adrenal gland, the 
medulla. (Neurotransmitters are the body’s chemicals that carry 
messages to and from the nerves.) The adrenal medulla secretes 
two neurotransmitters, epinephrine (also called adrenaline) and 
norepinephrine (noradrenaline), in the response to stress. The 
release of these neurotransmitters leads to the physiologic effects 
seen in the fight or flight response, for example, a rapid heart rate, 
increased alertness, etc.
Hans Selye, another early scientist who studied stress, extended 
Cannon’s observations. He included, as part of the body’s stress 
response system, the pituitary gland, a small gland at the base of 
the brain. He described the control by this gland of the secretion 
of hormones (for example,  cortisol) that are important in the 
physiological response to stress by the other part of the adrenal 
gland known as the cortex. Additionally, Selye actually introduced 
the term stress from physics and engineering and defined it as 
“mutual actions of forces that take place across any section of 
the body, physical or psychological.”

III. Role of the Hypothalamus-Pituitary-Adrenal (HPA) 
Axis (Grouping) in stress 
The HPA axis is a grouping of responses to stress by the brain 
and the pituitary and adrenal glands. First, the hypothalamus (a 
central part of the brain) releases a compound called corticotrophin 
releasing factor (CRF), which was discovered in 1981. The CRF 
then travels to the pituitary gland, where it triggers the release 
of a hormone, adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH). ACTH is 
released into the bloodstream and causes the cortex of the adrenal 
gland to release the stress hormones, particularly cortisol, which 
is a corticosteroid hormone. Cortisol increases the availability of 
the body’s fuel supply (carbohydrate, fat, and glucose), which is 
needed to respond to stress. However, if cortisol levels remain 
elevated for too long, then muscle breaks down, there is a decreased 
inflammatory response, and suppression of the immune (defense) 
system occurs.
Because they suppress the immune system, corticosteroids 
in measured doses are used to treat many illnesses that are 
characterized by inflammation or an overactive immune system, 
such as asthma and inflammatory bowel disease. For the same 
reason, they are used to help reduce the chances that our body will 
immunologically reject a transplanted organ. Corticosteroids also 
can cause fluid retention and high blood pressure . Therefore, it is 
critical that the response to corticosteroids be carefully controlled 
(modulated). This control usually is accomplished by a feedback 
mechanism in which increased cortisol levels feeding back to 
the hypothalamus and pituitary turn off production of ACTH. 
In addition, extremely high levels of cortisol can cause mental 
changes, including depression and psychosis, which disappear 
when the levels return to normal.

IV. Role of the Locus Coeruleus in Stress
The locus coeruleus has many connections to other parts of the brain, 
particularly areas that bring in and process sensory information 
(information from sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch). The 
locus coeruleus secretes norepinephrine and stimulates other brain 
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centers to do the same. It is like the  pacemaker (meaning it controls 
the tempo) of the brain. Thus, it increases arousal (heightened 
awareness, alertness) and vigilance (watchfulness, carefulness), 
and adjusts (modulates) the action of the autonomic nervous system, 
which includes the SNS. The autonomic nervous system regulates 
blood flow, heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing (respiration). 
It can also temporarily shut down the Gastro Intestinal (GI) and 
sexual systems until the crisis is over. These initial reactions, to 
get our blood flowing, heart pumping, and muscles energized, 
occur very quickly and automatically.

V. Working of Connections in the Brain During Stress
The HPA axis and the locus coeruleus systems are linked through 
the hypothalamus and an area of the brain known as the limbic 
system. The limbic system is the control area for emotion and 
the processing area for memory. These linkages are critical. For 
example, if you see the bushes rustling, your locus coeruleus 
immediately starts things (the stress response) rolling. However, 
when you see that it is not a mountain lion but a golden retriever 
in the bushes, your memory of the tameness of the dog will turn 
off the stress response. Similarly, if a person is nervous before 
a public-speaking engagement and the first minute or two goes 
well, this happy feeling will turn down the activity of the locus 
coeruleus. These internal adjustments are why experienced public 
speakers often start off with a joke. It’s as much to calm themselves 
(if the joke goes well) as it is to entertain you.
The connections also include the endogenous (within the body) 
opiate (opium-like) system and the reward (dopamine) system. 
Thereby, during stress, pain is reduced and an extremely happy 
feeling (euphoria) may result. These connections partially account 
for “runner’s high” and have a great deal to do with why we like 
roller coasters and scary movies.
Here’s how the connections work. The limbic system performs 
an emotional analysis and memory review of the information 
provided by the senses. Then, the multiplicity of connections 
allows us to determine whether the current stress is 

one that has been mastered in the past and successfully • 
adapted to, 
not a threat at all, or • 
a clear and present danger. • 

All of this internal activity must occur in milliseconds, and it 
does.
There is now evidence that points to abnormal stress responses 
as causing various diseases or conditions. These include anxiety 
disorders, depression, high blood pressure, and cardiovascular 
disease, certain gastrointestinal diseases, some cancers, and 
even the process of aging itself. Stress also seems to increase the 
frequency and severity of migraine headaches, episodes of asthma, 
and fluctuations of blood sugar in diabetics. There also is scientific 
evidence showing that people experiencing psychological stress 
are more prone to developing colds and other infections than their 
less-stressed peers. Overwhelming psychological stress (such as 
the events of 9-11) can cause both temporary (transient) and long-
lasting (chronic) symptoms of a serious psychiatric illness called 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

VI. Measuring Stress
Levels of stress can be measured. One way is through the use of 
the Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale to rate stressful life events. 
Changes in blood pressure and galvanic skin response can also 
be measured to test stress levels, and changes in stress levels. 
A digital thermometer can be used to evaluate changes in skin 

temperature, which can indicate activation of the fight-or-flight 
response drawing blood away from the extremities.

VII. How can we manage Stress?
If we think about the causes of stress, the nature of the stress 
response, and the negative effects of some types of stress 
(prolonged, unexpected, or unmanageable stress), several 
healthy management strategies become clear. A first step in stress 
management is exercise. Since the stress response prepares us 
to fight or flee, our bodies are primed for action. Unfortunately, 
however, we usually handle our stresses while sitting at our desk, 
standing at the watercooler, or behind the wheel stuck in traffic. 
Exercise on a regular basis helps to turn down the production of 
stress hormones and associated neurochemicals. Thus, exercise 
can help avoid the damage to our health that prolonged stress 
can cause. In fact, studies have found that exercise is a potent 
antidepressant, anxiolytic (combats anxiety), and sleeping aid 
for many people.
For centuries in Eastern religious traditions, the benefits of 
meditation and other relaxation techniques have been well known. 
Now, Western medicine and psychology have rediscovered that 
particular wisdom, translated it into simple nonspiritual methods 
and scientifically verified its effectiveness. Thus, one or two 20-30 
minute meditation sessions a day can have lasting beneficial effects 
on health. Indeed, advanced meditators can even significantly 
control their blood pressure and heart rate as well.

A. Physical Exercise 
Physical exercise is important for maintaining physical fitness 
and can contribute positively to maintaining a healthy weight, 
building and maintaining healthy bone density, muscle strength, 
and joint mobility, promoting physiological well-being, reducing 
surgical risks, and strengthening the immune system.
Exercise also reduces levels of cortisol.  Cortisol is a stress 
hormone that builds fat in the abdominal region, making weight 
loss difficult. Cortisol causes many health problems, both physical 
and mental Frequent and regular aerobic exercise has been shown 
to help prevent or treat serious and life-threatening chronic 
conditions such as high blood pressure, obesity, heart disease, 
Type 2 diabetes, insomnia, and depression Endurance exercise 
before meals lowers blood glucose more than the same exercise 
after meals. 
Not everyone benefits equally from exercise. There is tremendous 
variation in individual response to training: where most people will 
see a moderate increase in endurance from aerobic exercise, some 
individuals will as much as double their oxygen uptake, while 
others can never augment endurance. Similarly, only a minority 
of people will show significant muscle growth after prolonged 
weight training, while a larger fraction experience improvements 
in strength. This genetic variation in improvement from training 
is one of the key physiological differences between elite athletes 
and the larger population. Studies have shown that exercising in 
middle age leads to better physical ability later in life. 

B. Effects of Physical Exercise on Brain Function
A 2008 review of cognitive enrichment therapies (strategies 
to slow or reverse cognitive decline) concluded that “physical 
activity, and aerobic exercise in particular, enhances older adults’ 
cognitive function”.
Why is exercise good for the brain? There are several 
possibilities:
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increasing the blood and oxygen flow to the brain 1. 
increasing growth factors that help create new nerve cells 2. 
and promote synaptic plasticity 
increasing chemicals in the brain that help cognition, such as 3. 
dopamine, glutamate , norphirine , and serotonin 

Physical activity is thought to have other beneficial effects related 
to cognition as it increases levels of nerve growth factors, which 
support the survival and growth of a number of neuronal cells. 
Autogenic training is a relaxation technique developed by the 
German psychiatrist Johannes Schultz and first published in 1932. 
The technique involves the daily practice of sessions that last 
around 15 minutes, usually in the morning, at lunch time, and in 
the evening. During each session, the practitioner will repeat a set 
of visualisations that induce a state of relaxation. Each session can 
be practiced in a position chosen amongst a set of recommended 
postures (for example, lying down, sitting meditation, sitting like 
a rag doll). The technique can be used to alleviate many stress-
induced psychosomatic disorders.
Example of Autogenic training is as follows:

Sit in the meditative posture and scan the body • 
“my right arm is heavy” • 
“my arms and legs are heavy and warm” (repeat 3 or more • 
times) 
“my heartbeat is calm and regular” (repeat 3 times) • 
“my solar plexus is warm” (repeat 3 times) • 
“my forehead is cool” • 
“my neck and shoulders are heavy” (repeat 3 times) • 
“I am at peace” (repeat 3 times) • 
finish part one by cancelling • 
start part two by repeating from steps 2 to cancelling • 
part three repeat steps 2 to cancelling • 

Meditation is a holistic discipline by which the practitioner 
attempts to get beyond the reflexive, “thinking” mind into a 
deeper state of relaxation or awareness. Meditation is a component 
of many religions, and has been practiced since antiquity. It is 
also practiced outside religious traditions. Different meditative 
disciplines encompass a wide range of spiritual or psychophysical 
practices that may emphasize different goals—from achievement 
of a higher state of consciousness, to greater focus, creativity or 
self-awareness, or simply a more relaxed and peaceful frame of 
mind.
In mindfulness meditation, the meditator sits comfortably and 
silently, centering attention by focusing awareness on an object 
or process (such as the breath; a sound, such as a mantra,  koan or 
riddle-like question; a visualization; or an exercise). The meditator 
is usually encouraged to maintain an open focus:
... shifting freely from one perception to the next clear your mind 
of all that bothers you no thoughts that can distract you from 
reality or your personal being... No thought, image or sensation is 
considered an intrusion. The meditator, with a ‘no effort’ attitude, 
is asked to remain in the here and now. Using the focus as an 
‘anchor’... brings the subject constantly back to the present, 
avoiding cognitive analysis or fantasy regarding the contents of 
awareness, and increasing tolerance and relaxation of secondary 
thought processes.
Concentration meditation is used in many religions and spiritual 
practices. Whereas in mindfulness meditation there is an open 
focus, in concentration meditation the meditator holds attention 
on a particular object (e.g., a repetitive prayer) while minimizing 
distractions; bringing the mind back to concentrate on the chosen 
object.

Meditation can be practiced while walking or doing simple 
repetitive tasks. Walking meditation helps break down habitual 
automatic mental categories, “thus regaining the primary nature 
of perceptions and events, focusing attention on the process while 
disregarding its purpose or final outcome.” In a form of meditation 
using visualization, such as Chinese Qi Gong, the practitioner 
concentrates on flows of energy (Qi) in the body, starting in the 
abdomen and then circulating through the body, until dispersed. 
Some meditative traditions, such as yoga or tantra, are common 
to several religions.

VII. Dietary Sources & Supplements
Cognitive function is largely impacted by one’s diet. The nutrients 
in food can influence our memory, learning, concentration, and 
decision-making; therefore the lack of them has a negative effect 
on the brain. So far, the studies have been able to link brain function 
to vitamin B1 and B12, omega-3, caffeine, antioxidants, protein, 
and iron. In addition, there is research on certain supplements 
and whether or not they have any benefit, and how blood glucose 
levels play an effect on concentration and recall.
B Vitamins are vital in cognitive function, but not all B vitamins 
play a role in brain function. Some aid in the synthesis of chemicals, 
but two in particular have a significant influence in brain function. 
Vitamin B1, thiamin, aids nerve cell function and helps the body 
convert food, specifically carbohydrates, into fuel known as 
glucose. Glucose is what the brain uses as an energy source, 
making it a very critical need for the brain. Foods containing 
vitamin B1 include whole grains, rice, wheat germ, bran and organ 
meats. Vitamin B12, cobalamin, is used to make neurotransmitters. 
One of their primary functions is the formation of blood cells. 
They also maintain the nervous system by helping to metabolize 
fatty acids, which are essential for the maintenance of myelin 
that surrounds nerves. Vitamin B12 is found primarily in animal 
products, but it may also be found in eggs, seaweeds and algae. 
In addition to including vitamin B in one’s diet, there are factors 
that can play a role in the uptake and use of vitamin B.
Omega-3, alpha linolenic acid, has a strong influence on the brain. 
It influences both communication between cells and cell function. 
It appears to make receptors on the cell membranes that are more 
sensitive to serotonin, a neurotransmitter, which helps give us a 
“happy” feeling. Omega-3 has also been linked to helping retain 
brain function. A study done in Norway, according to Chillot, 
proved how omega-3 eaten during pregnancy helped to produce 
a more intelligent child. Increasing omega-3 in the diet has been 
shown to lower risk of depression, even better than depression 
medication. Omega - 3’s are what build cell membranes. Omega-
3’s can be found in cold-water fish, such as salmon, as well as 
almonds, avocadoes, walnuts and flaxseed. Fish oils in particular, 
are components of nerve cell membranes and myelin, which 
help to keep blood vessels in the brain healthy. A study on cats 
demonstrated that fish oil reduced the degree of brain damage 
experienced in cerebral stroke. Unfortunately today, it is harder 
to find regular sources of omega-3.
Antioxidants have been found to be very beneficial to brain 
functioning in many ways. The more commonly known aspect of 
antioxidants on the brain would be their protection from oxidative 
damage. A study which lasted 3–6 years, showed how vegetables, 
most likely due to their vitamin E, folate and antioxidant content, 
helped people to retain their mental abilities longer, keeping their 
brain younger. Those vegetables emphasized were leafy green or 
cruciferous vegetables. Both polyphenolics and isoflavones are 
two types of antioxidants that have been studied.



IJEAR Vol. 2, IssuE 2, July - DEcEmbER 2012

w w w . i j e a r . o r g 168   InternatIonal Journal of educatIon and applIed research

ISSN: 2348-0033 (Online)     ISSN : 2249-4944 (Print)

Iron is also important for staying mentally sharp. It helps create 
hemoglobin, an iron containing protein in red blood cells, which 
transport oxygen to the brain. Oxygen in the brain is vital, since 
it helps to metabolize glucose. If a child does not receive enough 
iron, it can impair brain development and lead to deficits in speech, 
math and reading. Women of reproductive age need the most iron, 
and therefore may be more likely to end up with a deficiency. Those 
with sufficient iron in their blood have been proven to perform 
better cognitive tests than those who were iron-deficient. While, 
we want to aim to get all these nutrients, it is sometimes hard and 
we may rely on supplements, which can sometimes be beneficial in 
supporting brain function, depending on the supplement ( Kiefer, 
2007).
Stimulants are often seen as smart drugs, but are actually just 
productivity enhancers. These typically improve concentration 
and a few areas of cognitive performance, but only while the drug 
is still in the blood. Some scientists recommend widespread use 
of stimulants such as methylphenidate and amphetamines by the 
general population to increase brain power.

VIII. Stress Reduction
Nature can help reduce a person’s stress, as well as improve 
attention.
After medical surgery, patients resting in rooms overlooking trees 
recovered better than those in rooms with only a view of a brick 
wall. They experienced fewer complications from the surgery, 
recovered faster, and asked for fewer painkiller drugs. Similarly, 
natural scenes can reduce stress before an event.
Women with breast cancer who walked in a park, watched birds, 
or tended flowers, achieved better attention after surgery. Merely 
keeping sight of natural features improves  self discipline  in 
inner-city girls. Children in New York State were less stressed by 
adversity, if they lived in rural areas. Stress in college examinations 
was similarly reduced by viewing natural scenes. Viewing scenes 
of urban streets and artefacts excluding nature did not achieve any 
stress reduction, in a similar study upon workers viewing a film 
about industrial accidents.
Taking breaks outside in settings that contained some nature has 
been shown to reduce stress, leaving Nurses feeling refreshed, 
relaxed, and energized upon return to work.
A stress ball is a malleable toy, usually not more than 7 cm in 
diameter filled with a soft material used for stress and muscle 
tension in your hand.
There are many types of stress balls. Many are a closed-cell 
polyurethane foam rubber. This type of stress ball is made by 
injecting the liquid components of the foam into a mold. The 
resulting chemical reaction creates carbon dioxide bubbles as a 
byproduct, which in turn creates the foam.
Stress balls, especially those used in physical therapy, can also 
contain gel of different densities inside a rubber or cloth skin. 
Another type uses a thin rubber membrane surrounding a fine 
powder. The latter type can be made at home by filling a balloon 
with baking soda. Some balls similar to a footbag are marketed 
and used as stress balls.
Naturopathy (also known as naturopathic medicine or natural 
medicine) is an eclectic alternative medical system that focuses on 
natural remedies and the body’s vital ability to heal and maintain 
itself. Naturopathic philosophy favors a holistic approach and 
minimal use of surgery and drugs. Naturopathy comprises many 
different treatment modalities of varying degrees of acceptance 
by the medical community; diet and lifestyle advice may be 
substantially similar to that offered by non-naturopaths, and 

acupuncture may help reduce pain in some cases, while homeopathy 
is often characterized as pseudoscience or quackery. Evidence-
based medicine (EBM) has been advocated as an appropriate 
methodology for determining the scientific basis of naturopathy. 
Naturopaths have opposed vaccination based in part in the early 
philosophies which shaped the profession. 
Naturopathy has its origins in the Nature Cure movement of Europe. 
The term was coined in 1895 by John Scheel and popularized by 
Benedict Lust, the “father of U.S. naturopathy”. Beginning in 
the 1970s, there was a revival of interest in the United States and 
Canada in conjunction with the holistic health movement.
Biofeedback is information about personal physiological 
performance that is displayed to an individual to improve 
health and performance. Sensors non-invasively monitor bodily 
functions such as brainwaves, heart function (heart rate and heart 
rate variability), breathing, muscle activity, skin electrical activity, 
and skin temperature. 

Fig. 1:

IX. The Biofeedback Method
Biofeedback can help clients increase their awareness and control 
of physiological activity like brainwaves or heart rate variability. 
Researchers have discovered that if they can display activity in real 
time, individuals can learn to control it. For example, deCharms 
and colleagues taught subjects to decrease the activity of the rostral 
anterior cingulate, a cortical region that controls pain perception, 
by displaying brain metabolism measured by a functional MRI as 
a virtual flame that brightened and dimmed. Participants learned 
to control experimental pain induced by pulses of heat applied to 
the leg by reducing the flame.

X. Can “Workplace Stress” be Defined?
We hear a lot about stress, but what is it? Taber’s Cyclopedic 
Medical Dictionary defines stress as “the result produced when a 
structure, system or organism is acted upon by forces that disrupt 
equilibrium or produce strain”. In simpler terms, stress is the result 
of any emotional, physical, social, economic, or other factors that 
require a response or change. It is generally believed that some 
stress is okay (sometimes referred to as “challenge” or “positive 
stress”) but when stress occurs in amounts that you cannot handle, 
both mental and physical changes may occur. 
“Workplace stress” then is the harmful physical and emotional 
responses that can happen when there is a conflict between job 
demands on the employee and the amount of control an employee 
has over meeting these demands. In general, the combination 
of high demands in a job and a low amount of control over the 
situation can lead to stress. 
Stress in the workplace can have many origins or come from one 
single event. It can impact on both employees and employers alike. 
As stated by the Canadian Mental Health Association:
Fear of job redundancy, layoffs due to an uncertain economy, 
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increased demands for overtime due to staff cutbacks act as 
negative stressors. Employees who start to feel the “pressure to 
perform” can get caught in a downward spiral of increasing effort 
to meet rising expectations with no increase in job satisfaction. The 
relentless requirement to work at optimum performance takes its 
toll in job dissatisfaction, employee turnover, reduced efficiency, 
illness and even death. Absenteeism, illness, alcoholism, “petty 
internal politics”, bad or snap decisions, indifference and apathy, 
lack of motivation or creativity are all by-products of an over 
stressed workplace.
(From: Canadian Mental Health Association, “Sources of 
Workplace Stress “ Richmond, British Columbia)
I have heard stress can be both good and bad. Is this true?
Some stress is normal. In fact, it is often what provides us with 
the energy and motivation to meet our daily challenges both at 

home and at the workplace. Stress in these situations is the kind 
that helps you “rise” to a challenge and meet your goals such as 
deadlines, sales or production targets, or finding new clients. Some 
people would not consider this challenge a type of stress because, 
having met the challenge, we are satisfied and happy. However, 
as with most things, too much stress can have negative impacts. 
When the feeling of satisfaction turns into exhaustion, frustration 
or dissatisfaction, or when the challenges at work become too 
demanding, we begin to see negative signs of stress. 

XII. What are Examples of Things that Cause Stress at 
the Workplace?
In the workplace, stress can be the result of any number of 
situations. Some examples include:

Categories of Job 
Stressors Examples

Factors unique to the 
job 

workload (overload and underload)• 
pace / variety / meaningfulness of work• 
autonomy (e.g., the ability to make your own decisions about our own job or about specific tasks)• 
shiftwork / hours of work• 
physical environment (noise, air quality, etc)• 
isolation at the workplace (emotional or working alone)• 

Role in the organization
role conflict (conflicting job demands, multiple supervisors/managers)• 
role ambiguity (lack of clarity about responsibilities, expectations, etc)• 
level of responsibility• 

Career development

under/over-promotion• 
job security (fear of redundancy either from economy, or a lack of tasks or work to do)• 
career development opportunities• 
overall job satisfaction • 

Relationships at work 
(Interpersonal)

supervisors• 
coworkers• 
subordinates• 
threat of violence, harassment, etc (threats to personal safety)• 

Organizational 
structure/climate 

participation (or non-participation) in decision-making • 
management style• 
communication patterns• 

XI. Can stress really cause health effects?
Yes, stress can have an impact on your overall health. Our bodies 
are designed, pre-programmed if you wish, with a set of automatic 
responses to deal with stress. This system is very effective for the 
short term “fight or flight” responses we need when faced with 
an immediate danger. The problem is that our bodies deal with 
all types of stress in the same way. Experiencing stress for long 
periods of time (such as lower level but constant stressors at work) 
will activate this system, but it doesn’t get the chance to “turn 
off”. The body’s “pre-programmed” response to stress has been 
called the “Generalized Stress Response” and includes:

increased blood pressure• 
increased metabolism (e.g., faster heartbeat, faster • 
respiration)
decrease in protein synthesis, intestinal movement (digestion), • 
immune and allergic response systems
increased cholesterol and fatty acids in blood for energy • 
production systems
localized inflammation (redness, swelling, heat and pain)• 
faster blood clotting• 
increased production of blood sugar for energy• 
increased stomach acids• 

XIII. How do I know if someone is (or if I am) having 
trouble coping with stress?
There are many different signs and symptoms that can indicate 
when someone is having difficulty coping with the amount of 
stress they are experiencing:
Physical: headaches, grinding teeth, clenched jaws, chest pain, 
shortness of breath, pounding heart, high blood pressure, muscle 
aches, indigestion, constipation or diarrhea, increased perspiration, 
fatigue, insomnia, frequent illness.
Psychosocial: anxiety, irritability, sadness, defensiveness, anger, 
mood swings, hypersensitivity, apathy, depression, slowed thinking 
or racing thoughts; feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, or of 
being trapped.
Behavioural: overeating or loss of appetite, impatience, 
quickness to argue, procrastination, increased use of alcohol or 
drugs, increased smoking, withdrawal or isolation from others, 
neglect of responsibility, poor job performance, poor personal 
hygiene, change in religious practices, change in close family 
relationships.
 
Do all of these signs or symptoms happen all at once and what 
level of help should be sought?
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No, not normally. The signs and symptoms from stress tend to 
progress through several phases or stages. The phases can be 
described as below:

What are some general tips for dealing with stress at the 
workplace?
Since the causes of workplace stress vary greatly, so do the 
strategies to reduce or prevent it.

Phase Signs/Symptoms Action
Phase 1 - Warning 
Early warning signs are often more 
emotional than physical and may 
take a year or more before they are 
noticeable. 

feelings of vague anxiety• 
depression• 
boredom• 
apathy• 
emotional fatigue• 

talking about feelings• 
taking a vacation• 
making a change from regular • 
activities
taking time for yourself• 

Phase 2 - Mild Symptoms
Warning signs have progressed and 
intensified. Over a period of 6 to 18 
months, physical signs may also be 
evident.

sleep disturbances• 
more frequent headaches/colds• 
muscle aches• 
intensified physical and emotional fatigue• 
withdrawal from contact with others• 
irritability• 
intensified depression• 

more aggressive lifestyle • 
changes may be needed.
short-term counseling• 

Phase 3 - Entrenched Cumulative 
Stress
This phase occurs when the above phases 
continue to be ignored. Stress starts to 
create a deeper impact on career, family 
life and personal well-being.

increased use of alcohol, smoking, non-• 
prescription drugs
depression• 
physical and emotional fatigue• 
loss of sex drive• 
ulcers• 
marital discord• 
crying spells• 
intense anxiety• 
rigid thinking• 
withdrawal• 
restlessness• 
sleeplessness• 

The help of medical and 
psychological professionals is highly 
recommended.

Phase 4 - Severe/ Debilitating Cumulative 
Stress Reaction
This phase is often considered “self-
destructive” and tends to occur after 5 
to10 years of continued stress.

careers end prematurely• 
asthma• 
heart conditions• 
severe depression• 
lowered self-esteem/self-confidence• 
inability to perform one’s job• 
inability to manage personal life• 
withdrawal• 
uncontrolled anger, grief, rage• 
suicidal or homicidal thinking• 
muscle tremors• 
extreme chronic fatigue• 
over-reaction to minor events• 
agitation• 
frequent accidents• 
carelessness, forgetfulness• 
paranoia• 

Significant intervention from 
professionals.

Where stress in the workplace is caused, for example, by a physical 
agent, it is best to control it at its source. If the workplace is too loud, 
control measures to deal with the noise should be implemented 
where ever possible. If you are experiencing pain from repetitive 
strain, workstations can be re-designed to reduce repetitive and 
strenuous movements. More detailed information and suggestions 
are located in the many other documents in OSH Answers (such 
as noise, ergonomics, or violence in the workplace, etc.) or by 
asking the Inquiries Service.
Job design is also an important factor. Good job design 
accommodates an employee’s mental and physical abilities. In 

general, the following job design guidelines will help minimize 
or control workplace stress: 

The job should be reasonably demanding (but not based on • 
“sheer endurance”) and provide the employee with at least a 
minimum of variety in job tasks
The employee should be able to learn on the job and be • 
allowed to continue to learn as their career progresses
The job should comprise some area of decision-making that • 
the individual can call his or her own.
There should be some degree of social support and recognition • 
in the workplace
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The employee should feel that the job leads to some sort of • 
desirable future

XIV. What can the Employer do to Help?
Employers should assess the workplace for the risk of stress. Look 
for pressures at work which could cause high and long lasting levels 
of stress, and who may be harmed by these pressures. Determine 
what can be done to prevent the pressures from becoming negative 
stressors.
Employers can address stress in many ways.
DO

Treat all employees in a fair and respectful manner. • 
Take stress seriously and be understanding to staff under too • 
much pressure. 
Be aware of the signs and symptoms that a person may be • 
having trouble coping with stress. 
Involve employees in decision-making and allow for their • 
input directly or through committees, etc. 
Encourage managers to have an understanding attitude and • 
to be proactive by looking for signs of stress among their 
staff. 
Provide workplace health and wellness programs that target • 
the true source of the stress. The source of stress at work 
can be from any number of causes – safety, ergonomics, job 
demands, etc. Survey the employees and ask them for help 
identifying the actual cause. 
Make sure staff have the training, skills and resources they • 
need. 
Design jobs to allow for a balanced workload. Allow • 
employees to have control over the tasks they do as much 
as possible. 
Keep job demands reasonable by providing manageable • 
deadlines, hours of work, and clear duties as well as work 
that is interesting and varied. 
Provide access to Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) for • 
those who wish to attend. 

DO NOT
Do not tolerate bullying or harassment in any form. • 
Do not ignore signs that employees are under pressure or • 
feeling stressed. 
Do not forget that elements of the workplace itself can be a • 
cause of stress. Stress management training and counselling 
services can be helpful to individuals, but do not forget to 
look for the root cause of the stress and to address them as 
quickly as possible. 

XV. Is There Anything I can do to Help Myself Deal with 
the Stress I am Experiencing?
In many cases, the origin of the stress is something that cannot be 
changed immediately. Therefore, finding ways to help maintain 
good mental health is essential. There are many ways to be 
proactive in dealing with stress. In the workplace, you might 
try some of the following as suggested by the Canadian Mental 
Health Association:
Laughing is one of the easiest and best ways to reduce stress. 
Share a joke with a co-worker, watch a funny movie at home 
with some friends, read the comics, and try to see the humour 
in the situation.
Learn to relax, take several deep breaths throughout the day, or 
have regular stretch breaks. Stretching is simple enough to do 
anywhere and only takes a few seconds. 
Take charge of your situation by taking 10 minutes at the beginning 
of each day to priorize and organize your day. Be honest with your 
colleagues, but be constructive and make practical suggestions. 
Be realistic about what you can change. (From: Canadian Mental 
Health Association, “Sources of Workplace Stress” Richmond, 
British Columbia)

XVI. Are there Organizations that can Help?
Yes, there are many. Your family doctor can often recommend 
a professional for you. Other examples include the Employee 
Assistance Programs (EAP) or associations such as the Canadian 
Mental Health Association (CMHA) or the Canadian Centre on 
Substance Abuse (CCSA) to name just a few. 

EAP programs are confidential, short term, counselling • 
services for employees with problems that affect their 
work performance. The services of EAP providers are often 
purchased by your company. Check with your human resources 
department (or equivalent) for contact information.
CMHA’s programs are meant to ensure that people whose • 
mental health is endangered will find the help needed to cope 
with crisis, regain confidence, and return to community, 
family and job. 
The CCSA promotes informed debate on substance abuse • 
issues, and disseminates information on the nature, and 
assists organizations involved in substance abuse treatment, 
prevention and educational programming. 

VII. What else can I do to Improve my Overall Mental 
Health?
Ten general tips for mental health include:

build confidence identify your abilities and weaknesses together, accept them build on them and do the best with what you have
eat right, keep fit a balanced diet, exercise and rest can help you to reduce stress and enjoy life.
make time for family and 
friends

these relationships need to be nurtured; if taken for granted they will not be there to share life’s joys and sorrows.

give and accept support friends and family relationships thrive when they are “put to the test”
create a meaningful budget financial problems cause stress. Over-spending on our “wants” instead of our “needs” is often the culprit.
volunteer being involved in community gives a sense of purpose and satisfaction that paid work cannot.
manage stress we all have st ressors in our lives but learning how to deal with them when they threaten to overwhelm us will 

maintain our mental health.
find strength in numbers sharing a problem with others have had similar experiences may help you find a solution and will make you feel 

less isolated.
identify and deal with 
moods

we all need to find safe and constructive ways to express our feelings of anger, sadness, joy and fear.

learn to be at peace with 
yourself

get to know who you are, what makes you really happy, and learn to balance what you can and cannot change 
about yourself.
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