
(Extracted from Staff wellbeing, a course for teachers delivered by
Elizabeth Holmes and Kevin McCarthy of Re:membering Education.)

We now have plenty of evidence that prolonged negative stress adversely
affects our ability to fight infection. This is thought to be because our
automatic stress responses, which, ironically, still prepare us for short,
sharp attack by wild beasts, are not appropriate for the prolonged stress
that many of us face today. We don’t fight the beast and live or die – 
one short battle and it’s over one way or the other – we plod on through
excessive workloads and multiple demands from all aspects of life,
regardless of the fact that our bodies are prepared for a short burst 
of action.

Interestingly, this short burst of action defending ourselves against savage
attack would require us to have raised blood volume in case we were 
to lose pints of it in the fight. Raised blood volume necessarily means
increased blood pressure as the heart pumps all the harder to get the
blood around the body. Ailment number one.      

So that you can be on full alert through the attack, high levels of glucose
and oxygen are delivered to the brain and to the skeletal muscles. If your
body senses a need for a stress response that you don’t then use, you may
get headaches and muscle aches. 

The inner sections of the adrenal glands increase their secretion of
epinephrine* and norepinephrine*, otherwise known as adrenalin and
noradrenaline. It is these hormones that increase blood pressure, constrict
blood vessels, speed up your heart rate and breathing rate, widen your
airways, raise blood sugar levels and decrease your rate of digestion. The
overall aim of these responses is to ensure that you have the necessary
energy to overcome the stressor*. Your body goes through the processes
of assessing which organs and body systems will be most useful in its quest
for survival. Anything that is not vital to continued life, such as digestion
and reproduction, is shut down or inhibited. Hence, ailments such as loss
of libido, irritable bowel syndrome and loss of appetite.

Other reactions to negative stress that take place when your body 
feels under attack include the conservation of sodium ions, which in turn
leads to water retention, having the knock-on effect of further increasing
blood volume and therefore maintaining the high blood pressure
previously triggered.
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If the stressor persists (and remember, your physical body has 
no intelligence about what is causing your stress and at what stage 
in the future you might expect to be free from it), and you respond
internally with raised blood pressure and so on for an indefinite period,
physical exhaustion is a likely outcome.     

*epinephrine: Another word for adrenalin – a hormone secreted 
by the adrenal medulla in response to stress which stimulates autonomic
nerve action.
*norepinephrine: Another word for noradrenaline – a hormone and
neurotransmitter that causes vasoconstriction and increases in heart rate,
blood pressure and the sugar level of the blood.
*stressor: A cause of mental or emotional strain.


