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Understanding Stress 
 

Have you ever stepped out into a road and suddenly noticed a car approaching? Instantly 

your body prepares for action. Your senses sharpen, hormones flood into your bloodstream, 

your muscles tense, you breathe deeper, your heart rate soars and you feel afraid. You are 

ready for action and you jump back to the pavement as quickly as you can. After a while, your 

body sensations return to normal. 

 

At your desk, your phone rings. You answer it and it is your manager who is not pleased with 

a proposal you have written and suggests that a lot more work needs to be done on it. You 

react much as you did in the street half an hour ago. And this time you are left with a sinking 

feeling in your stomach. 
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What We Mean By Stress 

 

‘Fight or Flight’ 

Both these incidents led to a stress reaction. Stress is a normal human reaction to situations 

and circumstances that we believe hold some threat for us or that we believe we cannot cope 

with successfully. In such situations the primitive stress reaction described above, which 

prepares us to fight or flee, is automatic and fundamentally a survival instinct. When we are 

able, literally to fight or flee, the “energy” released by the stress reaction is used up in the 

resulting physical activity. 

 

In complex psychological situations however, the problems we face are mental rather than 

physical and speed of reaction is often not important. In such situations, the stress reaction is 

not just useless but actually harmful. Your body is prepared for physical activity but you are 

not going to rush upstairs and assault your manager! The energy and tension are not readily 

discharged as you sit and fume about how unreasonable your manager is being. Such 

frequent surges of stress hormones prime your body to run from things you cannot escape 

and the cumulative effect is harmful to both your physical and mental health. It is the 

frequency and strength of the stress reaction that is the problem. However, a small amount of 

stress will put you on your toes for that important meeting or presentation, and you would not 

be human if you did not sense it from time to time. 

 

‘General Adaptation Syndrome’ and ‘Burnout’ 

Some people who work daily in high-pressure situations adapt quickly and become resistant 

to their daily stress, therefore coping and even thriving on it for a time, known as “General 

Adaptation Syndrome”. However, this resistance is limited and can lead to “burnout” where 

exhaustion, delusion and depression can set in. A good example of this is research that was 

done in World War II with bomber pilots. Once they had completed a few missions over 

enemy territory, these pilots usually settled down and performed well. After many missions 

however, pilot fatigue would set in as they began to show “neurotic manifestations”. 

 

 

  

 


