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I am noticing that an increasing number 

of clients attend my therapy practice 

with problems caused by stress.  Much 

of the stress is work - related, although 

money problems, relationships, illness 

and trauma also play a part.  It is 

particularly worrying that many young 

people are stressed, as they juggle the 

demands of long working hours, 

commuting, bringing up a family and 

paying bills that are forever increasing.  

Not all stress is bad -  occasional periods 

of stress are healthy and stimulating 

(eustress). It is when stress becomes 

excessive over long periods that it 

becomes distress, leading to major 

health problems.   Often stress is taken 

home, leading to problems in 

relationships.  If chronic stress is dealt 

with in time it can be reversed, but 

there is a further stage when the 

individual may suffer burnout or even 

mental breakdown, and may need 

extended periods of recovery.    

Fortunately it is possible to combat 

stress relatively easily if it is recognised 

before the burnout stage.  Typical signs  

include irritability, impatience, outbursts 

of emotion, panic attacks, making 

uncharacteristic mistakes, illness, sleep 

disturbances. Some suggestions for 

tackling stress are presented later in 

this leaflet.  

If you are an employer it is in your 

interests to help your staff recognise 

and deal with stress.  Often the most 

valuable members of staff are the most 

vulnerable, as they are likely to be hard -

working, diligent, perfectionist and tend 

not to say ñnoò.  Encouraging these 

people to work less hard may go against 

the grain, but this has to be set against 

the alternative -  recovering from 

burnout can take months, and some 

employees never return to their jobs.  

Supporting the emotional and mental 

wellbeing of your staff is an astute 

business decision which leads to tangible 

benefits such as:   

improved motivation  

reduced absenteeism and sickness  

reduced stress  

improved relationships in the 

workplace  

increased performance and 

effectiveness  
 
Whether you are an individual needing 

help or an organisation seeking to 

improve working conditions, we have a 

team of qualified professionals who are 

ready to assist you.  
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   Stress statistics  

In 2007/8 an estimated  

442,000 individuals in Britain 

believed that they were 

experiencing work - related 

stress at a level that was 

making them ill.  

13.6% of all working 

individuals thought their job 

was very or extremely 

stressful.  

Self - reported work - related 

stress, depression or anxiety 

accounted for an estimated 

13.5 million lost working days 

in Britain in 2007/08  

 

Figures obtained from HSE website at 
www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/stress  
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The biology of  stress  

The body's reaction to stress is 

based on the fight -or - flight response, 

which is a relic of our evolutionary 

heritage for dealing with danger.  In 

the past it served us well, allowing 

us to survive attacks by predators 

and other natural threats.   

When we sense danger a surge of 

adrenaline is released, triggering a 

cascade of bodily changes such as 

increased heart rate and breathing, 

strengthening muscles, and closing 

down systems that are not 

immediately needed, such as 

digestion and the immune system.  

This reaction is healthy and normal -  

some people seek to trigger it by 

participating in dangerous sports for 

example, because they enjoy the 

feelings of exhilaration which follow.   

As well as adrenaline a second 

hormone called cortisol is secreted -  

this takes longer to be released and 

stays in the blood stream longer 

than adrenaline.   As the cortisol level 

increases it turns off adrenaline 

helping the body to settle back to a 

resting state.   The body's response 

to a single stressful event can be 

represented by the first graph shown 

in the panel to the left.  

The problem comes when our bodies 

are subjected to a continuous 

barrage of stress, a situation that 

modern society creates.  Repeated 

episodes of stress create a state of 

continuous arousal in which the level 

of cortisol keeps rising.  At first this 

can seem very exhilarating, like 

being on a roller -coaster ride, but if 

repeated for weeks and months 

eventually the bodyôs capacity for 

recovery starts to become depleted.  

We experience sleepless nights, 

tiredness during the day and 

difficulty concentrating.   

After being exposed to chronic stress 

for extended periods a third stage 

can occur when the bodyôs can no 

longer produce enough cortisol to 

regulate adrenaline.  The result is a 

very unpleasant state variously 

described as burnout, breakdown or 

major depression.  There may be 

panic attacks, insomnia, bouts of 

worry, and an inability to cope with 

the slightest stress. Recovery from 

this state may require many months 

of rest.  

Three stages of stress 

Stage 1:  We respond to a stressful 

situation by creating adrenaline. Cortisol 

is then secreted returning the body to 

normal.  Result -  a feeling of exhilaration  

Stage 2: Individual stressful events have 

merged to produce continuous chronic 

stress.  

Stage 3: The bodyôs ability to produce 

cortisol is exhausted, with the result that 

adrenaline can no longer be controlled. 

The result is high levels of anxiety, panic 

attacks occurring for no apparent reason, 

and an inability to cope with any kind of 

stress, however small. This stage is often 

described as ñburnoutò or ñhaving a 

breakdownò 
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