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Key Questions

Is stress always bad? 

Can I really do anything about stress or is 
it just inevitable demand of life? 

Was I born with a capacity to handle 
stress? Is successful stress management a 
result of heredity or environment?
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Stress: History

14th century- middle French word destresse 
(distress), derives from Latin strictus 
(compressed) 

16th century- (a material thing or bodily 
organ or mental faculty) to overwork, fatigue 

17-18-19th century- force applied to objects 
and result in deformation



Stress in Physics 

Robert Hook 
(1635 - 1703)



Stress in 20th Century

Disturbance of somatic 
homeostasis by external 
threats that induce 
mobilization of bodily 
resources to deal with 
the circumstances. 

 Used the term stress 
infrequently.

Walter B. Cannon 
(1871 - 1945)



Stress in 20th Century: 
Fight or Flight Response

Walter B. Cannon 
(1871 - 1945)

Fight or flight response

Homeostasis (homeo: the same; stasis: standing); 
the physiological and emotional limits at which 
the body functions efficiently and comfortably.



Stress in 20th Century

Hans Selye 
(1907 - 1982)

Made stress a household 
word for the general 
public. 

Expanded Cannon’s 
work and described the 
stages of the stress 
response.

Without stress, there would be no life. 



Hans Selye 
(1907 - 1982)

Three stages of stress 
response: 
-Alarm stage 
-Adaptive-resistance 
stage 

-Exhaustion stage

Stress in 20th Century: 
General Adaptation Syndrome



General adaptation syndrome 
(Selye, 1950)

Stress in 20th Century: 
General Adaptation Syndrome



As you prepare to take an exam, you experience an initial 
alarm reaction 

- If you understand the material, study for the exam, and 
do well (eustress), the body recovers and stress is 
dissipated 

- If you are not adequately prepared and fail the exam, 
you trigger the resistance stage and stay there until the 
next exam 

- If you continue to fail exams, you will eventually enter 
the exhaustion stage 

-

Stress in 20th Century: 
General Adaptation Syndrome



Stress in 20th Century

Changing / demanding external and internal 
environment 

X 
Trying to maintain stability 

Maintaining stability through change  

Allostasis 
(Sterling & Eyer, 1988)



Stress in 20th-21st Century

Maintaining stability through change  
Allostasis 

(Sterling & Eyer, 1988)



Stress in 20th Century

Allostatic load     wear and tear on the body 
(McEven &Stellar, 1993)

(Sapolsky, 2005)



Stress: What is it?

Shahsavarani et al., 2015



Stress: What is it?

A demand made upon the adaptive capacities 
of the mind and body 

The experience of stress is either positive 
or negative 

The reaction (not the event) is the 
determining factor 

The capacity for handling is important 



Stress: What is it?

Expectations vs 
Needs 

Uncertainty 

Importance
The level of stress 

The stressor, demand

The body and the mind
=



The Stressors 

Anything that result in the disruption of 
homeostasis. 

-Being under attack, assault, hunger… 

-Break ups, insults, social rejection, grades…



The Stressors and The Mind 



The Stressors and The Mind 



To a certain point, stress is healthy, useful 
and beneficial 

- Enhance performance, health, and 
well being 

When stress exceeds ability to cope, 
diminished performance, inefficiency, 
and health problems occur.

Yerkes-Dodson Principle 
(1908)



Yerkes-Dodson Principle 
(1908)



Good and Bad Stress

Stressor: any event or situation that an 
individual perceives as a threat that 
causes him or her to either adapt or 
initiate the stress response 

Eustress: positive, desirable stress 

Distress: negative effects of stress



Acute and Chronic Stress

Acute: appears suddenly, is usually quite 
intense, and then disappears quickly 

Chronic stress: long term stress resulting 
form problems that just don’t seem to go 
away



One Stress Response or 
More?

Fight - Flight - Freeze  

Temporarily unable to speak, Inability to 
move, being unaware of surrounding, 
loss of memory, fainting (playing dead)



One Stress Response or 
More?

Shelley E. Taylor 
(1946 - )

Tend and Befriend Theory

Tending involves nurturing activities designed to  
protect self and offspring that promote safety and 
reduce distress.  

Befriending is the creation and maintenance of 
social networks that may aid in that process. 



Nature and Nurture

The factors influence the experience of stress 

- Heredity 

- Environment 

- Number of stressors 

- Magnitude of stressor 

- Subjective meaning of the stressors 

- Developmental level of the individual 

- Availability of social support



Nature and Nurture

Bergman et al., 2010

Neuropeptid Y (NPY)

The reduced levels of 
NPY and dysfunctional 
NPY system result  in 
decreased stress 
resilience and and 
increase susceptibility to 
stress related disorders.

Gülsün et al., 2012



Nature and Nurture
Environmental factors are important 
in regulating the development of 
hypothalamic CRF system and 
responsiveness of the HPA to stress.

Plotsky et al., 1993

Preterm infants show reduced stress 
behaviors and activity after 5 days of 
15 min. massage therapy with 
moderate pressure to their shoulders, 
head, back, arms, legs and kinesthetic 
excerises.

Hernandez-Reif et al., 2007 

We have things to learn from mother 
rats. Weaver et al., 2006


