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Too Much Adrenaline is Bad for the Soul
“Man, I bet that test next period is going to be really hard.”  Your heart begins to race.  You completely forgot there was a huge test today—would your parents ever stop fighting?  You glance at the clock:  ten minutes until next period.  Your muscles and stomach tense.  Biting your nails and tapping your foot, you know you will not be able to pay attention at all during this test.  
This is a typical episode of stressed faced by many teenagers today.  Since faced with excessive stress, many of today’s teens would directly benefit from incorporating stress management techniques into their daily lives.

[image: image1.png]Stress Performance Connection

Optimal

STRESS





Naturally, the causes of adolescent stress are different than those of adult stress.  They include pressure and problems with school, parents, siblings, friends, boyfriend/girlfriends, financial problems at home, low self-esteem, self-expectations, family tragedies, and change ("Worrying State of Teens Under Stress").  Excessive stress can have long-lasting or even lifelong negative physical and mental effects, as shown by the fact that as many as 90 percent of illnesses are stress-related--either caused or worsened by stress--including high blood pressure, heart disease, cardiovascular disease, asthma, ulcers, allergies, and migraines (Pearson).   Stress can be the preceding factor to many mental disorders such as anxiety and depression.  Most teenagers can effectively deal with stress; however, according to the United States Department of Health and Human Services, 13 percent of American teenagers suffer from an anxiety disorder each year (Substance Abuse and Health Services Administration).  However, as shown in the chart, stress is natural in moderation—our driving force.  Thus, it is important to manage stress:  a little stress can aid in awareness, but too much is unhealthy.


The term “stress” is commonly used among today’s society as any excessive amount of pressure, but a physical episode of stress kicks your body into the “fight or flight” response.  Different 
people can face different symptoms of stress, yet the 
range of symptoms is the same for adolescents as for 
adults.  The table below shows general physical, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms of stress.

Table 1

Stress Warning Signs and Symptoms

	Stress Warning Signs and Symptoms

	Cognitive Symptoms
	Emotional Symptoms

	· Memory problems 

· Indecisiveness 

· Inability to concentrate 

· Trouble thinking clearly 

· Poor judgment 

· Seeing only the negative 

· Anxious or racing thoughts 

· Constant worrying 

· Loss of objectivity 

· Fearful anticipation 
	· Moodiness 

· Agitation 

· Restlessness 

· Short temper 

· Irritability, impatience 

· Inability to relax 

· Feeling tense and “on edge” 

· Feeling overwhelmed 

· Sense of loneliness and isolation 

· Depression or general unhappiness 

	Physical Symptoms
	Behavioral Symptoms

	· Headaches or backaches 

· Muscle tension and stiffness 

· Diarrhea or constipation 

· Nausea, dizziness 

· Insomnia 

· Chest pain, rapid heartbeat 

· Weight gain or loss 

· Skin breakouts (hives, eczema) 

· Frequent colds 
	· Eating more or less 

· Sleeping too much or too little 

· Isolating yourself from others 

· Procrastination, neglecting responsibilities 

· Using alcohol, cigarettes, or drugs to relax 

· Nervous habits (e.g. nail biting, pacing) 

· Teeth grinding or jaw clenching 

· Overdoing activities (e.g. exercising, shopping) 

· Overreacting to unexpected problems 

· Picking fights with others 


Source:  Jaffe-Gill, Ellen, Melinda Smith, Heather Larson, and Jeanne Segal.  “Understanding Stress:  Signs, Symptoms, Causes, and Effects.”  Helpguide.org.  2007.  Rotary Club of Santa Monica.  27 November 2007 <http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_signs.htm>.
In order to maintain your mental health, you must also maintain your physical health.  The easiest way to reduce stress through maintaining a healthy lifestyle is to have a balanced diet and exercise regularly, both of which many Americans, including adolescents, have problems with today.  Among adolescents, exercise has been proven to reduce stress and anxiety and improve self-esteem ("Physical Activity").  The United States Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends adolescents receive a minimum 60 minutes of physical activity at least five days a week, yet only about 35.8% high school students do (25).  An effective way to ensure adequate exercise is to participate in a sport and/or set up an attainable exercise schedule that can be fit into your daily life.      


Not only is physical activity essential to controlling stress, but a balanced diet is also crucial to maintaining mental health.  When stressed, many people tend to turn to "comfort food" that is high in sugar and fat.  Though this may seem temporarily consoling, eating unhealthy food when stressed could possibly increase anxiety, making it difficult to sleep.  Since extreme stress can make the immune system more vulnerable to many infectious diseases, it is crucial to eat a balanced diet that supplies needed vitamins and minerals.  When stressed, the body tends to deplete some of its nutrients including proteins, vitamin A, vitamin C, and the B vitamins, which are crucial and greatly needed during times of stress ("Nutrition").  Magnesium, which can be found mainly in green vegetables, is also important in managing stress, as it allows the muscles to relax ("Nutrition").  When under high amounts of stress, it is also beneficial to increase daily intakes of potassium and calcium ("Nutrition").  Even if not under stress, a healthy diet containing the appropriate amount of carbohydrates, protein, fat, vitamins, and minerals is crucial to maintaining physical and mental health.       

Daily stress is often, at least for me, a result of having a lot to do in a limited amount of time.  That being said, an obvious answer to reducing stress is to develop and practice effective time management skills.  One way to manage time when you have a lot to do is to prioritize a to-do list.  Write down all the things you plan and/or need to do and order them according to priority.  If there are things on your list that seem to be a waste of time or unnecessary, try living without them.  It is also important to keep organized.  I sometimes worry that I have forgotten to do something and thus I took it upon myself to keep a planner, writing down things I needed to do.  The days that I used the planner, I noticed that I seldom thought I had forgotten something, relative to the days that I forgot to use the planner.  Time is precious; therefore, it is important that none of it is wasted.  

Relaxation is a necessary part of everyone’s life, as it aids in the release of the daily stress that can build up and make the mind and body tense.  By reducing daily stress, relaxation is a commonsensical way to prevent stress from spiraling out of control.  Most people find relaxation through something they enjoy doing, such as dancing, playing a sport, painting, writing, etc.  However, there are several relaxation techniques, which can be fit into your daily schedule, proven to both reduce the symptoms of stress and improve how you cope with and respond to stress.  By slowing your heart and breathing rate, lowering your blood pressure and need for oxygen, increasing the blood flow to major muscles, and reducing muscle tension, relaxation can reduce the physical tension of the “fight or flight” response caused by stress and allow your mind to clearly respond to the situation ("Relaxation Techniques:  Learn Ways to Calm Your Stress").  Relaxation can be as simple and extemporaneous as monitored breathing or visualization of a peaceful place, or it can be as scheduled as progressive muscle relaxation, meditation, yoga, or guided imagery ("Stress and Relaxation").

When daily situations bring excessive amounts of stress, it is important to take a few moments to relax.  Some relaxation techniques take only very little time and can be done anywhere on your own, making them perfect for situations such as an exam.  Breathing techniques such as breathing deeply, filling first the bottom of your lungs down to your stomach then exhaling slowly, or saying something positive to yourself as you breathe out can help you relax both physically and mentally.  Visualization, in which you picture a pleasant and peaceful place where you can control anything you want, is another quick and efficacious way to relax.    Stretching, which can be as simple as raising your arms above your ahead, can also be immediately relaxing and enable clearer thought ("Stress and Relaxation").

As earlier mentioned, physical health correlates to mental health; thus, relaxed muscles are essential for achieving a relaxed mind.  It can be difficult to forcibly mentally relax, but there are rather simple techniques designed to physically relax.  One common method for relaxing the muscles is Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR), in which the muscles are first tensed and then relaxed.  To learn the technique, it is important to practice Full PMR twice a day for about two weeks, concentrating on tensing and relaxing each muscle group ("Progressive Muscle Relaxation").  You can then move on to a shortened schedule targeting four summary muscle groups:  lower limbs; abdomen and chest; arms, shoulders, and neck; and face ("Progressive Muscle Relaxation").  Though this may seem a large commitment, in the end it is worth the time not wasted on stress.

You have always heard of the "power of the imagination.”  Well, it's true.  Studies have shown that effective healing can sometimes occur simply by imagining the healing process in a positive light.  Used experimentally for a wide variety of diseases, guided imagery can also be used to heal and relax the mind, thus reducing stress. Since imagery is used so widely in the health professions, the term has come to have multiple meanings.  In an analysis, Victoria Menzies and Ann Gill Taylor summarized that "Imagery, a mental function, is a lived experience that is a dynamic, quasi-real, psychophysiological process" (5).  In guided imagery, a guide, who is a professional either in person or on a recording, instructs the patient through a series of images meant to physically relax them, alleviate pain, etc.  It can be used in combination with progressive muscle relaxation, calming music, and breathing exercises to enhance the calming effect.  Everyone has the ability to practice this technique on their own, as it is simply reaching into the unconscious mind, whose natural language is imagery (Nightingale).  However, most people need to first learn how by going through the imagery process with the aid of a guide, whose “role is not to provide "better" images for the client, but to facilitate an enhanced awareness of the unconscious imagery the patient/client already has, and help clients learn to effectively work with this imagery on their own behalf” (Nightingale).  
Through mainly the use of CDs, I incorporated the use of guided imagery into my own life in order to see whether it would help me relax and thus release stress.  I used guided imagery before going to bed, comparing my relaxation state to that of nights when I did not use imagery.  I found it to be generally effective, as I was more relaxed and less tense both in the morning and night except for one night, in which I was relaxed at night but did not sleep well and was not relaxed when I woke up.  I have thus concluded that, at least for me, guided imagery is an effective technique for achieving relaxation.
When facing a stressful situation, it is important to attempt to prevent stress as much as possible.  Identifying the stressor is the first step in learning to tackle stressful situations.  If there are no resulting negative consequences, it is best to remove oneself from the stressful situation; if you cannot remove yourself, use your problem solving skills to see if there is any way to reduce the tension.  Never forget when feeling overwhelmed to simply take a break, figuratively stepping out of your life for a moment.


Stress is what runs your life, yet it can also mess up your life if you and run you down.  Teens are in no means exempt from stress; in fact, they are likely the most susceptible.  Since stress has been proven to have negative effects on physical and mental health, most teens today could benefit from the incorporation of stress management techniques, such as a healthy diet, exercise, time management, and relaxation, into their daily lives.  For me personally, guided imagery, exercise, a healthy diet, and time management through a daily planner best aided in reducing daily stress.  Stress is most often inside your head; perhaps the most efficient way to deal with stress is to put every situation in a positive light.  
Works Cited

Menzies, Victoria, and Talyor, Ann Gill.  "The Idea of Imagination:  An Analysis of 'Imagery'."  Advances 20.2 (2004): 5.  Advances in Mind.  10 December 2007 <http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdf?vid=6&hid=112&sid=e815e612-7d61-4839-b528-e2f496f74c46%40sessionmgr109>. 
Nightingale, Lois.  "What is Interactive Guided Imagery?"  The Nightingale Center.  1998.  The Nightingale Center.  2 December 2007 <http://www.nightingalecenter.com/guided.html>.

"Nutrition."  Holisticonline.com.  2007.  ICBS, Inc.  9 December 2007 <http://www.holisticonline.com/Stress/stress_nutrition.htm>.

Pearson, Lucy.  “Stress Management for the Health of It.”  National Ag Safety Database:  Clemson Extension.  April 2002.  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  30 November 2007 < http://www.cdc.gov/nasd/docs/d001201-d001300/d001245/d001245.html>.    
"Physical Activity."  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  2007.  United States Dept. of Health and Human Services.  7 December 2007 <http://cdc.gov/healthyyouth/physicalactivity/>.

"Relaxation Techniques:  Learn Ways to Calm Your Stress."  MayoClinic.com.  7 May 2007.  Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research.  6 December 2007. <http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/relaxation-technique/SR00007>.  

Richmond, Raymond Lloyd.  "Progressive Muscle Relaxation."  A Guide to Psychology and its Practice.  2007.  10 December 2007 <http://www.guidetopsychology.com/pmr.htm>.  

"Stress and Relaxation."  Young Adult Health.  12 September 2006.  Children, Youth, and Women’s Health Service.  6 December 2007 <http://www.cyh.com/HealthTopics/HealthTopicDetails.aspx?p=240&np=298&id=2082#10>.
United States.  Dept. of Health and Human Services.  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance-United States, 2005.  MMWR 55.SS-5.  9 June 2006.  7 December 2007 <http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/PDF/SS/SS5505.pdf>.   

---.  ---.  Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.  Mental Health:  A Report of the Surgeon General.  2007.  11 December 2007 <http://mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/features/surgeongeneralreport/chapter3/sec6.asp>.  

"Worrying State of Teens Under Stress."  Byestress.com.  2006.  Byestress.com.  9 December 2007 <http://www.byestress.com/byestress-articles/causes-of-teen-stress.htm>.

http://www.ruralstress.ca/images/stress_graph.gif





Fig. 1. Stress Performance Connection.  Manitoba Farm & Rural Stress Line.  2004.  Manitoba Health.  17 December 2007 <http://www.ruralstress.ca/images/stress_graph.gif>.








