Understanding Stress

The word ‘stress’ is now so widely used that there is some danger of it becoming meaningless. Nonetheless, most people are familiar with the feeling that they are under so much pressure that they can’t cope.

"It’s everything and nothing at the same time. I’m really busy at work and I know that I’m feeling stressed but we’re all stretched. I don’t know if it’s related but I haven’t been sleeping properly and I seem to lose my temper at the slightest thing, with my family taking the brunt of it. I feel as though I’m on a treadmill. I go to school, get home exhausted, go to bed and do the same thing the next day."

It’s estimated that about thirteen million working days are lost every year in the UK through anxiety and stress-related conditions. Nearly a quarter of all calls to our Support Line are from staff suffering from stress. Stress can affect not only your working life but also your home life – and the causes can arise in both places.

Symptoms

You may believe you can simply work through your stress and recover when life calms down. In reality, stress will undermine your ability to get things done and can affect your physical and mental health. There are three groups of symptoms: 

Physical symptoms

· Sleep is disturbed and less restful# 

· Complaints of general aches and pains last longer and can develop into tense muscles and a general lethargy. 

· Headaches and migraines become more frequent. 

· You can become more susceptible to colds and flu. 

· In the longer term, you may be at greater risk of heart attacks and stroke. 

Mental and emotional symptoms

· You may find yourself often irritable and withdrawn.

· You may find it harder to maintain your concentration, and become increasingly forgetful.

· Anxiety and depression are conditions also commonly associated with stress.

Behavioural symptoms

· Increased consumption of stimulants such as alcohol and nicotine. 

· Frequently changing eating habits. 

· You can become less reliable, less punctual, more often absent from work or more accident prone. 

· Personal relations can become strained, often for no apparant reason. 

In isolation, these symptoms may be relatively minor but if you are experiencing a number of them, now may be a good time to attempt to identify the cause.

Causes of stress

Lots of factors can cause stress: your commute, daily concerns like relationships and money matters, and occasional events such as bereavement and moving house. Stressful aspects of the workplace include: 

· A poor physical working environment

· Excessive working time and workload

· Internal politics

· Excessive bureaucracy

· A blame culture

These issues arise in workplaces everywhere but schools and universities can be particularly stressful places to work. Reports from our Support Line suggest that levels of stress in the education sector are well above the average for industry and society in general. Teachers and lecturers are subject to additional pressures such as:

· Low public esteem

· Increasingly difficult parents and students

· Inspections

· Lack of control over the job

Dealing with stress

While most people respond positively to some pressure, problems arise when you start to have concerns about how you will cope. So there are two elements to addressing stress: reducing the pressures on you and learning to manage them better. See our page Dealing with Stress for some guidance.

