
Open Access Library Journal 

How to cite this paper: Idoko, J.O., Agoha, B.C.E., Muyiwa, A.S. and Kunle, O.A. (2015) Stress and Its Management. Open 
Access Library Journal, 2: e1940. http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1101940   

 
 

Stress and Its Management 
Joseph Onyebuchukwu Idoko1*, Benedict Chico Emerenwa Agoha2, 
Adeniyi Sholarin Muyiwa2, Oyeyemi Adeyemi Kunle1 
1Counselling Centre, Covenant University, Ota, Nigeria 
2Department of Psychology, School of Human Resource Development, College of Leadership & Development 
Studies, Covenant University, Ota, Nigeria 

 
 
Received 7 December 2015; accepted 21 December 2015; published 25 December 2015 

 
Copyright © 2015 by authors and OALib. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

   
 

 
 

Abstract 
Stress is not a useful term for scientist because it is such a highly subjective phenomenon that has 
no single definition. It is always seen from a physicist and psychological perspective. Stress is a 
Latin word “stringer”, meaning to draw tight and it was used in the 17th century to describe hard-
ships and afflictions. By 18th century stress denoted force, pressure strain or strong efforts refer-
ring primarily to an individual producing strain. Profounder of this view indicates that an indi-
vidual’s stress level can be measured the same way we can measure physical strain upon a ma-
chine. Stress based on this perspective looks at stress as an outside stimulus. 
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1. What Is Stress? 
Stress is not a useful term for scientist because it is such a highly subjective phenomenon that has no single de-
finition. It is always seen from a physicist and psychological perspective. 

Stress is a Latin word “stringer”, meaning to draw tight and it was used in the 17th century to describe hard-
ships and afflictions. By 18th century stress denoted force, pressure strain or strong efforts referring primarily to 
an individual producing strain. Profounder of this view indicates that an individual’s stress level can be meas-
ured the same way we can measure physical strain upon a machine. Stress based on this perspective looks at 
stress as an outside stimulus. 

Another school of thought defines stress as a person’s response to a disturbance. Walter B. Cannon (1930) 
studied the effects on animals and persons he found out more about the “fight or flight” response [1] [2]. He 
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found out that animals and people in responding to this will choose either to stay and fight or try to escape when 
confronted with danger. Cannon observed that when his subjects experienced situation like fear and excitement, 
he decked physiological changes such as emergency adrenalin secretions. He described this individual as being 
under stress [1] [3]. 

Hansselye (1946) explained stress in three stages model. 
1) ALARM REACTION: lowered resistance is followed by counter shock, an individual “defiance mechan-

ism” becomes active. 
2) RESISTANCE: the stage of maximums adaptation and hopefully, successfully return to equilibrium for the 

individual. 
3) EXHAUSTION: when adaptive mechanism collapses a result of the stress agent containing the following 

researches defines stress from another perspective. Richard S. Lazarus (1970) defines stress on how the person/ 
appraises (constantly/unconsciously) [1] [4]. 

The Presence of a Harmful, Threatening or Challenging Event 
Tom Cox (1970) also rejected the idea of looking at stress as simply either environmental pressure or as physio-
logical responses. Tom and his fellow researchers suggest that stress can be best understood as part of a complex 
and dynamic system of transaction between the person and his environment. 

Stress is subjective and relative, something that may be stressful for one person may not be stressful for 
another. Stress can affect your physical health, your mental health and your behavior. We cannot eliminate bad 
stress from our lives, we can only learn to avoid and manage it [4]-[6]. 

2. Types of Stress 
Stress management can be complicated and confusing because there are different types of stress, there is need to 
understand this because each has its own characteristics, symptoms, duration and treatment approach. Let’s look 
at each one. 

ACUTE STRESS: This is the most common form of stress. It comes from demands and pressure of the re-
cent past and anticipated demands and pressures of the near future. It is a laundry list of what has gone awry in 
their lives. The auto accident that crumpled the car fender, the loss of an important contract, rushing to meet a 
deadline, and handling one’s child’s occasional problems at school, Acute stress lasts for a short term because of 
this it do not have enough time to do extensive damage. Its symptoms are recognized by most people. Acute 
stress can crop up in anyone’s life but the consolation is that it is highly treatable and manageable [1] [7]. 

EPISODIC ACUTE STRESS/TIME STRESS: These involves those that suffer acute stress frequently, 
their lives are so disorganized that they are always in chaos and crisis. They are always in a rush, but always late 
if something can go wrong it does. They take on too much, have too many irons in the fire, and can’t organize 
the slew of self inflicted demands and pressures clamoring for their attention. People who are in this category 
describe themselves as having “a lot of nervous energy, always in a hurry, they tend to be abrupt and sometimes 
their irritability comes across as hostility. Their interpersonal relationships deteriorate rapidly when others re-
spond with real hostility. Sufferers of episodic acute stress are called “worry warts” they see disaster around 
every corner and pessimistically predict catastrophe in every situation. They see the world as dangerous, unre-
warding and punitive place where something awful is always about to happen. Individuals here see nothing 
wrong with their life style; they blame their woes on other people and external events. 

One experiences time stress when you worry about time. You worry about the number of things that you have 
to do within a given time. You feel trapped, unhappy and hopeless if you fail to achieve something important. 
Common examples of time stress include worrying about deadlines, rushing to avoid being late for a meeting or 
office [8] [9]. 

CHRONIC STRESS: This is grinding stress that wears people away day after day and year after year. 
Chronic stress destroys bodies, minds and lives. It wreaks havoc through long-term attrition. It is the stress of 
poverty, dysfunctional families, being trapped in an unhappy marriage, in a despised job or career and ethnic 
endless rivalries [10]. 

Chronic stress comes when a person do not see a way out of miserable situation. It is the stress of unrelenting 
demands and pressures for seemingly interminable periods of time, with no hope the individuals’ gives up 
searching for solutions. Some chronic stresses stem from traumatic, early childhood experiences that become 
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internalized and remain forever and painful and present. The worst aspect of chronic stress is that people get 
used to it. They forget that it is there. Chronic stress kills through suicide, violence, heart attack, stroke and can-
cer. People wear down to a final, fatal breakdown. Because physical and mental resources are depleted through 
long-term attrition, the symptoms of chronic stress are difficult to treat and may require extended medical as 
well as behavioral—treatment and stress management. 

ANTICIPATORY STRESS: This stress as the name implies concerns the future. This can be focused on a 
specific event, such as an upcoming presentation that you are going to give, marriage/wedding ceremony that is 
coming up. It is vague and un identified, there is an overall dread and worry about the future that something may 
go wrong [9] [11]. 

SITUATIONAL STRESS: This happens when you are in a scary situation that you do not have control over. 
It could be an emergency or confrontation. It is a situation that involves conflict, loss of status or getting laid off 
because of a mistake in the office, and losing acceptance in the eyes of your group [7] [9]. 

ENCOUNTER STRESS: Encounter stress revolves around people. It happens when you worry about inte-
ractions with certain person or group of people you do not like or you think that they are unpredictable. Encoun-
ter stress occurs if your role involves a lot of personal interactions with customers and clients, like Bank marke-
ters while looking for a customer that will deposit #50,000,000 = (fifty million naira) [9] [12]. 

EUSTRESS: Eustress is a positive type of stress that is short-term. It is activated when a person needs to 
have some extra energy or inspiration. Eustress gives us the motivation we need to win or perform excellently in 
a competition, exam, promotion and giving a speech [11] [13]. 

HYPERSTRESS: This happens when a person is forced to perform above their normal capacity. In these re-
cent times that downsizing is taking place in many organizations many people feel stressed out due to heavy 
workloads. One person doing the work of ten persons. A person experiencing this type of stress can find that 
their emotions run higher and a smallest event can trigger a highly emotional outbreak [9] [14]. 

BEARSTRESS: Bear stress happens when a person is constantly agitated. Someone in a highly challenging, 
cognitive tasking and demanding job. This occurs when a person’s potential is been overstretched [9] [15]. 

Psychological Stress: Psychological stress tends to be caused by emotional stressors. Emotional stressors can 
be caused by a genuine emotional issue, such as the death of a loved one, or such stress can be caused by a per-
ceived emotional situation, such as a fear that you are on the chopping block at work. Either way, the stress itself 
is real and the problems such stress can cause are also extremely real [2] [16]. 

Physiological Stress: Physiological stress is stress that is caused by a real or perceived physical threat to our 
person. Again, even if the stress is caused by a perceived threat, the stress itself is real enough and the damage 
that the stress can cause over a prolonged period is also quite real [14] [17]. 

3. Symptoms of the Above Discussed Types of Stress 
The signs and symptoms from stress tend to progress through several phases or stages. The more signs and 
symptoms a person experiences at a particular point in time the closer he/she is to stress explosion, be on guard 
to avoid crashing. The phases can be described as below [6] [18]: 
 

 Signs/Symptoms Action 

Phase 1—Warning 
Early warning signs are often 
more emotional than physica 
and may take a year or more 
before they are noticeable.  

 feelings of vague anxiety 
 depression 
 boredom 
 apathy 
 emotional fatigue 

 talking about feelings 
 taking a vacation 
 making a change from 

regular activities 
 taking time for yourself 

Phase 2—Mild Symptoms 
Warning signs have progressed 
and intensified. Over a period 
of 6 to 18 months, physical 
signs may also be evident. 

 sleep disturbances 
 more frequent headaches/colds 
 muscle aches 
 intensified physical and emotional fatigue 
 withdrawal from contact with others 
 irritability 
 intensified depression 

 more aggressive lifestyle 
changes may be needed. 

 short-term counseling 
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Continued 

Phase 3—Entrenched 
Cumulative Stress 
This phase occurs when the 
above phases continue to be 
ignored. Stress starts to create 
a deeper impact on career, family 
life and personal well-being. 

 increased use of alcohol, smoking, non-prescription drugs 
 depression 
 physical and emotional fatigue 
 loss of sex drive 
 ulcers 
 marital discord 
 crying spells 
 intense anxiety 
 rigid thinking 
 withdrawal 
 restlessness 
 sleeplessness 

The help of medical 
and psychological 
professionals is highly 
recommended. 

Phase 4—Severe/ Debilitating 
Cumulative Stress Reaction 
This phase is often considered 
“self-destructive” and tends to 
occur after 5 to 10 years of 
continued stress. 

 careers end prematurely 
 asthma 
 heart conditions 
 severe depression 
 lowered self-esteem/self-confidence 
 inability to perform one's job 
 inability to manage personal life 
 withdrawal 
 uncontrolled anger, grief, rage 
 suicidal or homicidal thinking 
 muscle tremors 
 extreme chronic fatigue 
 over-reaction to minor events 
 agitation 
 frequent accidents 
 carelessness, forgetfulness 
 paranoia 
SOURCES AND CAUSES [19] 
 Living in a constant conflict relationship (marital) 
 Feeling trapped in poverty 
 Playing a care giver role for someone with significant 

illness or disability 
 Been overwhelmed by a job or feeling trapped in a 

career that doesn’t feel right 
 Living with unresolved childhood trauma 
 The death of a spouse, children or loved ones. 
 Marriage filling for divorced/separation from a spouse 

or committed relationship partner/single parent. 
 Losing contact with a loved one/Bereavement 
 Hospitalization of one’s self or family member (s) 
 Injury or illness of one’s self of family member (s) 
 Been abused or neglected 
 Bankruptcy/money/ financial problem 
 Unemployment 
 Legal problems/tenancy issue 
 Sleep problems 
 Children’s problem at school 
 Receiving a promotion or pay rise at work 
 Buying a home 
 Excessive job demands 
 Job insecurity 

Significant intervention 
from professionals. 
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Continued 

Phase 4—Severe/ Debilitating 
Cumulative Stress Reaction 
This phase is often considered 
“self-destructive” and tends to 
occur after 5 to 10 years of 
continued stress. 

 Conflict with team mates and supervisors 
 Lack of necessary training to perform a task (job) 
 Mobility fears (phobias) (commuting and travel schedules) 
 Traffic transportation 
 Repetitive thought patterns 
 Worrying about future events 
 Unrealistic, and perfectionist expectations 
 Over scheduling 
 Failing to be assertive 
 Procrastination or failing to plan ahead 
 Demands—Employees indicate that they are not able to cope 

with demands of their job. 
 Control—Employees indicate that they are not able to have a 

say about the way they do their work 
 Support—Employees indicate that they receive adequate 

information and support from their colleagues and superiors. 
 Relationships—Employees indicate that they are subjected to 

unacceptable behaviors, Bullying and harassment at work. 
 Role—Employees indicate that they don’t understand their role 

and responsibility. There is role confusion. 
 Change—Employees complain that the organizations do not carry 

them along frequently when there is an organizational change. 
 Career Development—under-over promotion, career development 

opportunities 
 Organizational structure/climate—favoritism in a place of meritocracy 
 Work life balance—career and family (father working, mothe 

working, their problem taking care of the home front children) 
 Financial state- 
 Unrealistic expectation 
 Ridged thinking, lack of flexibility 
 All or nothing attitude 
 School and exams 
 Demands from boss 
 Demands from spouse 
 Extended family pressures 
 Organizational affiliations pressure 
 Accidents and disasters—land, air, water 
 Armed robbery attacks 
 Kidnapping experience 
 Security force brutality—(police, army) 
 Task force brutality—(LASTMA, KAI, V.I.O Road safety) 
 Hoodlums activities—(Area boys, Opc, Agbero) 
 Unfulfilled dreams 
 Fuel scarcity 
 Protests and strikes 
 Relocation—wives/husband’s burden during relocation. [3] [19] [20] 

Significant intervention 
from professionals. 

4. Stress and Physiology 
This gives insight on how an organism responds to stress and also a body’s method of reacting to challenge by 
activating the nervous system. This represents a wide range of physical responses occurring as a direct effect of 
a stress or causing an upset in the homeostasis of the body. Upon immediate disruption of either physiological or 
physical equilibrium the body responds by stimulating the nervous, endocrine and immune system. The reaction 
of these systems causes a number of physical changes that have both short and long term effects on the body [17] 
[21]. 
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BIOLOGICAL NEED FOR EQUIIBRUM BY THE BODY 

 
 

Most biochemical process strive to maintain equilibrium (homeostasis) a steady state that exists more as an 
achievable condition. Internal and external stimuli continually disrupt homeostasis. 

Biology attempts to explain stress as a product of stimulus response. The central nervous system (brain and 
spinal cord) play a crucial role in the body related mechanism. The central nervous system works closely with 
the body endocrine system to regulate these mechanisms. The sympathetic nervous system becomes primarily 
active during a stress response regulating many of the body physiological functions in ways that ought to make 
an organism more adaptive to its environment [22]. 

5. Effects of Stress on the Immune System 
When the equilibrium of various hormones is altered the effect of these changes can be detrimental to the im-
mune system. Stress affects the immune system in many ways. The immune systems protect the body from vi-
ruses, bacteria and anything that is different or that the body does not recognize. The immune sees these intrud-
ers and it sends message to attack. The white blood cells, leukocytes are very important to the immune system. 
When an individual is stressed or going through a stressful experience the immune systems starts to produce 
natural killer cells and cytokine. When level of cytokines are higher they combat infections and the brain gets 
communicated that the body is ill and it produces symptoms as if the individual was ill. It also causes cardi-
ovascular disease, musculoskeletal disorders, work place injury [6] [17] [18]. 

Stress, Mental Health and Burn out 
By stress and mental health, we are exploring the effect of stress on an individual’s emotional, psychological 
and physiological well being, the body reaction, loss of mental energy [3] [23]. 

6. Cost of Stress 
Cost of Stress includes: absenteeism, litigation, grievances, accidents, errors of judgment and action, conflict 
and interpersonal problem, violence, customer service problems, resistance to change, no time to do it right, loss 
of intellectual capital, loss of vitality, suicide, drugs /alcohol abuse, sickness—aging [8] [15] [24] [25]. 

7. Management of Stress  
Knowing what you find stressful, practice the following: Alter, accept, adapt, become assertive to the stressful 
event, create a stress diary, start managing your own life style, practice relaxation techniques such as deep re-
laxation technique, mental relaxation (five to ten minutes), number countdown (one to ten), physical exercise, 
express your feelings (ventilation), sleep and rest, good nutrition, engage in creativity and other alternatives [10] 
[11] [26]-[31]. 
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