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With a review by Eric Albert, founder and leader
of the French Institute of Anxiety and Stress (Institut
francais de 'anxieté et du stress - IFAS).

Vocational medicine has sounded the alert — stress is everywhere in
business today, and companies are rife with pathological anxiety and
depression. Studies tend to concord that the huge majority of em-
ployees feel that they must regularly cope with more and more stress.
Headlines shout about the “malaise of modern man.” Books on the topic
virtually jump off bookstore shelves.

Should this plague be eradicated?> Can people learn to manage their
stress to limit the risks? We extracted the following key learnings after
analyzing publications by leading stress experts:

» Far from being a disease, stress is a phenomenon that helps
people cope with difficult situations. As such, it must not be
seen as purely negative.

P Stress becomes destructive only when it exceeds a certain
threshold. People must therefore learn to manage stressful
situations in order to relieve pressure.
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analysis

The media often presents stress
as the "malaise of modern man."
Numerous studies have concluded
that employees consider the work-
place to be increasingly stressful. A
2001 study conducted for Capital
magazine in France, for example,
showed that 85 percent of mana-
gers experienced stress in their
professional lives, and 86 percent
of these felt that stress had in-
creased in recent years. In the Eu-
ropean Union, it has been estima-
ted that as many as 41 million
people suffer from stress-related
diseases.

This same observation has been
made across the globe. Ever-hi-
gher demands on performance and
results, growing time pressure,
constant change, “zero defects,”
and the end of lifetime employ-
ment put employees in a state of
never-ending stress with serious
consequences. Stress is estimated
to cost the United States 200 to
300 billion dollars, as a result of
absenteeism, lost productivity, and
healthcare bills.

Some conclude that stress is an
evil that should be eradicated from
the workplace. However, this in-
terpretation is too simplistic. All
the experts agree that stress can be
useful, and should not be conside-
red as exclusively negative. Even
so, we must learn to manage stress
in order to minimize its destructive
impact.
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stress (Taming Stress)
- Dr.Dominique Hoareau,
[feree) Les Editions d'Organisation, 2001.

Ifyou are looking for a succinct book to
understand the phenomenon of stress,
you've come to the right place. This book
combines clear, theoretical explanations,
particularly concerning medical questions,
with examples drawn from the business
world and everyday life.
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K A natural
energizer

Stress helps individuals
adapt to changes in
their environment.

P A salutary
mechanism

Far from being a disease, stress
is an extremely valuable survival
mechanism.

In the nineteenth century,
Darwin determined that fear was
an important survival mechanism
that mobilizes the body to cope
with danger. However, not until
the 1930's was the phenomenon of
stress itself discovered. Hans
Selye, a Canadian endocrinologist
of Hungarian origin, noted that all
laboratory rats developed similar
symptoms regardless of the experi-
ments to which they were subjec-
ted. He thus uncovered the exis-
tence of the “general adaptation
syndrome,” later known as “stress.”
When the body is aggressed, it
reacts in a number of different
ways to prepare to face that ag-
gression. These reactions, which
are common to all types of aggres-
sion, occur in two phases:

® Assessment of the situation

When faced with an unknown
or unpredictable situation, we tend
to make two types of instanta-
neous assessment:

— Does this situation represent a
threat?

— Do | have the means to cope
with this situation?

This assessment is instinctive
and not rational. It depends on our
personality and past experiences.

If a person perceives a threat or
feels unable to cope with a situa-
tion, then a stress reaction is trig-
gered. For example, when sud-
denly overloaded with work, an
individual may feel that there is a
risk he will not finish on time. He
knows that his boss has been upset
by delays in the past. This there-
fore represents a threat. Stress is

launched to encourage him to find
a solution. Will he be able to per-
form the required work in the
available time?> If he feels that he
cannot, he becomes more stressed.

During the alarm phase, emo-
tional reactions such as anxiety
and anger are observed. The body
releases hormones designed to in-
crease our vigilance, such as adre-
naline. This hormone makes the
heart beat faster, thereby provi-
ding more oxygen to the brain and
muscles. Our attention and con-
centration increase. Our pupils di-
late, and our memory and thinking
improve. These reactions help us
respond appropriately to the situa-
tion.

* Mobilization of resources.

During the second phase, the
body gets ready for action, either
by eliminating the phenomenon
causing the stress, or by adapting
to deal with it.

To do this, it releases other hor-
mones, such as cortisol, which
consumes more energy by trans-
forming stored protein and fat into
glucose, thus bracing the body to
take on a challenge. It also produ-
ces endorphins, which create a
sense of detachment from the si-
tuation and help people move
away from the feelings initially ex-
perienced. Anxiety or anger are re-
placed by excitation, joy in finding
a solution or confidence that a so-
lution will be found. Our creativity
and energy are at their highest du-
ring this phase.

Up to this point, stress is a sti-
mulant for the body. It gives us the
energy and resources we need to
adapt to change and “survive’ a
threat. Top athletes actively seek
this state, which boosts their per-
formance during competitions, for
example.
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