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Stress is a natural part of everyday life.  It's the way your body and your emotions react to change and the unknown.  It can be a good thing when it helps you get the extra energy and concentration to handle challenges, but the tension and anxiety that go with stress can be dangerous when they go on too long.  Your body and mind need a chance to unwind.  If you spend all your time on high-alert, your body and your emotions suffer.

Life is full of stressful situations: at work, at home, even in traffic.  Problems and incidents, large and small, all contribute to it.  But if you learn to identify and manage stress, you can learn to control the way you react to stressful situations.  That will make your life a lot more pleasant and it will help you be healthier and even safer.

Managing stress is not just a "feel good" thing.  If it were, we wouldn't be spending time on it.  Too much stress is one of the most common causes of health problems.  It also can cause mental distress that leads to serious illness and to distractions that can jeopardize safety on the job and off it.

Your body reacts to stress in a number of ways.  When you're in a stress-producing situation like a tight deadline, you may experience:

· Perspiration

· Knots in your stomach

· Pounding heart

· Muscle tension

· Cold hands

Those familiar symptoms are normal, as long as they don't last too long.  But if stress is almost constant, your body suffers.  You can get:

· Tension headaches

· Sleeplessness

· Ulcers

· High blood pressure

· Heart disease

· Depression

· Lowered resistance to illness of all sorts

· Inability to concentrate on what is important

These hazards can have a serious, long-term impact on your health and well-being.  They can also interfere with relationships, distract you at work, and create a possible safety hazard to yourself and others.

To manage and control stress, you have to know what causes it and how it affects you.  There are a number of typical causes of stress:

· Routine hassles.  Little things can cause major stress; long lines in stores, heavy traffic, telephone busy signals, etc. They add up and build up, and they wear down your ability to cope with bigger pressures.

· Personal problems.  Problems with family members, financial difficulties, the illness of someone close to you cal all cause stress.  

· Job problems.  A new job, a new boss, heavy deadlines, and other pressures can cause fear, worry and stress.

· Major changes.  Even positive changes can cause stress.  Marriage, divorce, a new baby, death of a loved one, or a new house can all cause stress because they create so many unknowns.

· Overload.  Sometimes stressful incidents come at you from all angles.  Your children are having trouble in school, your wife or husband needs major dental work, there is construction on your route to work, and you have new job procedures to learn.  You feel like you just cannot get out from under and stress builds up.

Many people make stress worse.  They deal with it in ways that actually add to stress.  They hold feelings in and don't admit they're angry or upset  They blow up and blame others or even become violent  They assume things will go wrong and waste time and energy worrying about them.  They withdraw from people and any situation that might cause stress.  They try to do everything perfectly or take every difficult situation personally.  Many turn to drugs or alcohol to hide from their problems. None of these work, they just make stress worse.

But stress can be controlled. The key to controlling stress is to know when it's useful and when it's getting out of hand. It is also possible to learn to relax with some simple exercises:

· Create a peaceful mental image.  Sit back in a comfortable chair in a quiet room, then mentally picture your favorite beach or fishing spot or an enjoyable experience—something that makes you feel peaceful and happy.  Concentrate on that image for a few minutes.  You'll feel yourself relax.

· Practice deep-breathing exercises.  Place your hand on your stomach and take a deep breath in, feel your stomach go in,  hold your breath for a few seconds and then slowly breathe out through your mouth, feel your stomach go out.  Do this for a few minutes.

· Stretch out tense muscles with these exercises. Relax your back by leaning forward and down in your seat.  Let your head and neck hang down.  Relax your neck by turning your head slowly in a circle.  Keep your shoulders still and turn first in one direction, then the other.  Relax your shoulders and arms by standing with your hands over your head.  Place your palms facing up and lock your fingers.  Relax your upper body by standing with your feet apart.  Stretch one arm over your head and reach to the side.  Then do the same with the other arm.

If stress has really gotten to you, all this advice may not be enough.  Be honest with yourself, if you try these approaches and your body tells you that you still have more stress than you can handle, you may want to get professional help.  Stress affects everyone, and is not always a bad thing, it's what gears us up to handle the big challenges. Fortunately, you can usually gain control of stress on your own by identifying what sets you off and trying to find better ways of dealing with it. 
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