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Recognizing the
Effects of Stress

Stress Disorders: Part IStress Disorders: Part I
In today’s world, many people carry invisible burdens tied to financial insecurity, job
loss, caregiving responsibilities, grief, relationship struggles, political uncertainty, and the
constant pressure of daily life. While stress is a natural response to challenges,
overwhelming stress can affect mental wellness and lead to stress-related disorders.

Stress disorders occur when stress or trauma overwhelms the body and mind’s ability
to cope or self-regulate. Trauma does not have to come from war, violence, or near-
death experiences. It can also result from repeated exposure to hardship, fear, loss, or
witnessing suffering in others (i.e. secondary trauma). The body’s “fight-or-flight”
response is designed to protect us during stressful situations, but when stress
continues without relief, it can take a serious toll on physical and emotional wellbeing.

Eustress is positive, good stress that comes from situations that are enjoyable.
Acute stress is a short-term response to a challenge, such as meeting a deadline
or giving a presentation. Symptoms may include a racing heart and tense muscles.
Episodic acute stress occurs when stressful situations happen frequently,
preventing the body from returning to a calm state. Common signs include
headaches, irritability, digestive issues, and ongoing tension.
Chronic stress persists for weeks, months, or years and can increase the risk of
depression, anxiety, high blood pressure, sleep disturbances, and burnout.
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) can develop after experiencing, witnessing,
or being repeatedly exposed to traumatic events. Symptoms may include
intrusive memories, flashbacks, avoidance behaviors, heightened alertness, sleep
disturbances, and lasting changes in mood or thinking that interfere with daily life.

Society often encourages people to “push through” stress instead of acknowledging
the emotional strain and seeking support. The reality is that stress and trauma are a
normal part of the human experience. Their effects are real, valid, and deserving of
support and treatment. When we recognize stress for what it is—not a personal
weakness, but a human response to difficult circumstances—and respond with
compassion and action, we can take steps toward healing and moving forward.

Cognitive symptoms
(trouble concentrating, racing
thoughts, memory problems,
excessive worry)
Emotional symptoms
(irritability, mood swings,
hopelessness, anxiety,
emotional numbness)
Physical symptoms
(headaches, fatigue, muscle
tension, digestive issues,
sleep problems, rapid
heartbeat)
Behavioral symptoms
(social withdrawal, changes in
appetite, procrastination,
unhealthy coping habits,
increased substance use)


