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Introduction:
	Whether it is being late to a meeting with your boss, procrastinating on a homework assignment for one of your classes, or being stuck in 5 o’clock traffic, we all know what stress feels like. It is pervasive in nearly everybody’s life at one point or another, yet its commonality does not take away from the detrimental effects chronic stress can have on one’s emotional and physical health. But what is stress? How does it affect us both physically and psychologically? And what can we do to manage it when it turns into a problem?
Literature Review:
	The definition of stress is simple: it’s a reaction to a stimulus that alters our physical or mental equilibrium (Psychology Today, n.d.). The stimulus that causes this alteration can range drastically and so can its effects. Now the public perception of stress commonly has a negative connotation. When people think of stress, they think of examples such as overworked mothers or the various scenarios illustrated above. But stress isn’t always negative. Your muscles become stressed when you work them out. Your body becomes stressed when you forgo a meal for a long duration of time. Stress isn’t always negative and at times it can also be beneficial. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Think of this: you’re walking through Yellowstone National Park enjoying the beautiful scenery. Suddenly, you run into a bear on the trail you’re walking on. This stressful situation leads to a “fight-or-flight” response used to keep you alive. Immediately, your mind realizes the danger ahead of you and activates the sympathetic nervous system in a global fashion (Jansen, et. al, 1995). Your adrenal glands pump out catecholamines such as epinephrine and glucocorticoids such as cortisol. Your heart starts to beat faster and pump more blood throughout your body. The flow of blood diverges away from less immediately useful organs such as the organs of the digestive system and saturates in your muscles and brain. Your breathing rate increases. Your attentiveness of the situation heightens as areas of your brain such as the hippocampus, prefrontal cortex, and amygdala all light up. Your mind starts looking for cues that will be necessary for your survival. You first think back to the pamphlet about black and brown bears that you were reading on the way up to Yellowstone. You notice that the trail you’re on is on a slope so if you need to run, you can run downhill. You notice the bear doesn’t have the brown bear’s noticeable hump and you notice the bear is smaller in size (comparably smaller—you’re still terrified). You decide it’s a black bear that you ran into and you flail your arms out and try to look bigger than you actually are. Luckily, the bear gets scared and runs away. For a while after this situation, your body will still have epinephrine and cortisol circulating through the blood at high levels so you won’t be fully relaxing anytime soon. But, at least, you’re now safe. The cortisol and epinephrine will also work together to create a flash-bulb memory—a memory that is incredibly vivid and detailed and is often created from emotionally arousing situations (McGaugh, 2013; Brown, Kulick, 1977). So when you get back to camp, you won’t have a very difficult time explaining what just happened to your friends.
The above scenario is one in which stress can be beneficial. Your body reacted well to a situation in which you could have been in serious trouble. However, most of the situations of stress we deal with on a day-to-day basis are not ones in which our lives are in danger. And most of the time, the stress isn’t simply acute. Chronic stress is typically where health problems can arise and where the negative connotation of stress becomes justified. 
Chronic stress occurs when day-to-day activities cause continued stress in an individual. The activation of your body’s sympathetic nervous system isn’t allowed to reach baseline levels and many of the same physiological responses you had to the bear encounter occur in your day-to-day life (although to a much smaller degree). Cortisol is continually pumped from your adrenal cortex at elevated levels. Your heart rate and breathing rate can stay elevated, etc. These chronically elevated levels can lead to drastic, negative physical and psychological effects. You have an increased risk of the development and progression of heart disease and type-2 diabetes (Right Diagnosis, n.d.). Immune function can become lowered. Decreases in bone density can occur, leading to an increased risk of bone fractures. Insomnia is common. Increased weight gain, blood pressure, and cholesterol production are all also common (Bergland, 2013). Stress-induced remodeling of the neural connections in the hippocampus, prefrontal cortex and amygdala can occur (McEwen, 2008). This can lead to a decreased ability to concentrate and learn. Memory can become impaired. Psychological issues such as depression, anxiety, and increased bouts of anger can manifest. All of these issues caused by stress can have severe consequences on your health and on the psychological health of those around you. 
Fortunately, however, stress doesn’t have to run/ruin your life. There are many treatment options available for individuals who find that they’re just “stressed out.” These treatment options range from alterations in your environment, to psychiatry, to medication, and oftentimes involve all three. Commonly, individuals will need to figure out the main environmental factor that has led to chronic stress in their lives. For example, an individual’s job can be the main contributing factor in their chronic stress. This can be because the nature of their job is stressful, such as being a trauma surgeon at a busy level 1 trauma center. Or it can be that they feel that they work too much and it takes away from family time or other important obligations the individual may have. Regardless, in these cases, the individual needs to assess what they can do to decrease the stress being caused by their career. Whether it be taking out 30 minutes in their workday to run or participate in yoga or another form of physical activity. Or possibly allotting time for meditation. Or decreasing the amount of hours they work. Or possibly even looking for a new career. There are plenty of options that can be taken to try and manage the source of stress. 
Another way of trying to manage your stress is to try and mitigate the negative health effects chronic stress is incurring. Insomnia often concomitantly manifests in individuals suffering from chronic stress (American Psychological Association, n.d.). For these individuals, it can be beneficial to establish a routine sleep schedule that accounts for 7-8 hours of sleep a night. It can also be beneficial to forgo eating for a few hours before falling asleep and turning off electronic devices an hour before sleep as well. If chronic stress has led to negative habits such as smoking or mindless binge eating, ceasing these habits can also be very beneficial for the health of the individual and can potentially lead to reductions in the amount of stress the individual has in the long run.
	Seeing a psychologist or psychiatrist are also highly recommended and can have positive outcomes. Certain medications such as SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) can be beneficial to take when prescribed by a psychiatrist, especially when used in conjunction with the other methods of treating chronic stress.
	Regardless of the method or methods taken to treat chronic stress, if you feel that you’re chronically stressed, look into and participate in some of these treatment options. Your body will thank you.
Application:
	My mother is currently chronically stressed. She recently graduated from college with a Masters in Accounting (MAcc) and is working toward getting her CPA. She is very close to finishing the CPA tests but with her working and with tax season coming up, she’s having a hard time juggling everything. She’s started working 70 hours a week and that will only increase as March and April continue to approach. Trying to study on top of that and spend time with the family has been incredibly difficult for her. I know she’s started to lose more sleep and has started to pick up some bad habits. She often finds herself mindlessly munching at home and at work, and she has stopped doing her routine workout regiments because she doesn’t feel that she has the time to do them. I want to show her some of the ways chronic stress can manifest and how they can be managed, and hopefully she can start to implement some of these treatment options in her own life. I know that once tax season is over and once she has obtained her CPA that life will be easier for her, but managing chronic stress immediately is always a much better option than managing it at a later date. 
Conclusion:
	Stress isn’t always a negative thing. It is simply a reaction to a stimulus that alters our mental or physical equilibrium. Stress can even be beneficial, such as described in the bear encounter example previously mentioned. But when stress becomes chronic and starts leading to detrimental health effects, stress needs to be managed. This can be done via managing stress at the source, managing the negative health habits that often come with stress, talking to a psychologist or psychiatrist and possibly looking into taking medication, or through participating in activities that have been shown to decrease stress in individuals, such as meditation or physical exercise.
	I learned a lot about this topic that I didn’t know previously. I didn’t know how stress physically or psychologically affected the body, and I found that aspect of my research very interesting. I had also never looked into how to manage chronic stress, and I feel that that will be very beneficial for me throughout my life. 
	However, I would like to learn more about the physical effects stress has on the brain. I read a lot about how stress can remodel the brain through various means and about how the brain reacts to elevated cortisol levels, etc. And while I found this information fascinating, I found it oftentimes too dense to be able to fully understand. In order for me to learn more about how stress specifically affects the brain, I need to learn more about the anatomical and physiological complexities of the brain in general, which is something I want to pursue.
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