Stress, relaxation and its benefits


What is Stress?

Stress can be seen as a pressure from the environment (known as a stressor) or a response from ourselves (known as distress). Everyone responds to stress differently.  

What is stressful to one person may be normal or even a thrill to another.

Psychologists point out that this depends on: 

1)   How we think about the situation e.g. two people may describe the same change in their lives as a worry or as a challenge. 

2)   Whether we have the useful skills and behaviours to cope with the challenge. e.g. when taking a driving lesson does the person remain calm and able to focus or are they so nervous (too much stress) that they fumble with keys and worry about doing badly and not do as well in their test.

Stress is not a bad thing which must be avoided.  We all need some excitement and challenge in our lives otherwise it can become dull and frustrating.  We may perform better at a task (e.g. making a speech or learning a new skill) when we feel a little pressured or stressed about it.
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Why should we look at stress levels in cardiac patients?

Cardiac events are stressful!  Stress may slow your recovery and add to your difficulties in making changes in your lifestyle

Anxiety and low mood in cardiac patients 

Many people may feel stressed, emotional or irritable after a cardiac event.  These feelings are normal and will usually settle down within a few weeks or months but may continue and may get worse, leading to feelings of anxiety and depression.  

Common signs of anxiety and depression include: loss of appetite, poor sleep, irritability, agitation and headaches and other general aches and pains.  Again this can continue after the first weeks and should not be ignored. If you think you are affected by this you should speak to a health professional.

       	Life changes

Health change can bring other changes.  Some people may be off work for a while or decide to change jobs or move house etc.  This may bring financial change or changes in relationships. Even if this is not the case for you we will be asking you all to make some lifestyle changes – such as a healthier diet, more exercise, stopping smoking.  Some people worry this will put demands on their lives and add to stress.

Sleep and concentration 

These problems are common after cardiac events.   They may be due to stress, reaction to pain and discomfort, due to new drugs or directly due to the cardiac event itself. If these problems carry on over the weeks they can cause worry and it may help to talk to a health professional about them.
 
Coping with pain

When someone who is in pain becomes distressed, this can make the pain seem even worse.  Studies have shown that when people are relaxed before and immediately after an operation they feel that they can cope with pain better and recovery can be quicker. 

Stress can trigger an episode of angina pain and may keep the pain going for longer. Learning relaxation can help people to cope with the stress and pain and can help reduce how often angina happens.

Does stress cause heart attack or coronary artery disease?

Many people believe that their heart disease was caused by stress.  The scientific evidence is that high cholesterol, smoking, blood pressure, diabetes etc are by far the biggest causes of heart disease.  The evidence for stress is unclear.  If people who are under pressure start to miss healthy meals and smoke more etc., this may cause health problems in the long run. 

Being afraid of stress can become a problem in itself.  Sometimes families try to protect their relative from stress thinking that this will stop further heart problems from happening.  However, overprotection can lead to frustration and boredom. 
It is important to feel confident about coping with normal daily hassles and stresses.
The stress response

How does stress affect me?
When we believe we are under threat or pressure our body produces a chemical (known as a hormone) called adrenaline.  This causes a number of changes in our body which all prepare us to run away from the danger or to fight it known as the ‘fight or flight’ response.


[image: baldy_bloke]This fighting or running away response because of danger was very useful to primitive man.  Then our main threat was from wild animals or natural events such as fire.  Adrenaline is still useful today to help us to respond quickly in an emergency, for example, swerving to avoid another car.  

However, some stresses can go on for a long time and cannot be solved straight away.  Some threats such as a health problem are inside our own bodies.  This is one thing we cannot get away from!

After a cardiac event it is common to become very aware of everything going on in the body.  Patients often talk of being more aware of their heart rate, temperature and sweating, breathing as this reminds them of the time they were unwell.   As you can see, however, from the diagram, the symptoms of anxiety and adrenaline can affect the heart, breathing etc.  These are normal responses and not signs of illness. If you have concerns about symptoms, you should talk to your doctor or nurse or a member of the cardiac rehabilitation team.


Arousal level

The stress response is not all or nothing.  You can think of the adrenaline level in your body as continually moving up and down – like mercury in a thermometer.  The level of adrenaline at any time affects how you feel. 
The Arousal Thermometer

	 Panic 		As our arousal goes ‘up’ so does 	
	 Scared		our heart rate and rate of breathing,
	 Worried		and muscle tension. We feel
	 Nervous			more anxious, angry or uptight.
Alert	 Tense/ Excited      		As our arousal goes ‘down’ our heart
Calm			     rate slows, blood pressure lowers,
Sleepy			     breathing becomes slow and regular.
Deep			     We feel warm, peaceful, even
Relaxation	   		drowsy.

To cope with and enjoy life we want to be able to move our adrenaline and arousal level up and down the thermometer.  

· We sometimes need to react quickly to avoid danger or solve a problem. Increasing adrenaline helps us do this.  Blood, oxygen and energy goes to the muscles important for action. Our mind is fixed on the danger and problem solving.  

· But we also want to be able to let go and stop worrying when the danger is over or when there is nothing we can do about it straight away.  Then we want the level of adrenaline to come down.  Our heart rate will come down, the blood can go to the gut so that we enjoy eating a meal and our mind can think about other things.


Sometimes after prolonged or major illness and worry, the adrenaline/arousal level in our bodies becomes stuck.  

We are always at ‘alert’ expecting problems or thinking about them.  All sorts of issues become a worry to us.  We become quickly irritable or frustrated.  Learning relaxation can help us to move fully and freely up and down the arousal thermometer again!
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