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Stress

Just a wild guess here, but you may have stress in your life.  If you didn’t before, which would make you very unusual, you now have a crashing economy, global warming, nuclear proliferation, and a resurgent Taliban as some of the pretty good excuses for an occasional worry.  Eliminating stress at its many sources is unrealistic, but minimizing its adverse effects on your health is the next best thing, and well within reach.

That stress has adverse effects on health is now widely accepted, and well supported by science.  A whole medical discipline- psychoneuroimmunology- has evolved to wrestle with the interface of the harsher elements of the world around us, and the world within us.

The two connect in ways that have made good sense throughout human history, but may not make much sense anymore.  What we all know as psychological stress translates into fluctuations in levels of hormones and brain chemicals, cortisol, epinephrine (also known as adrenaline), and norepinephrine among them.  In its most dramatic form, the chain reaction from stressful event to hormone surge manifests as the “adrenaline rush” of the fight or flight response.


But a fight or flight response is only adaptive when fighting or fleeing are good options for dealing with the source of stress.  We, however, are more subject to stress from taxes than talons, and from financial markets than fangs.  There is nowhere to run, and nothing we can hit with a club- without doing more harm than good.


What we are left with is the collision of 21st century stresses and a Stone Age stress response.  Our ancestors put the fight or flight response to good use.  And even if the lingering reverberations of stress took some cumulative toll on them, that didn’t matter much when the average life span was 40 years or less.

Over a life span of eight decades or more, the cumulative damage of stress is considerable.  Rather than an occasional rush of adrenaline, the less acute, but relentless and unabating sources of stress in modern life dial up levels of cortisol.  This, in turn, can drive up levels of other stress hormones.  Even insulin levels rise, because cortisol makes the work of insulin harder.  Insulin resistance becomes more likely, as, over time, does diabetes.

This cascade can increase fat deposition in the belly, where it does the most harm.  Along with a direct, hormonal effect on body fat, stress has several indirect effects.  Stress and insomnia run together, and sleep deprivation further compounds hormonal imbalances that favor weight gain.  And there is the common tendency to use food to help relieve stress, further increasing the weight gain risk.

The hormonal fluctuations of chronic stress are associated with increased blood pressure, and potentially, a slight elevation in heart rate.  There is also an increase in inflammatory responses, and often, a deterioration in the pattern of blood lipids, and platelets tend to become a bit stickier.  The net effect is a marked increase in overall cardiovascular risk.  Acute stress can even precipitate a heart attack.  Over time, cancer risk, too, appears to rise.


 About now, this column is probably becoming yet another source of stress in your life, so time to look at the brighter side.  While stress can harm you, managing stress can help you.    

The studies of Dean Ornish that demonstrated the value of a low-fat, plant-based diet in fighting heart disease were actually based on a comprehensive lifestyle program that included a stress management component.  I have spoken on panels with mental health specialists who dismiss the Ornish diet, and give all the credit for cardiac risk reduction in these studies to the mental health intervention.   I think they are taking things a bit too far, but their point is well taken.


There are various ways to reduce stress, with varying degrees of scientific support.  Meditation of several varieties can work, as can yoga, Tai chi, biofeedback, music therapy, aroma therapy, and deep breathing.   Benefits reported range from reduced blood pressure, to better sleep, to enhanced immune function, lower cardiac risk, and better overall quality of life.

That said, this is an area where the science still has a long way to go.  Measuring stress is difficult, and so is measuring the effectiveness of interventions to reduce it.  Stress reduction strategies will not become a standard part of mainstream medicine unless or until the evidence of effectiveness matures.


But there is no need for you to wait if stress is currently a burden by day, or keeping you up at night.  Managing stress effectively will almost certainly help you feel better, even if we are less than entirely certain about long-term health benefits.  


Your health care provider should be able to recommend stress management programs convenient to you.  Your local hospital information line is another resource.  For those in Connecticut, my clinic can help: www.imc-griffin.org.  And, of course, you can find anything these days with an on-line search.  

How best to dissipate stress is a personal matter.  Much as I know, for example, that meditation can work, for a restless person like me, sitting still to meditate would…stress me out.  So I rely on 40 intense minutes each day on an elliptical machine to combine the benefits of physical activity and stress relief.   


You will have to decide what stress control strategy works best for you, but I encourage you to choose something.  While still evolving, the case for the harms of stress, and the benefits of stress management, is already persuasive.  Since the sources of stress don’t seem likely to recede any time soon, now would be a good time to make sure your health is insulated from them.
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