Survey Reveals Americans Manage Stress Poorly

iVillage

Jill Provost

As it turns out, living in the moment isn't always the best way to stay healthy.

When it comes to how humans battle stress, the war is better fought with a little forward thinking. Reaching for a glistening Krispy Kreme, for instance, has a remarkably soothing effect on our psyche. It is also, according to a recent national survey, one type of quick-fix that stressed-out Americans, especially women, turn to for momentary relief.

Based on a survey conducted by the American Psychological Association (APA), in conjunction with the National Women's Health Resource Center (NWHRC), and iVillage, Americans have many coping mechanisms to handle stress — almost none of which are particularly helpful in the fight against long-term stress reduction.

The Gender Divide

Who's stressed out? In the randomized telephone survey of Americans 18 and over, just over half of the country feels they are coping well with their daily multitasking lives while the other half is not. Forty-seven percent of respondents — a slight majority of whom are women — say they are concerned about the level of stress in their lives. The other 53 percent believe it is not a significant issue.

While we all tend to exhibit similar symptoms of stress, gender is still a great divider in how we experience that daily pressure. Women say they feel a lack of energy, a desire to cry and sadness, while men respond with irritability and anger. Women categorically outrank men when asked which stress-related symptoms they experience with frequency. The only symptoms men report feeling more often than women are sleeping pattern changes and teeth grinding. The majority of symptoms --fatigue, anger, sadness, loss of energy, headaches, muscle tension, tearfulness, stomach problems, appetite changes, dizziness and tightness of chest — are all reportedly experienced more by women than men.

Women are also more likely than men to report health problems like hypertension, anxiety, depression and obesity. The question this begs, of course, is whether women are more willing to divulge this information or are men simply less susceptible to the physical manifestations of stress?

Healthy, Wealthy and Worry-Free?

Money won't buy us love, but it may buy us happiness. According to the APA survey, if you're like most Americans, you stress mainly over health and financial situations. While we tend to think of men as the ones who harbor socioeconomic concerns, results show 28 percent of women consider money a "very significant" source of stress versus 19 percent of men. And, yes, the less money you make, the more likely you are to feel the impact of stress on your life. Other demographics that overwhelmingly bear the burden of stress are single parents, African-American women and Latinas.

These statistics run parallel to last week's report published in The Journal of the American Medical Association that found one's health is directly tied to his or her wealth. As an explanation of the results, the study's author, Dr. Michael Lauer told the New York Times, "Some people think that poverty causes stress to the autonomic nervous system, the part that regulates blood pressure and heart rate. [This kind of] stress...can manifest as hypertension and poor fitness."

Compounding this problem is the finding that those who experience the most stress tend to engage in the least healthful behaviors, such as smoking, binging on junk food, and not exercising. According to APA survey results, one in four Americans turns to food to help alleviate stressful situations. So-called comfort eaters experience higher levels of stress than average and exhibit greater levels of the most common symptoms of stress, including fatigue, lack of energy, nervousness, sleep problems and irritability. The more fast-food a person eats, the more stress he or she reports, indicating a connection between poor eating choices and a stressed-out mental state. It may come as no surprise, then, that comfort eaters suffer from health problems like hypertension and high cholesterol more often than the average American.

How Can Something So Wrong Feel So Right?

As a matter of survival, stress sends the body into overdrive to protect it from perceived danger. The body is on alert, ready for warfare. This protective instinct, however, is not meant to stay activated for long periods of time, which is why chronic stress will cause the system to eventually burn out — a sort of battle fatigue that wipes out the immune system and depletes energy reserves. It's no wonder, then, that people tend to reach for sweets in times of duress. Quick carbohydrates like sugar deliver immediate energy and a wallop of serotonin to the brain. A 2003 study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences showed that, in rats, these types of comfort foods could actually blunt the effects of stress on the brain — for the short-term.

Eating junk food as a coping mechanism can further complicate stress-related health problems down the line by increasing insulin resistance. Stress alone can wreak havoc on one’s blood-sugar levels. Pouring high-sugar food into the bloodstream while your body is already under duress can lead to a hypoglycemic state, characterized by headache, dizziness, anxiety, shaking and irritability. Over time, this kind of heightened sugar level can cause more stress, exhaustion, and depression, not to mention a host of illnesses like diabetes and obesity.

Findings from the APA survey support this. Sixty-five percent of those who describe themselves as comfort eaters are somewhat or extremely overweight and are twice as likely as the average American to be diagnosed with obesity.

Coping Vs. Curing

Results of the APA survey seem to indicate that, as a nation of instant gratification, we tend to soothe the symptoms by turning to friends and family for support, relying on faith or prayer to get us through, or seeking alone time to tune out to the television or escape in a book -- all of which can be beneficial, to a degree. Recent studies suggest that how an individual responds to stress may begin even before he or she can learn to prevent it. Exposure to stressful situations early on in life can trigger an overly reactive stress response to difficult situations later on in life. Stress can actually cause the brain to rewire itself, so even though we may be experiencing an everyday obstacle, our stress response is, "fight for your life."

The real way to combat stress experts say is by managing it proactively -- before, not during, stressful situations. It's about finding the right technique for you, whether it be yoga, mindfulness, meditation, biofeedback, therapy or exercise. The key, says Saki Santorelli of the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center, is listening to your body and figuring out what brings you calm -- and then doing it daily if necessary.
