Is Stress Dominating Your Life?   
By Frossa Mrakas (Counsellor and Trainer)
Stress is an inevitable part of life. We all experience stress to some degree. It can be a student studying for an exam, a young man attending a job interview or you caught in a traffic jam.  Stress can take on many forms and your response can vary from day to day. Furthermore stress can be periodic or chronic causing a variety of symptoms in us all.  

Interestingly, a similar situation can elicit a different response in different people. The event or situation that triggers a stress reaction is called a “stressor”.   These stressors can be brief or ongoing, but still impact on our wellbeing. If not dealt with effectively, the effect of stress begins to accumulate.   Tolerance to these triggers lessens which may subsequently manifest into anger, depression or anxiety. 
So what is stress?
Stress is our reaction to a situation we feel threatens us in some way “…Stress occurs when there is an imbalance between how you perceive the demands placed upon you and your ability to cope with these demands…these demands can be external or based on your own internal expectations and goals” (Brosnan L & Todd L.,  2009. Overcoming Stress)

Stress is not altogether bad. It actually serves a purpose. It can help motivate and enhance our ability to perform.  The stress response helps us get out of bed in the morning, run faster in the school race and complete the report by the deadline. Stress is an essential part of our survival and our body’s way of dealing with the world and life in general.
The “stress” we experience is our body’s way of responding to events that appear to threaten or upset our sense of balance (real or perceived). When we perceive a danger, eg a truck heading towards us, our body’s defense mechanism kicks in and we experience the stress response. Events are taking place in our body with the release of stress hormones known as adrenaline and cortisol which propels the body into action. This then triggers a response to the threat or situation. We quickly move out of the way of the truck!  This is our body’s way of protecting us and ensuring we stay alert and focused when faced with threats against our survival. This is especially true in emergency situations where we need extra strength and power to defend or protect ourselves. This is known as the “flight or fight” response. In other words our body is preparing to fight or flee the threat.
However when stress becomes the norm, and we are continuously in “fight or flight” mode, it becomes harmful to our health and wellbeing. Our body doesn’t have the chance to recuperate after a stressful event and so we remain in a heightened state of stress or anxiety.  This can lead to all sorts of long term problems.

Chronic stress is known to weaken our immune system and cause various physical and mental health conditions.  We need to understand the impact stress has on us individually as we all respond differently. We also need to identify the stressors in our life - yet more importantly be mindful of how we react to these stressors.  Is our response constructive and helpful or detrimental to our health and wellbeing?  
We know that we can’t CONTROL what happens around us.  There will always be situations that will test us. The most effective response to challenging situations is our response to the situation. What do I mean?  
You can’t always Control external events but you can control your reaction to situations.  Stress management is about taking control over your thoughts, emotions and attitudes and your reaction to problems and situations as they arise. If you can’t change the stressor alter your response.
This is based on the premise that the thoughts we have and what we tell ourselves can enhance our ability to cope with the presenting issue. In many instances the thoughts that accompany our stressful reactions, are based on beliefs and results of past experiences. Essentially we have programmed our thoughts, beliefs and behaviour based on past negative experiences. Add to this the belief that we can’t cope with what life throws our way.  We then react to stress based on old and automatic beliefs and patterns, rather than draw on the strengths that we have developed as maturing adults. 
It is important we examine our thoughts and long held beliefs and evaluate how we normally respond to stress. Is there a pattern here? What destructive behaviours do I resort to? Do I get angry and yell at everyone? 
Do I remain silent and let it eat away at me?   If we allow these negative reactions and behaviour to continue, we will experience the same outcomes over and over again– stress!

So learning different types of coping skills and strategies means when confronted with a stressful situation we are in a better position to deal with more constructively. A change in our thinking processes invariably leads to a change in our behaviour and of course a change in outcomes.   Incorporating a variety of strategies will help build resilience to daily stressors and challenges.
Some strategies to help you deal with stress:
· Learn to identify stressors in your life 

· Become aware of your body’s signs that you are becoming stressed

· Discover coping styles that work for you

· Identify your own negative thoughts and beliefs 

· Develop Relaxation, Meditation and Breathing techniques
· Use Visual Imagery when needed
· Look after your physical health

· Partake in Socialization, Recreation and Exercise
· Develop and maintain support networks

· Become aware of you Time Management 

· Think positively and learn to say NO!

· Be kind to yourself

The famous author Mark Twain said the following - “If you always do what you’ve always done you’ll get what you’ve always got!” This can be applied to many facets of our lives!!
So if you find that stress is a big part of your life, you need to be proactive and make changes where necessary.
Caring for a child with an Asperger’s Syndrome presents many challenges for parents and carers. You are in it for the long haul. You need to take care of yourself to be the best parent you can be for your child. Remember if you are constantly overwhelmed, worried and exhausted you become more vulnerable to illnesses, stress and exhaustion. Taking care of you is not an option – but a necessity!
As mentioned throughout this article you need to learn to rest your body and mind and take care of your emotional and physical health. You need to identify what your stressors are and identify ways to minimize the impact stress has on you. By demonstrating effective ways of coping with stress, you are also acting as good role models for your children.  We know that anxiety and stress is significantly higher in the Asperger population (many parents live through this experience daily).   So start introducing and practicing regular stress management techniques with the family. Start with small steps, be mindful of your negative thoughts, learn to breathe, attend yoga or meditation classes and look after yourself.

If necessary learn to be more assertive. Practice techniques that can diffuse stressful situations and become more proactive. Learn to control YOUR response! It will work towards improving everyone’s health and wellbeing and a more harmonious household.  So start taking care of your self today!
Frossa Mrakas is a qualified Counsellor, Parent Coach and Trainer with extensive experience in working with parents and families raising a child with an ASD.  She runs regular workshops and one-on-one sessions on a variety of topics including Stress Management, Coping Techniques and Caring for a Child with Special Needs. 
Frossa will be running a series of Stress Management programs in 2011.

Frossa is a member of the Fahcsia - Early Intervention Provider panel and is a registered counsellor with the Family Relationships Services for Carers.
For more information contact Frossa on frossamrakas@hotmail.com  or 0418 174545 
All enquiries are strictly confidential. 

