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Stress So Bad
It Hurts Really

THIN( your real problem is
stress," the doctor said when I
complained that the muscle injec-
tions he was giving me hadtl't re-
lieved my neck and shoulder pain.

"You can't blame me for everything that's
hard in your life," he said.

Mybursting into tears only seemed to con-
firm his diagnosis.

It's not iike I hadn't heard this before.
During earlier bouts oflow-back pain, in ita-
ble-bowel syndrome and terlporomardibu-
lar joint disorder, plenty of doctols have
used the stress word with me. And each
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time, I've become indig-
nant.lt sounded like "it's all
in your head" or "you're ma-
lingering."

That's an outdated view,
says Christopher L. Edwards,
director of the Behavioral
Chronic Pain Management
program at Duke Universityprogram at Duke
vleolcal (,enrer. uCenter. Decades ago,

when doctors said a condition was psychoso-
matic, il was rhe equivalent of saying it
wasn't real, since there was little evidence
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that the body and the brainwere
coruected. "NoW we lecognize
that what happens in theblainaf-
fects the bodyandwhat happens
in the body affects tlle brain," he
says. That knowledge gives us
the tools to tryto manage the sit-
uatiorl, he adds.

Di. Edwards says his pain-
marlagement program in
Dur harrr, N.C., is seeing a seinpa-
tients arllid tlle cufient economic
cl isis: "Thele's a very strong rela-
tioDsllip between the economy
and the llurnbel of out-of-collttol
sttess cases we see."

From Stless to Pain
Psychological stress can tum

irlto physical pain and illness ina
rurnber of ways. One is the
body's prinlitive "fight-or-
flight" mecharlism. When the
bl ain senses athleat,it activates
the sympathetic nervous system
aDd signals the adrenalglands to
pump out adle]laline, cortisol
and othel hormones that prime
the body for action. Together,
they rrrake ti're rnuscles tense up,
the digestive tract slow down,
blood vessels constict and the
lleart beat faster.

That's all very useful for out-
mllning a rrrastodon. But wherl
the tlueat is a tanking stock port-
folio or an impending layoff, the
state of alarm can last indefi-
niteiy. Muscles stay tense and
contlacted, which call make for
rlrigraiDe headaches, clenched
ja\ /s. knots irl the neck and shoul-
ders, and pangs in the lower
back. Sorrre of those body parts
ale already undel pressure from
long houl s at the computer', rest-
less sleep, grinding teeth and
pool'posture.

The Gnt Brain
The digestive tract has its

or,rl exterlsive system of nerve
cells linirlg tlte esophagus, stom-
ach arld intestines-known as
the gnt brain-that are ex-
trernely sensitive to thoughts
erld ernotions. That's what cre-
ates the feeling of butterflies in
the stonlach. When anxiety per-
sists, it call set offhealtburn, in
digestion and irritable-bowel
syndlome, in which the normal
rrovel]lent ofthe colon gets out
of rhythm, tlaps painful gas a|1d
alternates between dialrhea a|1d
collsupauoll.

r Increased blood pressure

I lncreased heart rate

I l\lluscle aches

I Digestive probl€ms

To keep stress undea (ontrol, try:

I Physical€xer(ise

I Adequate sleep

I Regular, balanced meals

"Stl'ess does tlot necessarily
cause pain, but it exacerbates
the Iphysical] situation that may
already be there. It diminishes
your ability to cope," Dr. Ed-
warcls says.

Stress also creates biochemi-
cal changes that can affect the
immune system, making it under-
react to viluses and bactefial in-
fections, or overreact, which can
set offallergies, asthma and skin
disorders like psoriasis and ec
zema. And stress can raise the
level of ilflammation in the
body, whicll has been associated
with heart disease. A recent
study in the journal Psychoso-
matic Medicine found that
stressftll conditions even in the
teenage years can raise the level
of C-reactive protein, a marker
for inflammation that increases
the likelihood of caldiovascular'
problems later.

Stress can raise the leuel
of inflummation in the
body, which hcas been

Iinked to heart disease.

There are plenty of ways to
short-cilcuit these ha!'mful ef-
fects ofstress. One ofthe best is
physical exercise, which not only
releases the feel-good neu-
rotransmitters called endor-
phins, but also helps use up ex-
cess cortlsol and adlenaline. Un-
der stress, "there's a large
amount of negative emotiolal
energy illyour system that is tl'y-

ln Your Head
Psy(hologic.l stress (an take a physical toll on many body systems,

causing, for instance:

wards explains. "One soldier
would be saying, 'Hey doc, can
you sew me up? I need to get
back to my unit.' And the other
would be crying, moaning and
w thing in pain."

Drs. Melzack and Wall deter-
mined that chemicalgates in the
spinal cord control pain signals
from the body to the brain, de-
pending lalgely on patients'emo-
tional states. Positive emotions
diminished the perception of
pain, while negative emotions
kept the gates opel'l-sometimes
continuing the pain even after
the initial cause had disap-
peared.

Fear Versus Fact
There's agrowing consensus

that cognitive behavioral ther-
apy can be very effective at dif-
fusing negative emotions. It
works by examining, and chal-
lenging, the thoughts behind
them, "We'd say, 'l understand
your fear, but fear is not a fact.
Let's look at the reality in your
life,' " says Katherine Muller, a
cognitive therapist and direc-
tor of psychology training at
Montefiore Medical Center in
Bronx, N.Y

It's no surprise that being
told that pain is stress related
feels like an affi'ont, Dr'. Muller
says. "There's this idea among
high-functioning people that
'I'm a good coper,' and these
symptoms suggest that you're
not," she says.Illdeed, manysuc-
cessftll people find that low lev-
els of stress and wol ry help them
function. "But in periods olhigh
stress, that worry takes over and
becomes the dominant feeling.
You're still going towork.You're
still doing stuff for your family,
but it's taking a toll. tu1d sud-
denly your body is saying,
'Whoa-I can't take the tension
any Drore,' " Dr, Muller says.

so is stress-related pain allin
your head after all? "Al1 pain,
and all human experielce, is in
your llead," says Dr. Edwards.
But that's a message ofhope, he
adds, since there are now ways
that weren't available 60 years
ago to ease pain by managing
thoughts and emotions.

All dght. Sew me up, doc. I
want to get back to my unit-I
think.

I Weakened imrnune system

r Sklr disorders

I Allergies, asthmd

I Increased sensitivity to pait

I Maintairing social connectiolrs

I Biofeedback

I Cognitive behavioral therapy

ing to find a way to dischalge,"
says David whitehouse, a psychi-
atrist and chief medical officer
for OptumHealth Behavioral So-
lutions, a unit of UnitedHealth
Gl'oup Inc. He adds that "stless
kills brain cells. The body re-
sponds by making newones, and
exercise can help activate them
and make new connections be-
tween them."

sleeping and Eating
Many experts also recom-

mend getting plentyof sleep, eat-
ing regulat balanced meals alrd
keeping up social connections-
all things that people tend to
for'go in times of stress.

Biofeedback, once consid-
ered altel native medicine, is
now accepted in mainstream
medical circles as a way for peo-
ple to reduce the impact of
stress. Dr. Eclwards runs a bio-
feedback laboratory at Duke,
where patients monitol their
heart rates, respimtionJ tempera-
ture and other vital signs and
learl,I to contlol them with relax-
ation techniques. "The goal is
that once we teach you to do
that, you can use it the rest of
youl life," he says.

Emotions play a rnajor role in
how pairl is perceived in the
brain. In the 1960s, Ronald
Melzack, a canadiar psycholo
gist, and Patrick David Wall, a
British physician, offered a
groundbreaking theory after ob-
serying soldiers inWofld War II.
"Two soldiers with nearly identi-
cal iduries from the same bomb
blast would be sitting side by
side in a hospital ward," Dr. Ed- E ma i I heal t hjo u rnal (0 rosj. c om.


