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Introduction
Numerous studies have been done on stress, its effects, and management strategies. While acknowledging that stress is normal and plays a role in our daily lives, a look at the myths that society has concerning stress reveals a lack of proper understanding of what it is, or how to deal with its positive side. This paper presents the results of a quiz test concerning stress, then looks at the misconceptions about stress. Furthermore, research on the effects of stress on the brain, and how stress can be positive is explicated to create a better understanding of stress as a component of people’s daily lives.
My Quiz Test Results
In the stress IQ Test by WebMD, I got a total score of 12 out of 12 correct. The test begins by offering three scenarios that may cause stress, and one is supposed to pick one or all of them. One is then asked whether stress and anxiety mean the same thing, but that is not the case since anxiety is the emotion triggered by stress. Some true or false questions are included, one about whether stress plays a role in someone’s life and the other asking whether someone has control over how their stress affects them. Some scientific questions were included, such as one concerning the physiological fight-or-flight body response to stress that your body sets up. The answer to the next question surprised me because I had no proper understanding of the link between stress and body immunity. It asked whether stress may help someone fight cold, which is false, but the answer provided more information, such as stress not only increasing the predisposition to viral infections but also headaches and digestive issues. The next three questions are related in nature, one asking if stress is linked with diabetes, the other if stress has medical implications and one more asking if chronic stress affects someone’s waistline. The 10th question is about stress affecting sexual performance in both sexes, and the next about the source of headache during stress. The last asks if people who regularly exercise are more likely to be stressed, which is false.
Myths Associated with Stress
The American Psychology Association (2020) explains six common myths associated with stress. These include what most people believe that stress is experienced by everyone in the same way and that it is always bad. Furthermore, the myth that we cannot do anything about stress is disputed.  Additionally, the myth that the most popular stress management techniques are the best is also challenged since there are no universal methods for everyone because we are all different. In my opinion, the most misunderstood myths are the ones concerning symptoms of stress.  The APA discusses two of these, one being that most people assume that only the major symptoms of stress require intervention and the second about the belief that the absence of symptoms of stress means it does not exist. The misunderstandings around symptoms of stress are first due to a lack of knowledge of what they are and what stress really is. To illustrate this, Kinman & Jones (2005) found that there was a lack of consensus on conceptualizations of stress. Moreover, some people are even in denial about experiencing stress, with Page et al. (2013) finding that some people viewed stress as a feminine trait associated with weakness. Such distorted definitions of stress inevitably mean that most people won’t even know how stress manifests in them and as a result, will only wait for serious symptoms to seek help.
Ted Talk Video on How Stress Affects Your Brain by Madhumita Murgia
The video acknowledges that everyone has felt the effects of somewhere in their lives. The narrator adds that stress is not always bad as it can help energize and focus. At this point, the narrator introduces chronic stress, the type of stress experienced over a long time, and how it can change our brain’s size, structure, and functioning. Stress is controlled by the Hypothalamus Pituitary Adrenal (HPA) Axis, which affects hormonal balance in the body controlled by the brain and kidney. The HPA responds to any stress by cortisol production, but prolonged cortisol production increases neuronal connections in the brain’s fear center, the amygdala, while deteriorating neuronal connections in the brain’s learning center, the Hippocampus. Since the hippocampus plays a role in suppressing the HPA, its weakening reduces stress management ability. The brain shrinks from chronic stress due to reduced neuronal connections and lowered production of new neurons. The prefrontal cortex is thus affected, and learning and decision- making deteriorate as a result. In order to reduce the effects of cortisol, meditation and exercising are recommended, as they force one to be aware of their surroundings and improve the functioning of the hippocampus.
How the Brain Is Affected by Long-term versus Short-term Stress
While short-term stress can last up to several hours, such as when remembering an unpleasant argument for a short-time, long-term stress may persist for days. For instance, when one has repeated unpleasant arguments with a spouse. Rossman (2010) found that short-term stress may help in the formation and storage of memory by the brain, but long-term chronic stress damages the hippocampus which deteriorates learning and memory. Dhabar et al (2009) found that short term stress may enhance the immune response of a person while long-term stress may worsen the immune response in autoimmune conditions, and since the HPA axis plays a role in the immune system, short-term and long-term stress can be seen to have almost opposite effects on the brain’s role in immune responses.
Effect of Cognitive Stress on the Body’s Stress Response
Cognitive stress can, therefore, have the most influence on the body’s response to stress. Scott et al (2015) examined the effect of a group of symptoms of cognitive stress, categorized under Unconstructive Repetitive Thought (URT), on the HPA axis that controls the body’s response to stress. These symptoms included worrying, preservative cognition, and cognitive interference, and they were shown to lead to malfunctioning of the HPA axis and increase inflammation, therefore affecting the body’s response to stress by altering the hormonal balance. There is also reduced hippocampal volume (Kim et al., 2007), which affects the HPA axis since the hippocampus plays a role in down-regulating cortisol production by the axis.
How Stress can be Good
Despite the association of stress with mostly negative outcomes, stress can be a good thing if properly managed. Sapolsky (2012) illustrates scenarios in which stress can be good, such as roller-coaster rides or watching horror movies, but adds the caveat that it can only be good if it is temporary and occurs within a safe context. In his article entitled “Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers”, Sapolsky suggests that social affiliation, i.e., having a shoulder to cry on, is crucial for stress management, among other strategies such as play therapy. He adds that stress perceptions are made up in our minds and that we can keep it all in perspective and therefore, not get overwhelmed with stress.
Conclusion
In conclusion, there is a current deficit in understanding stress by society, which needs to be dealt with since stress plays a huge part in the quality of someone’s life. A look at its effects on the brain and how stress can be positive helps us create strategies for better stress management and as a result, alleviate its negative effects.
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