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	When Our Stress Level Shifts
 by Diane Johnson, MSW, LISW, CEAP  (From The Sand Paper, Winter 2005 edition)

	
	






























From a mental health perspective, there are many different types and degrees of depression and anxiety. They may feel similar but are quite different from each other. This article addresses depression and anxiety that occur specifically in reaction to a stressful event, and this diagnosis is referred to as an “adjustment disorder with depressed mood” or “adjustment disorder with mixed anxiety and depressed mood.”





Unlike chronic depression and anxiety, the adjustment disorder symptoms begin after the occurrence of a specific stressor. Examples of such stressors include the loss of a job, a financial crisis, relationship conflict, having to move, etc. The symptoms are more mild than other forms of clinical depression though they are severe enough to interfere with a person’s day-to-day functioning and relationships.





An adjustment disorder can occur at any age regardless of race or gender, but individuals may be more vulnerable during a transition period in their life. A person will develop symptoms within three months of the stressful situation and the adjustment reaction lasts no longer than three to six months. If symptoms last longer than six months then the diagnosis is often reassessed. 





Layoffs and understaffing are common these days. These could be the types of situational stressors that contribute to an adjustment disorder. When it develops as a depressed mood, a person feels more irritable, sad, tearful, or unable to relax. Another possibility is that an adjustment disorder may also develop with a combination of depression and anxiety symptoms. 





There is no way to predict when an individual may develop an adjustment disorder. How one responds to a stressor at a specific time may be influenced by many situational factors including the availability of a support system, personal history, economic conditions, current levels of resiliency, ability for basic self care such as exercise and eating well, etc. Another factor that can affect a stress response is how one thinks about the world. For example, focusing extensively on pleasing others to avoid disapproval, having a high need for control or engaging in a pattern of worry and negative thinking can contribute to an adjustment disorder at a specific time.





Since none of us can predict which stressful event will result in an adjustment disorder, it is extremely important to notice how one is responding to a difficult period of time. When living with uncertainty about the future, a job loss or the reality of absorbing more work, it is entirely normal to experience some of the symptoms of depression and anxiety. When these become a pattern of symptoms that interfere with one’s daily life and last over a period of several weeks, it is a good indicator that it is time to speak with your Employee Assistance Counselor or physician about the situation. Without intervention, an individual runs the risk of the adjustment disorder developing into a more significant mental health concern.





The goals of treatment include relieving the symptoms and achieving a level of adaptation that is comparable to a person’s level of function before the stressful event. The Employee Assistance program is a resource to call and talk with someone about symptoms or to schedule a time to meet with an EAP provider.


There are many ways that a person can shift how one is thinking or what one is doing that may alter the adjustment disorder. 





The starting place may be to recognize that you haven’t been coping as well as you would like to be. The next step is to seek some help in coming up with a plan of action. Contact EAP at 1.888.243.5744 or 651.430.3383 to talk with a professional counselor.
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Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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