	LEARNING TO MANAGE STRESS:
COPING WITH POST-POLIO SYNDROME

	 

	Introduction

Post-polio syndrome is forever. It hurts. It's lousy and unfair. You are going to have to learn to cope with your condition, and you are going to have to keep at it for the rest of your life. Your struggle will probably get harder before it gets easier. It is very doubtful that there is or will be a miracle cure that restores you to your desired level of vitality and strength. Your life is going to be different. But, you are not alone. Just look around you and you will know that others are struggling with the many of the same issues that you are.

The symptoms may differ from person to person, but you all have much in common. Knowing that others suffer with you does not lessen your pain. But we can learn from each other. Each of you have learned valuable lessons that can help someone else. You can help each other cope by sharing what you have learned. That’s why many of you are here this weekend. 

 

Grieving is Normal

Stage 1. Denial and Isolation.

The first stage is a defense mechanism. Denial usually lasts only a short time. Because you are not quite ready to accept the full implications, you dismiss it and rationalize it. “So I’m stumbling a bit and getting weaker. I won’t ever give up my brisk morning walks with the dog. I just have to take more vitamins.” Denial is normal. It gives us time to deal with the problem (or the fear). Denial never lasts long, however. Sooner or later, the limitations imposed by your illness can no longer be ignored. 

Stage 2. Anger.

Anger is a normal and necessary emotion. Recognizing and expressing anger is painful, but the consequences of ignoring it are far worse. Anger will come out in a variety of ugly disguises including sarcasm, gossip, and compulsivenss. Anger often takes the form of an intense feeling of unfairness. “Why did this have to happen to me?” Anger becomes problematic when it affects innocent bystanders such as our family and friends. You can learn appropriate ways to express your anger, but it will never disappear completely. 

Stage 3. Bargaining.

This stage may occur simultaneously with any of the other stages. It rarely lasts very long, because we realize its futility. In this stage, you try to cure yourself with good intentions. “If I can make it at work through retirement, then I will promise to be good to myself afterwards.” Unfortunately, no matter how good we have been, are, or intend to be, it won’t change the inevitable. 

This stage often lasts the longest. Denial, anger, and bargaining are all attempts to avoid confronting the pain at the loss of our health, hopes, and dreams. With the onset of depression, you are at last confronting the reality of your situation. The normal feelings of depression attached to grief can and must be worked through, but it is almost impossible to cope with severe depression without professional help. In this stage, you may feel that your useful and worthwhile life is over. You may wonder what you have to live for. Begin taking stock of what remains rather than fixating on what is lost. As you become more aware of what you can and cannot do, you can begin to set new goals for yourself. 

Stage 5. Acceptance.

PPS does eliminate many of your choices in life and, quite understandably, you grieve for lost opportunities. Nevertheless, some choices do remain, no matter how disabled you are. You can choose to appreciate what remains and set new goals, rather than despair over the losses. The decision is yours. This decision is acceptance. 

Adapting and Making Changes


How well you accept the consequences of your condition and how well you adapt to the changes will determine how happy and satisfying the rest of your lives will be. Making changes is not easy. 

Changing your concept of what is “normal” is one of the cornerstones to making the most of your lives. Making peace with more realistic and “new norms” will help preserve a healthy self-esteem and self-concept. 

Grieving and letting go of your “idyllic” image of yourself takes time. You may find yourself wanting to play golf and go on long hikes. Never mind that you rarely played golf before and avoided hiking. You have to confront reality, not fantasy, and revise your self-image. If you struggle to hold on to that which you have lost, you will ruin the opportunities to build a new life. 

Breaking the Stress Cycle


When you are confronted with a stressor, you either perceive it as stressful or nonstressful. This is your individual response to the stressor. When a demand is perceived to be stressful, it is met with some sort of coping response. This response may be effective, in which case the cycle is broken and the stressor is resolved. If the coping response is ineffective, the cycle progresses to the symptoms of stress. The symptoms of stress include physiological, emotional/psychological, or behavioral symptoms. Physiological symptoms include muscle tension, back pain, headaches, and stomach distress. Emotional/psychological symptoms include frustration, depression, anxiety, worry, guilt, and so on. Behavioral symptoms include impatience with other people, yelling or blaming, withdrawal from social interactions, drug/alcohol addiction and so on. These stress symptoms cause certain effects on your functioning at work, in the home, and with your relationships. The stress cycle gains momentum, continues to weaken your personal effectiveness, and the overall result can be the development of physical illness. 

What is Stress? What is a Stressor?


Stress is the non-specific response of the body to any demand. A Stressor is anything that causes you stress. Any demand on your mind or body. 

Characteristics of Stressors 


Stressors come in many different packages and disguises. Stressors are not always easy to spot right away. Thus, it’s important to be able to identify stressors in your life so that you can do something about them. 

 

" unpleasant":

flat tire, getting sick, being fired, having a fight with a friend having new furniture delivered, getting married, having a baby, 

“pleasant”

Promotion at work 

 

“external”:

cold weather, a menacing dog, a dominating spouse, high altitude 

“internal”:

when you expect perfection in everything, when you push yourself to work faster at something, when you expect more of yourself 

“too many”; 

working two jobs, going to all the holiday parties, having all your relatives over, having too much to do 

“too_few”:

watching TV all day, sitting around doing nothing much of the day, boredom 

‘‘chronic’’:

chronic illness, constant noise from airport traffic, unhappy marriage having the flu, 

“acute”:

delivering a speech, entertaining guests for dinner, fixing a leaky faucet 

“familiar”:

2nd time to get a root canal, 3rd time to face a tornado 

“unfamiliar”:

getting a root canal for the first time, facing a tornado for the first time 

“changeable”:

a car that breaks down, poorly fitting shoes, a bad marriage 

“unchangeable”:

permanent physical disability, death of a loved one 

Your body has a broad definition of stress. To your body, stress = change. Anything that causes a change in your life causes stress. It doesn’t matter if it’s “unpleasant” or “pleasant”, “external” or “internal.” Imagined changes, or things you worry about happening, are just as stressful as if it did happen. 

Handout:. Becoming Aware of Your Symptoms of Stress 

How Stressed Are You?

Various events and circumstances, both external and internal to us, can cause us to be stressed. Although no assessment tool or device can truly capture the level of stress that we are experiencing, there are some scales that have been developed to “estimate” the degree to which you’re experiencing “common” stressors. 

Handout
Holmes and Rahe Life Events Scale 

What Happens When I Get Over-Stressed?

Over-stress will eventually make you sick. Carrying too heavy a stress load is like running your car engine past the red line, or leaving your toaster stuck in the “on” position. Sooner or later, something will break, burnup, or meltdown. So, it’s important for you to know when you’re becoming over-stressed.


Stress can affect you on several different levels. It can affect your physiology (body), your psychology (mind), and your behaviors (activities). 

Physiological effects of stress
The 3 systems most directly involved in physiological stress symptoms are the Cardiovascular, Digestive, and Muscular systems. Do you tend to develop these symptoms when you are under stress? 

 

Cardiovascular symptoms

Elevated heart rate
High blood pressure
Fluctuations in heart rate

Digestive symptoms

Burning sensation in your stomach
Nausea
Butterflies
Appetite loss
Diarrhea
Chronic Indigestion

Muscular symptoms

Muscle tension and aches
Tension headaches
Backache
Grinding teeth
Colon spasms

Many physical disorders have a stress component to them. In fact, recent research suggests that as many as 70% of physical disorders have a stress component to them. Although coronary artery disease is, by far, the most prevalent of the stress-related disorders, there are other prominent diseases believed to be related to stress, to some degree. 

 

Psychological effects of stress

Stress can affect your psychological and emotional life too. There are many ways in which stress can be expressed in this area. What follows are some common examples.
Do you recognize any of these symptoms in you when you are under stress? 

Free-floating anxiety
Nervousness
Apathy
Emotional tension
Urge to cry
Urge to run and hide
Depression
Excessive worrying
Excessive anger
Nightmares
Irritability
Indecisiveness

Behavioral effects of stress

Stress can also affect how you behave. Many behaviors that people engage in when they are under stress are not healthy. These behaviors can also interfere with your relationships with others. Do you recognize any of these symptoms in you when you are under stress? 

Increased use of medicines (aspirin, sleeping pills)
Increased smoking, drinking, or coffee
Accident proneness
Impulsive behavior
Laziness
Blaming others
Yelling at others
Inability to concentrate
Poor sleep

Handout

Why People React Differently To Stress

Why do people react differently to stress?

Each of us is a product of nature and nurture. In other words, we are all born with a certain “personality” and we are all raised in a particular environment. So, when you put these two things together, that which you are born with and that which you are raised with, you end up with a developing human being. People who are prone to stress tend to share certain personality traits. These traits may be present to varying degrees in any one person. 

Perfectionism
You have a tendency to have high expectations about yourself, others, and life that are unrealistically high. When anything falls short, you become disappointed and/or critical. You tend to be over concerned with small flaws and mistakes in yourself or your accomplishments. In focusing on what’s wrong, you tend to discount what’s right. Perfectionism is a common cause of low self-esteem. It is critical of every effort and convinces you that nothing is every good enough. It can also cause you to drive yourself to the point of chronic stress, exhaustion, and burnout. 

Excessive Need for Approval
We all need approval. Yet, for some people this need is excessive. Being overly concerned with approval often arises from an inner sense of being flawed or unworthy. This leads to the mistaken belief that you are unacceptable just the way you are. In trying to be pleasing to others, they may accommodate themselves to others’ expectations, ignoring their own feelings and needs. Frequently, they have a difficult time saying, “no.” The long-term consequence of always accommodating and pleasing others at the expense of yourself is that you end up with a lot of pent up frustration and resentment. This leads to stress and anxiety. 

Excessive Need for Control
The excessive need for control makes you want to have everything in life be predictable. It’s a kind of vigilance that requires all the bases to be covered. You may go through life, always ready to put up your defenses in response to any situation that seems to challenge your sense of security. This is extremely exhausting and leads to stress. 

Tendency to ignore physical and psychological signs of stress
If you are anxious or preoccupied with worrying, you may be ignoring the rest of your body and mind. To the extent that you are out of touch with your body, you may ignore an entire range of symptoms that may be telling you to watch out. This can result in you simply ignoring that you are under high levels of stress. 

Handout Type A Personality Checklist 

Tendency to ignore physical and psychological signs of stress

Recognize and identify your own symptoms of stress
Decide not to ignore them
Work on stress management techniques

What Can I Do To Change Mv Coping? 

Become Aware of Negative Self-Talk
Talking out loud to yourself in public isn’t a sign of mental health, but holding an internal dialogue is quite normal and very useful. In fact, inner conversations have a powerful impact on emotional well-being. Becoming aware of exactly what you are saying to yourself can help you understand why you react the way you do to events and people in your life. 

Self-talk is so automatic and subtle that you often don’t notice it or the effect it has on your mood. You react without noticing what you told yourself right before you reacted. Thus, it’s important to step back and see the connection between what you say to yourself and how you react to situations. One way to become more aware of self-talk is to work backwards. When you notice yourself experiencing a strong emotion (e.g., anger, depression, guilt, joy), ask yourself what is occurring. What is the situation? And then ask yourself what you are saying to yourself about the situation. What thoughts are running through my head? 

10 Common Types Of Negative Self-Talk 

1. All-or-None Thinking
You see things in black-or-white categories. If your performance falls short of perfect, you see yourself as a total failure. Example: When a young woman on a diet ate a spoonful of ice cream, she told herself, “I’ve blown my diet completely.” 

2. Overgeneralization
You see a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat by using words such as “always” or “never” when you think about it. Example: You’re having a bad day with a lot of pain, and you tell yourself, “I’m always feeling crappy and it will never change.” 

3. Mental Filer
You pick out a single negative detail and dwell on it exclusively so that your vision of all of reality becomes darkened, like the drop of ink that discolors a glass of water. Example: You receive many positive comments about your work, but one person reacted critically, and you obsess about his reaction for days. 

4. Disqualifying the Positive
You reject positive experiences by insisting they “don’t count” for some reason or other. Example: When a friend compliments you, you tell yourself, “She’s just saying that to be nice.” 

5. Jumping to Conclusions
You interpret things negatively when there are no definite facts to support your conclusion. A. Mind Reading: You arbitrarily conclude that someone is reacting negatively to you without checking it out. Example: A friend doesn’t return your call so you tell yourself, “She probably doesn’t like me anymore.” 

B. Fortune-Telling Error: 
You anticipate that things will turn out badly, so you constantly predict disasters. Example: Before going on vacation, you tell yourself over and over, “I’m going to have a terrible time because I’m in so much pain. You may work yourself into such an agitated state that these direct predictions become self-fulfilling prophecies. Then you conclude, “I was right all along.” 

6. Magnification or Catastrophizing
You exaggerate the importance of your errors or problems. Example: You forget someone’s name when you’re introducing him or her, and you tell yourself, “This is terrible. I am an awful person.” 

7. Emotional Reasoning
You assume that your negative emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are. “I feel terrified about flying on airplanes” means “It’s very dangerous to fly.” Or “I feel guilty” means “I did something bad.” Or “I feel angry” means “I’m being treated unfairly.” 

8. Should Statements
You try to motivate yourself to do better with “shoulds” and “should nots.” Example: After playing a difficult piece on the piano, a gifted pianist says to herself, “I shouldn’t have made so many mistakes.” When you direct “should” statements at yourself, you will usually feel anger or frustration. 

9. Labeling
This is an extreme form of overgeneralization. You attach a negative label to yourself or to others. “I’m a loser. He’s a jerk.” Labeling is destructive because you tend to feel the problem is with a person’s defective character. 

I O. Personalization 

You blame yourself for an event you were not responsible for. Example: When it rained on your outdoor dinner party, you told yourself, “It’s all my fault that the party has been mined.” 


Change Negative Self-Talk 


The most effective way to change negative self-talk is to counter it with more functional self-talk. Countering involves writing down and rehearsing more accurate and functional thoughts. It’s a form of mental re-programming. Sometimes this comes easily, and other times it takes some practice. 

Questions to ask yourself:
What is the evidence for this?
Is this always true?
Has this been true in the past?
What are the odds of this really happening or being true?
What is the very, worst thing that could happen? What is so bad about that?
What would I do if the worst happened?
Am I looking at the whole picture?
Am I being fully objective?

Handout
Daily Record of Distorted Thoughts 

What Can I Do To Reduce My Stress Symptoms? 


Includes the following:
Learn How To Relax
Engage in Pleasurable Activities
Seek Social Support
Practice Good Sleep Hygiene
Eat Nutritiously

Achieving Relaxation

The capacity to relax is at the very foundation of any program to overcome stress, anxiety, phobias, or panic attacks. Relaxation is more than unwinding in front of the TV or in the bathtub at the end of the day. The type of relaxation that really makes a difference in dealing with anxiety is the regular. daily practice of some form of deep relaxation. Regular practice of deep relaxation for 20-30 minutes on a daily basis can produce, over time, a generalization of relaxation to the rest of your life. 

Deep relaxation involves a series of physiological changes:
Decrease in heart rate
Decrease in respiration rate
Decrease in blood pressure
Decrease in skeletal muscle tension
Decrease metabolic rate and oxygen consumption
Decrease in analytical thinking
Increase in skin resistance
Increase in alpha wave activity in the brain

Other benefits of deep relaxation:
Reduces frequency and intensity of panic attacks
Increase in energy level and productivity
Reduces insomnia and fatigue
Improved concentration and memory
Increase self-awareness and self-confidence
Prevents stress from becoming cumulative

Common methods of achieving deep relaxation:
Abdominal breathing (included in handout)
Progressive muscle relaxation (included in handout)
Visualizing a peaceful scene (included in handout)
Meditation (included in handout)
Guided Imagery
Biofeedback

Common Excuses to a Daily Program of Relaxation

Practicing relaxation is more than learning a technique. It involves making a basic shift in your attitude and your lifestyle. It requires a willingness to give priority to your health and internal peace of mind over other pressing concerns of productivity, accomplishment, money, or status. 

Make down time a priority. Down time is time out from work or other responsibilities to give yourself an opportunity to rest and replenish your energy. Without periods of down time, your stress will accumulate and build up without remission. 

There are 3 kinds of down time: 

1) Rest time (e.g., relaxation, lying on the couch, listening to music, soaking in a tub, taking a catnap); 2) Recreation time (e.g., gardening, reading, going to a movie, walking, baking, fishing; 

3) Relationship time (e.g., spending time with spouse, children, family, friends, pets). 

I don’t have time to “
This means you haven’t made relaxation a priority over other activities. 


“I don’t have any place to relax.”
Try creating one. You’ll be surprised. You may have to adjust the time when you practice so that the house is as quiet and distraction-free as possible. 

“Relaxation exercises seem too slow or boring.”
Slow down. That’s the whole point. 

“I feel more anxious when I relax.”
In some individuals, deep relaxation may bring up suppressed feelings, which are often accompanied by sensations of anxiety. With time and practice, this particular problem should diminish. 

“I just don’t have the discipline.”
This means you haven’t persisted with practicing long enough to make it a habit. You may have had similar statements to yourself in the past when you attempted to acquire a new behavior. For example, brushing your teeth. 

Making Time for Relaxation Requires
Effective Time Management

Time management is a very important skill to have. Ineffective time management can lead to stress, anxiety, burnout, and eventually illness. 

Prioritization


1. This involves learning to discriminate between tasks or activities that are essential and those that are nonessential.
2. Divide your list of daily tasks and responsibilities into 3 categories.
a. Essential
b. Important
c. Less Important
3. Only move to those tasks on the Less Important category when you’re done with all the tasks in the first two categories. Remember, you don’t have to complete everything on your list.
4. If you’re serious about achieving a more relaxed lifestyle, you will need to put down time on your Essential list.

Delegation


1. This skill involves letting someone else take care of a task or activity that has lower priority for you, or is an important task that you don’t have to do personally.
2. Delegation may mean paying someone else to do what you might do yourself if you had unlimited time.
3. Delegation may also mean distributing tasks equitably among family members or co-workers.
4. A key to delegation is a willingness to trust and rely on others’ capabilities. You must be willing to let go. You have to give up the idea that you are the only one that can do the job.

Allowing Extra Time


I. A common problem is underestimating the time required to complete a task.
2. The result is you end up rushing to try and get something done, or else run into overtime and encroach on time that was needed for the next activity in your schedule.
3. As a general rule, it helps to allow a little more time than you would expect for each activity during the day.
4. An important key for allowing extra time is to be willing to do fewer things. This may be difficult for people who are addicted to their own adrenalin, who seem to get a certain exhilaration and fulfillment from rushing around or feeling busy.

Letting Go of Perfectionism


1. Perfectionism arises from setting your standards and expectations too high. There is no allowance for the inevitable mistakes, frustrations, delays, and limitations that come up in the process of working towards any goal.
2. Letting go of perfectionism requires a fundamental attitude shift.
3. The new standard is to simply do your best. Making mistakes along the way is okay. Accept the results you get, even if your efforts fall short of expectation.

Overcoming Procrastination


1. Procrastination is self-defeating because it ends up leaving you with too little time. always.
2. The solution is to jump in and get started whether or not you’re feeling ready to do it.
3. People typically find that once they get started, it’s not so bad.

Saying No


1. Many people have difficulty saying no or setting limits.
2. Difficulty saying no is tied up to your self-image. If your image requires you to be nice all the time and always be available to everyone, then there is probably no limit to what others will ask you to do.
3. Learning to say no requires a willingness to relinquish cherished beliefs about yourself. This can be a very hard thing to do.
4. It requires accepting that taking care of yourself, even at the expense of what you can do for others, isn’t selfish. 


