
The following is an excerpt from the Herbal Self-Help for Stress Management Course at the 
Herbal Academy.  
 

 
 

TYPES AND ORIGINS OF STRESS  
 
Some stressors that show up in our lives are obvious: bringing home a new puppy, 
getting news of a sick relative, living through a traumatic event. Others are not obvious: 
the low-grade stress from a pile-up of unfinished projects, a schedule that is too full for 
self-care, the light across the street from our bedroom window. Some of these 
stressors are not under our control (the sick relative, for example), but many are. The 
first step to preventing the buildup of stress and all of its physiological effects is to 
identify what is stressful in our life so that we can begin to make changes. 

Sources of Stress 
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Stressors (those events that cause a stress response) can come from our internal or 
external environments. Psychosocial stress results from our perception that something 
in our lives is a threat to us, whether it is real or imagined. Often, these threats are 
stressful because we realize that they require resources that we do not have. This 
could be financial resources (the stress of needing a car, but not being able to afford 
one), time resources (the stress of not having enough time to finish a project by a 
deadline), social stress (the stress of a rocky relationship), or cultural (the stress of 
"keeping up appearances").  
 
Some of us are exposed to more stress than others. Multiple researchers report on the 
stress of poverty, oppression, and marginalization (e.g. Giacaman et al., 2011; Cano et 
al., 2014; Blair & Raver, 2016). In a recent review on the sociocultural determinants of 
stress and cancer risk in ethnic minority communities, Hébert et al. (2015) found an 
increase in stress-related cancer in the populations studied (African Americans in the 
deep South, Native Hawaiians, and Latinos in Washington State).   
 
Environmental stress results from aspects of both our internal and external 
environment, ranging from the obvious (living through a natural disaster) to the more 
obscure (staring at a computer screen all day). Environmental stressors can also 
include external factors such as noise pollution (Notbohm et al., 2013), air pollution 
(Lee et al., 2015), and light pollution (Saito et al., 1996) and internal factors such as 
infection (Ivanov et al., 2017), inflammation, or the sub-optimal performance of an 
organ or body system (Sturgeon et al., 2016).  
 
Stress can even be perceived beyond the physical presence of a stressor. After the 
nuclear accident at Three Mile Island, researchers found that the frequent intrusive 
memories about the accident were related to the residents’ current experience of 
stress several years after the incident (Baum et al., 1993). Thus, stressors can also be 
past traumatic events and not necessarily an obvious current threat to homeostasis. 

Acute vs. Chronic Stress 
 
Each time we are faced with one of these environmental or psychosocial stressors, we 
are experiencing acute stress. Our body needs a minute so our physiology can return 
to homeostasis. Acute stressors are hiccups. The body wobbles for a moment and 
then rights itself. 
 

Copyright Herbal Academy - theherbalacademy.com 

https://theherbalacademy.com/


And, a little bit of stress is not a bad thing! Short-term stress helps us achieve goals, 
improve our focus, and may also improve immunity (Dhabar et al., 2010). 
 
However, our stress response has evolved to handle short-lived threats and although 
our friends cortisol, adrenaline, and noradrenaline are able to help the body adapt 
during acute challenges, these mediators also contribute to pathological changes over 
time. When acute stress begins to happen frequently or over long periods, or when we 
don't have time to recover from one stressful event before another arrives, we start to 
see the effects of chronic stress. Even chronic, low-level stress can keep the HPA 
(hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal) axis and SNS (sympathetic nervous system) activated, 
leading to a number of pathologies ranging from depression to diabetes, hypertension, 
and immunosuppression (we'll dive much deeper into this in the next lesson).  
 
 
This is an excerpt from the Herbal Self-Help for Stress Management Course at the Herbal 
Academy.  
 

Copyright Herbal Academy - theherbalacademy.com 

https://theherbalacademy.com/product/herbal-self-care-stress-management-course/
https://theherbalacademy.com/

