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2.0   OBJECTIVES 

After reading this Unit, you will be able to, 

•• discuss various models of stress.

2.1   INTRODUCTION 

To suggest an intervention or treatment for any problem, first of all it is 
necessary to comprehend the problem. For instance, if a person has fever, 
why the person has fever? Is it a mere flu or Malaria or some other illness? 
will determine the treatment plan that the person will receive. In the case 
of stress as well, we need to understand what kind of stress the individual 
is undergoing, what are its sources and so on. Thus, further probing in to 
what is stress is important. In the previous Unit, we discussed about stress, its 
concept and nature. Further, we also focused on the sources and measurement 
of stress. In the present Unit we will highlight various models of stress that 
will help us understand the concept of stress in much better manner. 

2.2   MODELS OF STRESS 

Various models of stress are discussed as follows: 
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Introduction to Stress 2.2.1 Fight or Flight Response: Cannon initially termed stress as the 
emergency response and further elaborated that stress had its source in 
fighting emotions (Nelson and Quick, 2012). Cannon put forth the fight 
or flight response with regard to stress. According to Cannon stress is an 
outcome of an environmental demand that was external and that led to an 
imbalance in the natural steady state of an individual. He further stated 
that body encompasses natural defence mechanisms that play a role in 
maintaining the homeostasis or the natural steady state of an individual. 
Cannon was also interested in sympathetic nervous system activation in an 
individual when in stressful situation. 

Thus, when an individual faces a situation that is threatening, he/ she 
will either get ready to fight the threat or may flight or run away from the 
situation. The individual will experience certain physiological changes that 
gets him/ her ready to fight or flight. These physiological changes include 
sweating, dry mouth, tensed muscles and so on. There is also increase in 
blood pressure and pulse rate. Besides the breathing may also become rapid 
and pupils may widen. Basically, in this moment, the individual’s body will 
transfer the energy from body systems that are not required to respond to the 
situation to the body systems that are required to function in order to respond 
to the situation at hand. The stimulation of sympathetic nervous system and 
endocrine system takes place. For instance, if a person suddenly comes 
across a snake, his/ her response would be either of fight or flight and in 
this case his/ her body will prepare the person for this situation. Thus, there 
is a disequilibrium that disturbs the homeostasis of the body. Though, once 
the situation is over and there are no more challenges or threats, the body 
will go back to normal and homeostasis will be restored. The physiological 
changes taking place in fight or flight response can be understood with the 
help of figure 2.1. 

The flight and fight response is advantageous as it helps deal instantly with 
the situation. In a long run, experiences of stress in this manner can have 
negative impact on the bodily and affective functioning of a person (Ghosh, 
2015).  

Fig. 2. 1. : Physiological Changes during fight or flight response.

  

The fight or flight model has also been at the receiving end of criticism 
as individual differences may exist in the way people respond to threat 
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Models of Stresssituations. For instance, gender difference may exist in the blood pressure 
changes experienced during stress (Sanderson, 2013). Further, women 
may in fact not display a fight or flight response but may display ‘tend and 
befriend’ response that was described by Taylor as a response to stress, that 
involves seeking social support during such situations (Sanderson, 2013). 

2.2.2   General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS): Hans Selye put forth three 
stages that are experienced by an individual when he/ she is in a situation 
that is stressful.

Stage one: The first stage is that of ‘alarm reaction’ that is denoted by a 
decreased resistance to stress. This stage is similar to that of fight or 
flight response. During this stage, the autonomic nervous system and 
endocrine system are activated by the hypothalamus. Further, the 
epinephrine and norepinephrine are released by the adrenalin glands. 
This can be termed as a countershock, where the defence mechanisms of an 
individual are activated. These defence mechanisms are activated as a result 
of enlargement of adrenocortical that leads to discharge of adrenalin and 
thus leading to increase in functions related to respiration and cardiovascular 
activities. Thus, similar to fight or flight response, the body is prepared to 
face the threatening situation. There is also increase in energy production 
that is as a result of cortisol produced by adrenal glands. Adrenal glands 
are stimulated by Adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH) that is released 
by the pituitary gland. Similar to fight or flight response, the individual’s 
body will transfer the energy from body systems that are not required to 
respond to the situation to the body systems that are required to function 
as a response to the situation at hand. Thus, functions related to digestion, 
immune system and even reproductive system do not receive any energy 
during this stage. 

Stage two: In the second stage, that is ‘resistance’, the adaptation is 
maximum and the equilibrium is restored. During this stage, there is an 
adaptation on part of the individual and he/ she resists the stimuli that create 
stress, though resistance to other stimuli decreases. During this stage as 
well, a lot of energy is required, thus, the nonessential functions related 
to digestion, immune system and even reproductive system do not receive 
any energy. Thus, the individual continues experiencing physiological 
changes such as increased pulse rate and blood pressure, rapid breathing 
and so on. These activities are mainly directed towards restoration of the 
equilibrium or balance. Though, if the stress is still experienced and the 
defence mechanisms are inactive then the individual will experience the 
third and last stage. The duration of this stage will depend on the nature, 
degree and intensity of the stressor that the individual is exposed to as well 
as the condition of the individual when he/ she is exposed to the stressor. 

Stage three: The last stage is that of ‘exhaustion’ where there is a collapse 
of adaptive mechanisms (Cartwright and Cooper, 1997). Exhaustion occurs 
as a result of collapse in adaptation mechanisms and due to decrease in the 
physiological resources. When an individual experiences stress for a long 
period of time, the individual’s physiological resources deplete and this can 
have a negative impact on the physical health of the individual and the 
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Introduction to Stress individual may become susceptible to various illnesses and health related 
issues. 

Though GAS provides valuable inputs with regard to stress, it does not 
focus on the psychological or cognitive reactions to stress (Ghosh, 2015). 
Further, researches carried out later on stress also indicated contrary results 
with regard to the release of hormones as stated by Selye. The researches 
indicated that the release of certain hormones may differ based on the 
nature and intensity of the emotions experienced by the individual. Thus, 
the difference may exist in the physiological reactions and changes based 
on the stressor. Further, the duration of exposure to stressor may also play 
a role. In this context, we can also discuss about acute and chronic stress.

Acute stress is for a limited period of time. Example could be an examination 
or interview. These may not have significant effect on the individual as 
these are met with allostatic response from the body, meaning there are 
physiological changes such as increase in blood pressure, release of hormones 
and transfer of energy, but as the stressful situation is over, the body will go 
to its normal state (Sanderson, 2013). With regard to chronic stress though, 
the stress will exist for a longer duration and thus have detrimental effect 
on the physiology of the individual experiencing such a stress. Examples 
of chronic stress are living in a violent relationship, continued stress due 
to work overload and so on. In such a case, there is cumulative stress 
experienced by the individual and thus equilibrium is maintained by the 
body that leads to certain physiological responses that can negatively affect 
the immune system, cardiovascular functioning and will have a negative 
impact on health of the individual (Sanderson, 2013). Refer to figure 2.2 for 
stages in GAS.

Fig. 2.2: Stages in General Adaptation Syndrome. 
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2.2.3   Cognitive Appraisal Model: This model relates to the perspective 
put forth by Lazarus and his colleagues. Lazarus believed that stress occurs 
as a result of an interaction between the individual and the environment. 
He also focused on the cognitive appraisal that is carried out by an 
individual while determining whether a situation/ event is stressful or 
not. He further stated that individual differences exist in the way in which 
the cognitive appraisal is carried out. The term cognition denotes various 
mental processes like thinking, reasoning and deciding besides attention, 
perception, memory, problem solving and creativity (Ghosh, 2015, pg. 113). 
The cognitive appraisal model states that as the individual faces a stressful 
situation, they carry out appraisal of the situation in terms of primary 
appraisal and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal is done on the basis of 
the negative effect of the stress on the physical and psychological aspects of 
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Models of Stressthe individual. And secondary appraisal is done on the basis of whether the 
individual possesses adequate resources to deal with the stressful situation 
and avoid its detrimental effects. Thus, as proposed by this model, the 
reaction of an individual, whether physiological, psychological, affective or 
behavioural will depend on both primary and secondary appraisals. figure 
2.3 explains the cognitive appraisal model. 

Fig. 2.3: The Cognitive Appraisal Model

As can be seen in figure 2.3, as an individual faces a stressor, a primary 
appraisal is carried out in which whether the stress is a threat or danger or 
not is determined. If the stressor is found to be dangerous then secondary 
appraisal is carried out in which the resources of the individual are analysed 
on the basis of whether they are sufficient or insufficient to deal with the 
stress. If the resources are insufficient, stress is experienced which is then 
followed by coping and then there is reappraisal of the stressor. 

2.2.4  Person- Environment Fit Model (P-E Fit): This model was proposed 
by French, Harrison and Caplan in 1982 (Ghosh, 2015). The main assumption 
of this model is that individual differences exist with regard to needs and 
abilities and stress is created when there is a misfit between the demands 
that an individual is exposed to and the resources that he/ she possesses. An 
employee who is well prepared for one of the important presentations in 
his/ her organisation will look at this as an opportunity and not threat and 
thus will not experience any significant stress. But if the demands of the 
environment are high and the employee feels that he/ she does not possess 
adequate resources or ability to carry out the presentation, then he/ she will 
experience stress. 

2.2.5 Psychodynamic Theory: The psychodynamic theory also explains 
stress. Freud described signal anxiety and traumatic anxiety. Signal 
anxiety can be said to occur when an external and objective danger that 
is consistent with relationship between stressor and strain is present and 
traumatic anxiety is anxiety that occurs within an individual and is related 
to the repressed sexual drives and instincts that are aggressive within the 
individual (Ghosh, 2015). Traumatic anxiety can lead to development of 
psychopathology. And though the anxiety may undergo a process where 
the ideas that are conflicting are converted to ideas that pose no harm, the 
energy emerging from the conflict may lead to strain in terms of physical 
symptoms experienced by the individual. 

Further, we can also discuss about the explanation of stress given by 
Levinson that is based on the psychoanalytic theory by Freud. According 

Resources 
are 

insufficient
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Introduction to Stress to Levinson, two main elements of personality, namely, ego ideal and self-
image interact with each other and lead to stress. Ego ideal can be described 
as expression of an individual’s perfect self, whereas self-image is the way 
an individual perceives himself/ herself (negatively or positively). Stress, 
thus, is an outcome of the gap between the ego ideal and self-image. Thus, 
this approach mainly focuses on how stress can result due to the unconscious 
personality factors in an individual. 

2.2.6   Genetic Constitutional Theory: The main focus of this theory is on 
how stress is resisted and coped with the help of genotype and phenotype. To 
understand the terms genotype and phenotype, genotype denotes the genetic 
constitution of individual and phenotype is the physiological characteristics 
of the individual (Ghosh, 2015). 

2.2.7 Diathesis- Stress Model: The genetic constitutional theory mainly 
focuses on how genetic predisposition can make an individual prone to 
stress. The diathesis- stress model, on the other hand, focuses on the role 
of both genetics and environment in determining whether the individual 
will experience stress or not. This theory also proposes that heredity and 
environment go hand in hand and compliment each other in determining 
stress. For instance, an individual may experience breathing problem when 
he/ she is exposed to prolonged high levels of stress. But in absence of any 
stress he/ she may not experience any breathing problem, despite of the 
breathing problem being genetic in nature.

Check Your progress I

1) 	 Explain Genetic Constitutional Theory. 
	 _______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

2) 	 Complete the figure of physiological changes during fight or flight 
response.
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Models of Stress2.3   Let Us Sum Up 

To summarise, in the present unit we discussed about various models of stress. 
The very first model discussed was that of fight or flight response. Cannon 
initially termed stress as the emergency response and further elaborated that 
stress had its source in fighting emotions. According to Cannon stress was 
an outcome of an environmental demand that was external and that led to 
an imbalance in the natural steady state of an individual. Thus, when an 
individual faces a situation that is threatening, he/ she will either get ready to 
fight the threat or may flight or run away from the situation. The individual 
will thus experience certain physiological changes that gets him/ her ready 
to fight or flight. The model was explained with the help of a figure. The 
next model discussed was the General Adaptation Syndrome put forth by 
Selye. According to Selye, there are three stages that are experienced by 
an individual when he/ she is in a situation that is stressful, namely, alarm 
reaction, resistance and exhaustion. These stages were discussed in detail 
with the help of a figure. The next model discussed was cognitive appraisal 
model. This model is relates to the perspective put forth by Lazarus and his 
colleagues. Lazarus believed that stress occurs as a result of an interaction 
between the individual and the environment. He also focused on the cognitive 
appraisal that is carried out by an individual while determining whether 
a situation/ event is stressful or not. The cognitive appraisal model states 
that as the individual faces a stressful situation, they carry out appraisal 
of the situation in terms of primary appraisal and secondary appraisal. 
Primary appraisal is done on the basis of the negative effect of the stress 
on the physical and psychological aspects of the individual. And secondary 
appraisal is done on the basis of whether the individual possesses adequate 
resources to deal with the stressful situation and avoid its detrimental effects. 
The next model discussed was the person-environment fit model that was 
proposed by French, Harrison and Caplan in 1982 (Ghosh, 2015). The main 
assumption of this model is that individual differences exist with regard 
to needs and abilities and stress is created when there is a misfit between 
the demands that an individual is exposed to and the resources that he/ 
she possesses. The psychodynamic theory was also discussed. This theory 
focuses on signal anxiety and traumatic anxiety and how traumatic anxiety 
can lead to development of psychopathology. And though the anxiety may 
undergo a process where the ideas that are conflicting are converted to ideas 
that pose no harm, the energy emerging from the conflict may lead to strain 
in terms of physical symptoms experienced by the individual. The next 
model discussed was the genetic constitutional theory. The main focus of 
this theory is on how stress is resisted and coped with the help of genotype 
and phenotype. Thus, the theory states that how an individual resists stress 
will depend on his/ her genetic predisposition. The the last model, that is the 
diathesis- stress model focuses on the role of both genetics and environment 
on whether the individual will experience stress or not. This theory also 
proposes that heredity and environment go hand in hand and compliment 
each other in determining stress.
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2.5   KEY WORDS

Cognitive Appraisal Model: This model relates to the perspective put 
forth by Lazarus and his colleagues. Lazarus believed that stress occurs as a 
result of an interaction between the individual and the environment. He also 
focused on the cognitive appraisal (primary and secondary appraisal) that is 
carried out by an individual while determining whether a situation/ event is 
stressful or not. 

Diathesis- Stress Model: The diathesis- stress model, focuses on the role 
of both genetics and environment on whether the individual will experience 
stress or not.

Fight or Flight Response: Proposed by Cannon, fight or flight response 
states that when an individual faces a situation that is threatening, he/ she 
will either get ready to fight the threat or may flight or run away from the 
situation. The individual will thus experience certain physiological changes 
that gets him/ her ready to fight or flight.

General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS): This was introduced by Selye 
and includes three stages that are experienced by an individual when he/ 
she is in a situation that is stressful, namely, alarm reaction, resistance and 
exhaustion. 

Genetic Constitutional Theory: The main focus of this theory is on how 
stress is resisted and coped with the help of genotype and phenotype. The 
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Models of Stressgenetic constitutional theory mainly focuses on how genetic predisposition 
can make an individual prone to stress.

Person- Environment Fit Model (P-E Fit): This model was proposed by 
French, Harrison and Caplan in 1982 (Ghosh, 2015). The main assumption 
of this model is the individual differences exist with regard to needs and 
abilities and stress is created when there is a misfit between the demands 
that an individual is exposed to and the resources that he/ she possesses.

Psychodynamic Theory: The psychodynamic theory also explains stress, 
in which Freud described signal anxiety and traumatic anxiety. Signal 
anxiety can be said to occur when an external and objective danger that 
is consistent with relationship between stressor and strain is present and 
traumatic anxiety is anxiety that occurs within an individual and is related 
to the repressed sexual drives and instincts that are aggressive within the 
individual.

2.6   Answers to Check Your Progress 

Check Your progress I

1)	 Explain Genetic Constitutional Theory. 

	 The main focus of this theory is on how stress is resisted and coped 
with the help of genotype and phenotype. The theory states that how an 
individual resists stress will depend on his/ her genetic predisposition. 

2) 	 Complete the figure of physiological changes during fight or flight 
response.

2. 7 Unit End Questions

1)	 Explain the Fight or Flight response. 

2)	 Discuss the General Adaptation Syndrome with the help of a diagram.

3)	 Discuss in detail Cognitive Appraisal model. 

4)	 Describe the Person-Environment fit model of stress.




