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Does Social Stress Produce a Similar Reaction to Physical Stress?
Not only does our stress system respond when we are faced with threatening situations from our 
environment, but it also responds to challenges in our social world (Flinn, 2008). Just being asked 
to stand up and talk in front of a group of people will produce characteristic stress responses 
along with the experience of anxiety. Given the social nature of human beings, it is not unreason-
able to assume threats to our social system would be important.

However, the evolutionary link that connects social challenges with the stress system for life-
and-death situations is less well understood. One would assume that as with many other evolu-
tionary processes, nature used systems already available. Flinn (2008) reviews the idea that the 
adaptive value of the social stress response begins in childhood. A variety of studies across a 
variety of species have shown that early exposure to stress will modify how the stress response is 
expressed in later life. It appears that children who experience trauma in the form of abuse, or a 
death of a parent, or divorce show larger stress responses to social stress later in life. Depression 
is one disorder whose presence can be increased by these prior experiences. PTSD and dissocia-
tive disorders result from a more direct pathway with psychological stress and trauma. It is not 
the case, however, that early physical stress such as experiencing hurricanes or political upheaval 
in one’s country results in a differential stress response. In the next section, I will describe stress-
related disorders.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• There is evidence that the immune system is influenced by the brain and vice versa. What is 
an example where the brain influences the immune system? What is an example where the 
immune system influences the brain?

•• What are the two pathways of the stress response that we have evolved to save us from threats 
such as bears? What are some of the effects of the stress response for psychopathology?

•• What are the functions and structure of the ANS?
•• According to McEwen, the overall stress response involves two tasks for the body. What are they? 

What are the impacts of prolonged stress on these mechanisms?
•• How is the tend-and-befriend response different from the fight-or-flight response?
•• Does social stress produce a similar reaction to physical stress? What factors would you cite in 

support of your answer?

Trauma- and Stressor-Related Disorders in DSM–5
There are several disorders in DSM–5 that result from the experience of stress. The three most 
significant of these are adjustment disorders, acute stress disorder, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). The severity of the stressor is the least in adjustment disorder and the greatest 
in PTSD. In fact, an adjustment disorder does not require the experience of a traumatic event but 
only an event experienced as distressing. An acute stress disorder was originally conceived as a 
shorter-term reaction to stress, and the stress may be non-traumatic in nature. In PTSD, symp-
toms must exist for more than a month, whereas an adjustment disorder or acute stress disorder 
can be diagnosed immediately following a distressing experience. An adjustment disorder does 
not require specific symptoms but more global distress within 3 months after a stressful event. 
The requirement for an adjustment disorder is that the reaction to the event is out of proportion 
to the severity of the stressor. Acute stress disorder and PTSD do require specific symptoms.

Although the stress-related disorders other than PTSD have not been studied extensively 
in terms of treatment, there is data to suggest that psychotherapy presented early can reduce 
the development of PTSD (Bryant, Friedman, Spiegel, Ursano, & Strain, 2011). One difficult 
question is how to distinguish a normal stress reaction from an acute stress disorder. It should 
be noted that a stress reaction should be treated only in those asking for treatment. In stud-
ies looking at trauma, requiring workers to be part of a treatment session actually made matters 

adjustment disorders: disorders 
in which reactions to events are 
out of proportion to the severity of 
the event

acute stress disorder: a short-
term reaction to traumatic events 
that lasts from 3 days to 1 month

post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD): a long-term reaction to 
traumatic events that lasts longer 
than 1 month




