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activity as well as sympathetic nervous system reactions 
such as increased heart rate. The second stage was the resis-
tance stage. This stage represents an adjustment to the stress 
that includes the availability of additional energy resources 
and mechanisms for fighting infection and tissue damage. 
The third stage was the exhaustion stage in which bodily 
resources are depleted. One of the paradoxes that Selye rec-
ognized was that the physiological stress responses that pro-
tect and restore the body can also damage it. However, Selye 
also reported that repeated exposure to a particular stress sit-
uation could also increase the organism’s ability to withstand 
that same stress in greater amounts.

More recently, Bruce McEwen has begun to address the 
paradoxical nature of the stress response (McEwen, 2010; 
McEwen et al., 2015). He began by suggesting part of the 
problem in understanding stress is the ambiguous meaning 
of the term stress. He suggested that the term be replaced with 
the term allostasis. Allostasis refers to the body’s ability to achieve stability through change. That 
is, the brain perceives and adapts to stressful situations. In doing so, the brain determines what is 
threatening, remembers these situations, and produces stress reactions. This can be either physi-
cal or social stress. Brain processes can achieve stability in a number of different ways. A complex 
set of interactions in our bodies occurs in response to stress, which use the autonomic nervous 
system, cortisol, our metabolic system, and our immune system to attempt to achieve stability.

Allostatic systems are thus systems designed to adapt to change. Change traditionally related 
to stress for humans takes on a broad range of possibilities, including dangerous situations, 
being in crowded and unpleasant environments, getting an infection, and performing in front of 
others. Some researchers even suggest that stress may be greater for humans than other animals, 
since we are also able to use our cognitive abilities to increase the experience of stress through 
imagination.

The overall stress response involves two tasks for the body. The first is to turn on the allostatic 
response that initiates a complex adaptive pathway. Some examples of this are the fight-or-flight 
response and the tend-and-befriend response, which I will describe shortly. Once the danger has 
passed, the second task needs to be initiated—turning off these responses. A variety of research 
suggests that prolonged exposure to stress may not allow these two mechanisms to function cor-
rectly and in turn leads to a variety of physiological problems. This cumulative wear and tear on 
the body by responding to stressful conditions is called allostatic load.

Allostatic load has been discussed by McEwen (1998) in terms of four particular situations. 
The first situation reflects the fact that allostatic load can be increased by frequent exposure to 
stressors. These stressors can be both physical and psychological in nature. A variety of psycho-
logical studies have shown an association between worry, daily hassles, and negative health out-
comes. One of the most studied areas is cardiovascular risk factors, with stress showing a strong 
association with heart attacks and the development of atherosclerosis.

The second condition for the increase in allostatic load is where an individual does not adapt 
or habituate to the repeated occurrence of a particular stressor. Some people, for example, con-
tinue to show major physiological responses to everyday situations like driving a long distance 
or taking an airline flight, even though the data suggests there is limited risk in these situations. 
Asking individuals to talk before a group also induces stress-like responses in many individuals.

The third situation reflects the fact that not all individuals respond the same to changing sit-
uations. In particular, some individuals show a slower return to a non-challenge physiological 
condition once the initial threat is removed. These individuals appear to be more at risk for devel-
oping health-related conditions. Some researchers suggest that high blood pressure is associated 
with a normal stress response not being turned off.

The brain determines what is threatening, remembers these situations, 
and produces stress reactions. This can be either physical or social 
stress.

allostasis: refers to the body’s 
ability to achieve stability through 
an active process of change, 
often involving the brain. This is in 
contrast to the older term stress in 
which responses to change were 
seen as passive and fixed

allostatic load: cumulative 
wear and tear on the body from 
responding to stressful conditions
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