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WHAT IS STRESS OPTIMISATION? 

Contrary to popular belief, stress is not necessarily a negative thing. In this Information 

Sheet, we outline what stress is, the factors which can affect its outcomes, the different 

types of stress, and some of the key processes involved. We also provide two applied 

examples, and outline why workplaces should effectively optimise stress, rather than 

avoid, reduce or manage it. 

What is stress? 

Stress is best defined as a reaction to a situation that an individual perceives to be threatening 

or challenging. Whether we perceive the situation to be a threat or challenge is influenced by 

how we appraise the situation, with our appraisal being linked to our emotional response. For 

example, we are likely to feel fear when we perceive the situation to be a threat, whereas we 

may feel exhilaration or enthusiasm when we perceive the situation to be a challenge. In 

addition to how we perceive the situation, the outcomes which stress can lead to are 

influenced by several other factors, including: 

 the situational context (our environment);  

 our individual characteristics, such as personality traits;  

 the coping strategies we have available to us; and  

 the coping strategies we actually deploy. 

Two types of stress 

The term ‘stress’ is often used to describe ‘distress’ (the prefix dis being Latin for ‘bad’). This 

erroneous reference is what gives stress a bad name – we tend to think of stress as being bad 

for us, that it only leads to negative outcomes, and is therefore something we should avoid, 

minimise or reduce.  However, in addition to distress, there is eustress (the prefix eu being 

Greek for ‘good’), the positive form of stress. Whilst distress is what we feel when we are 

threatened and unable to cope, eustress is what we feel when we are challenged and feel able 

to cope. This means that stress per se is not necessarily a bad thing. Stress can be positive or 

negative, and therefore can lead to both positive and negative outcomes. 

Processes involved 

One way to understand the different types of stress and how they may lead to different 

outcomes is to combine them with the General Adaptation Syndrome process. In this model 

(see overleaf), our first reaction to an event (stressor) is alarm, where our performance and 

ability to cope drops below a normal state temporarily. Then we move into Stage 2 – 

resistance. This is the performance stage, in which our capacity to cope is high. This stage is 

akin to a period of eustress, where the situation is most likely to be perceived to be a 

challenge, and we work towards overcoming or addressing the challenge. The third stage is 

exhaustion, where our level of performance decreases as our capacity to cope decreases. The 

situation is now more likely to be perceived as a threat, and we feel distressed. 
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(Source: McShane, S., Olekalns, M. & Travaglione, T. 2010: Organisational behaviour on the Pacific Rim 3rd Edition, McGraw-Hill Australia, p. 140) 

Applied example 1: The athlete 

An applied example of this 3 stage process is a professional athlete doing a 100m race. When 

the gun goes off, there is a split second of alarm before the runner gets off the starting block 

and begins to sprint. At this point, the runner sees the 100m as a challenge, something they 

have trained to do and can cope with, and therefore they resist the stressor. They are 

experiencing eustress – the positive type of stress. Their body supports this resistance effort by 

releasing a number of hormones that help them perform – such as cortisol and adrenaline. The 

race is normally over well before the athlete reaches the exhaustion stage, and the individual 

is left feeling positive and exhilarated at having successfully finished the event.  

Provided they have the opportunity to recover between races (return back to a normal state), 

they are able to perform well (achieve fast race times) over and over, or even improve their 

race times as they become more conditioned to the event. So in this case, stress is a ‘good 

thing’ and results not only in high performance, but also in increased levels of self-efficacy and 

self-belief from having posted a fast time.  

But what if we asked the same runner to keep up the same speed (level of performance) for 

1000m, instead of 100m?  This is a different story. The runner has not trained for that 

extended distance, and is therefore less likely to view the event as a challenge. At worst, they 

may perceive the race to be a threat before they even start racing.  At best, they would 

perform quite well for the first 100m, because they have a high level of capacity to cope for 

this distance and may still experience some level of eustress. Then, as time and distance 

elapse, they gradually become exhausted. Once they fall over the top of the curve into the 

third stage, they have moved from eustress into distress. Their capacity to cope (and therefore 

perform) is severely decreased. The runner collapses onto the track and fails to finish the race. 

Applied example 2: The work project deadline / target 

A workplace example of the above is as follows. Imagine that you never had any deadlines or 

targets for your work. Without a deadline or target, you are unlikely to ‘get off the blocks’.  

You can meander around the track, and may or may not ever cross the finish line. But with a 

well-constructed stretch deadline (e.g. one that takes into account the complexity of the work, 

your own capabilities / training, and environmental factors such as needing supplies for the 

task from an external source), you are likely to view completing the work as a challenge you 

can cope with, feel eustress, and then go on to perform.  You deliver the project on time, your 
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manager praises you, and you feel a sense of self-accomplishment. This is a positive outcome 

which would be unlikely to eventuate if you had not been eustressed. 

However, if the target or deadline was well beyond reasonable, the tasks were outside your 

skills set, and there was no consideration of external factors that might thwart your efforts to 

deliver on time, you are likely to view the situation as a threat. You may be distressed before 

you even start the project. Each hour that goes by, the target looms closer, and you feel more 

and more threatened. Your capacity to cope decreases quickly, as does your performance 

level.  The project does not get done on time, you feel exhausted (and a bit of a failure), and 

your manager is less than happy as well. These are the kinds of negative outcomes that 

distress can lead to. 

Stress Optimisation 

The two examples above show how the positive type of stress (eustress) actually helps us 

perform. It can lead to positive outcomes for both the individual, because they feel good about 

achieving results, and their organisation, because they get work done. So if not all stress is bad, 

why seek to reduce, avoid or minimise it?  

This is where the concept of stress optimisation comes in. Stress optimisation means 

maximising the amount of eustress we experience whilst avoiding falling over the top of the 

resistance, coping and performance curve into the exhaustion stage. This means having 

periods of eustress interspersed with rest states. Stress optimisation can also be thought of as 

the act of stretching an elastic band to near capacity, releasing it, then stretching it again. 

Elastic is made to stretch, but just like people, it has its limits. If stretched too far, it breaks. If 

held at capacity for extended periods, the elastic fibres start to degrade. If left un-stretched for 

a long time the elastic becomes brittle, so when it is eventually used its capacity to stretch has 

been reduced. 

Stress optimisation is a critical feature of high performance cultures, where individuals and 

teams are regularly eustressed without being distressed. In these workplaces, the positive 

outcomes of eustress are maximised, whilst distress and its negative outcomes are minimised. 

Establishing and maintaining this sort of culture requires leaders and managers to carefully 

consider a number of factors, including but not limited to: 

 Employee skills sets and experience so stretch targets are challenging, not threatening   

 Employee coping capacity and resilience levels to predict resistance abilities  

 Workload management to allow period of rest and recovery 

 Rewarding for peak performance and addressing both under- and over-performance 

 Emotional intelligence to differentiate between signs of eustress and distress 

 Minimisation of known psychosocial risk factors likely to cause distress 

 Quality leader – member relationships to facilitate effective communication, including 

discussion of developmental needs (capacity building) and performance expectations, and 

to provide constructive feedback on performance.  


