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The Stress—Vulnerabil ity Model of Psychiatric Disorders

Psychiatric ilinesses tend to fluctuate over time, with their severity increasing and decreasing at different
points in time. An episode of an illness (or a relapse) occurs when symptoms are severe and functioning is
impaired. Understanding what factors contribute 10 relapses can help people learn how to manage thejr
illness more effectively, and to prevent relapses or decrease their severity.

Psychiatric illnesses ﬂuctu_a_'te over time in their severity.

The stress-vulnerability model of psychiatric disorders provides a useful way of understanding how
different factors influence the course of mental iliness. According to this model, the course of a psychiat-
ric iliness is influenced by several factors: biological vu%ner_ab}]ity_, stress, medication, drugs and alcohol,

coping skills, and social support. Each of these factors is described below, and illustrated in the accompa-
nying diagram. -
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BIOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY

Each person has biofogical vuinerability to different diseases. This vulnerability is determined by q ombi-
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——mation ot geneticand other biciogical factors. For example, some peopie have a biological vulnerability to
cardiac disease; some people have a vulnerability to specific types of cancer; and some peopie have avul
nerability to specific psychiatric disorders. Common psychiatric disorders to which people are biologically:

vulnerable include schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bipolar disorder, major depression, and anxiety”
disorders. , L ST S
...0Once a perso.n.has.,a,biologi_ca_l_vu]r}e__rabiﬁty![cxafmental—i}!ness,—thatimental-ill ness-may-eitherdevels
spontaneously or be triggered by stress.«Even afnong peopie who have a psychiatric iflness, vulnerab
may differ from one person to another. On average, people who have a greater biological vulnerability %

an illness experience more severe symptoms and difficulties: - = = o i

STRESS

Stress refers to something in the environment that forces the person to adjust or adapt in some way.
Stress can take the form of specific life events, such as the death of a loved one, a major move, or beinga
victim of crime. Stress can also be caused oy living in difficult conditions, such as fiving with people who
are hostile and critical, living in an unpredictable and dangeroug environment, or living in poverty.

People who are biologically vulnerable to a psychiatric disorder and tho are exposed to stress are
more likely to develop that disorder. Once people have a psychiatric disorder, stress can cause relapses -
and warsen the course of the illness. '

Stress can affect biological vulnerabifity,
leading to symptom relapses.
¢

FACTORS THAT AFFECT BIOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY AND STRESS

Although biclogical vulnerability and stress influence the course of the psychiatric disorder, they can be af-
fected by several factors. Those factors include medication, drugs and alcohol, coping skills, and social

support.

Factors That Affect Biological Vulnerabiﬁty
Biological vulnerability can be affected both by medications and by drugs and alcohol.

Meadications

e

T Medications o psychiatric disordars can decrease 55’6fbg'ical vulnerability. Medications are effactive at

both decreasing the severity of symptoms and preventing symptom relapses. People who take medica-

tions regularly and do experience relapses tend to have less severe relapses.
' {continued)
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Afcohol and Drugs

Alcohol and drug use can increase biological vulnerability. Some substances can directly increase biclogi-
cal vulnerabifity, while other substances can decrease tha beneficial effécts of medications on vulnerabil-
ity. People with psychiatric disorders who use alcohol and drugs regularly are prone to more frequent
relapses of their symptoms. ) '

Medications decrease biological vulnerability.
Alcohol and drugs increase biological vuinerability.

Factors That Affect Stress

— Stress can be decreased by coping skills, sodjal support, and engaging in meaningful activity.

Coping Skills

Coping skills are strategies that people use to minimize the effects of stress. Examples of coping skills in-
clude relaxation, positive self-talk, problem solving, talking out one’s feelings with a friend or support per-
son, exercising, journal writing, and artistic expression, People who have several different coping skills are
less susceptible to the negative effects of stress.

Coping skills decrease
the negative effects of stress.

Social Support

Social support refers to the help and caring that people feel they can count on from other people. Sup-
portive persons can include family members, friends, members of the treatment team, a clergy member,
or anyone efse with whom a person has a close relationship. Good social support can decrease the effects

-~ of stress, Supportive people can sometimes solve problems.with a person ‘and decrease stress. For exam-
S ple, if a man feels criticized by his supervisor at work, a supportive person can help him identify strategies
== ..for.learning.more.specifically.about his supervisor’s concerns. Supportive people can also help a person
deal with the negative effects of stress. For example, if a woman has been a victim of crime, she can talk
it over with a supportive person, and benefit from that person’s concern and empathy.
S@c—i-aIsupport—andfopingﬂskﬂfs—canﬁfnfera'ct-with‘cmé'a‘h“dther. People With good coping skills ean b ™~
tain more social support by reaching out and engaging with other people. Supportive people can also im-
prove others” coping skills by helping them develop more effective strategies for dealing with stress.
“ . People who have more sodial support tend fo experience fewer and less severe relapses.
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N Soc:i'él's_ﬂb'pmort decreases
the negative effects of stress.
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___Meaningful Activities =~ e R

Meaningful activities are tasks that provide a strong sense of purpose and gratification to a persorﬁ."Béing:

—nvolved in reaningfutactivities hefps people o structtre thelr time"and gives them something 6 look.
forward to every day. Examples of meaningful activities include work, going to school, parenting a chiid,"
doing volunteér work, caring for someone else, and being a regular participant at a peer support pro-
gram. Having meaningful activities to engage in reduces susceptibility to stress, because people are a¢.:
tively pursuing their goals and are less focused on stréss. R

- -
a

Engaging in meaningfui activities
. decreases the negative affects of stress, |

TREATMENT IMIPLICATIONS OF THE STRESS-VULNERABILITY MODEL

The stress-vulnerability model points to five ways people with psychiatric iliness {and their families) can’
improve the course of their illness: ' '

1. Take psychiatric medications as prescribed.
2. Avoid alcohol and drug use. -
3. Increase coping skills.

4. Increase social support. o :

5. Engage in meaningful activities, such as work, school, and parenting.

Taking these steps can help reduce relapses or lessen the severity of relapses, and therefore can help peo-
ple make progress toward their personal goals.

The stress—vulnerability model
points to specific steps
for reducing relapses and rehospitalizations.
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