Psychology in Practice:  Stress Detectives Case Studies

Case Study 1: Student Nurse
Sarah, Age 20
Sarah is a second-year student nurse who has recently started a hospital placement on a busy medical ward. She works three 12-hour shifts each week while also attending university lectures and completing assignments. Sarah enjoys caring for patients, but she often feels overwhelmed by the responsibilities of placement.
Recently, Sarah has been struggling with the emotional impact of seeing seriously ill patients. One patient she had developed a good relationship with died unexpectedly during one of her shifts. Since then, Sarah has found it difficult to stop thinking about work when she gets home.
At the same time, she has an upcoming assignment deadline and an examination in three weeks. Because of her shift pattern, she finds it difficult to maintain a regular sleep schedule. She has been skipping meals and relying on energy drinks to stay alert.
Sarah's friends have noticed that she has become quieter and is turning down invitations to social events because she says she is "too busy."

Discussion Task
Identify:
· The main stressors affecting Sarah.
· Signs that stress may be affecting her wellbeing.
· Coping strategies Sarah is currently using.
· Alternative coping strategies that may help.




Case Study 2: Teacher
James, Age 32
James is a secondary school teacher who teaches English to students aged 11 to 16. He enjoys helping students learn, but over the past term he has begun to feel increasingly stressed.
Several colleagues have recently left the school, meaning James has taken on additional classes. He spends much of his evening marking work and preparing lessons for the following day. The school is also undergoing an inspection process, and teachers are under pressure to produce detailed evidence of pupil progress.
James has noticed an increase in disruptive behaviour in some classes, which leaves him feeling frustrated and exhausted. At home, he has two young children and finds it difficult to balance work responsibilities with family life.
Instead of discussing his concerns with colleagues, James often keeps his worries to himself. To relax, he spends long periods watching television late into the night, which means he often gets less than six hours of sleep.

Discussion Task
Identify:
· Sources of occupational and personal stress.
· Factors contributing to work-life imbalance.
· Current coping methods used by James.
· More effective coping strategies that could improve his wellbeing.




Case Study 3: Elite Athlete
Aisha, Age 24
Aisha is a professional track athlete preparing for national championships that could qualify her for an international competition. She trains six days a week and is determined to achieve her performance goals.
Over the past few months, Aisha has been dealing with a minor hamstring injury. Although her physiotherapist has advised her to reduce her training intensity, she worries that doing so will affect her performance and future sponsorship opportunities.
Aisha regularly compares her performances with those of other athletes on social media. She feels pressure from coaches, sponsors, and supporters who expect her to succeed. As the championship approaches, she has become increasingly anxious and finds herself worrying about mistakes during competitions.
Recently, Aisha has been sleeping poorly and has started training extra sessions without informing her coach. She spends less time with friends and family because she believes every spare moment should be devoted to improving her performance.

Discussion Task
Identify:
· Performance-related stressors.
· Physical, psychological, and social sources of stress.
· Current coping responses used by Aisha.
· Healthy coping strategies that could support performance and wellbeing.



Case Study 4: Care Worker
Michael, Age 46
Michael works as a care worker in a residential home for older adults. He has worked in the care sector for over 15 years and is passionate about supporting residents.
Recently, staffing shortages have meant Michael is frequently asked to work overtime. Many residents have complex physical and emotional needs, and Michael often feels responsible for ensuring they receive the highest quality care despite limited resources.
Over the last month, one resident whom Michael had cared for over several years passed away. He found this emotionally difficult but returned to work immediately because he felt the team was already understaffed.
Michael's workload means he rarely takes full lunch breaks and often finishes paperwork after his shift has ended. At home, he has begun to feel irritable and withdrawn. However, he believes that asking for help would be a sign of weakness.
Instead of seeking support, Michael often ignores his stress and focuses solely on completing tasks.

Discussion Task
Identify:
· Workplace and emotional stressors.
· Signs of chronic stress or possible burnout.
· Barriers preventing Michael from seeking support.
· Coping strategies that may improve resilience and wellbeing.


