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CONCEPTUALIZING STRESS TO STUDY EFFECTS
ON HEALTH: ENVIRONMENTAL, PERCEPTUAL,
AND EMOTIONAL COMPONENTS

MARCI LOBEL and CHRISTINE DUNKEL-SCHETTER
University of California, Los Angeles

(Received 18 June 1990)

Stress has been operationalized in numerous ways across studies of physical and mental health, raising
questions about the appropriate definition of stress and the construct validity of stress measures. The
present paper discusses the theoretical and operational strengths of three prominent approaches to
stress definition and then attempts to integrate them into a comprehensive and robust multidimensional
definition of stress. In a study of socioeconomically disadvantaged pregnant women, structural equation
modelling techniques were used to test whether a single latent construct underlies environmental,
perceptual, and response-based indicators of stress. Results suggested a two-factor, rather than a single-
factor, model of stress. Stress perception and emotion were part of a single underlying latent factor, a
phenomenological stress construct, whereas environmental conditions in the form of major life events
represented a sccond and distinct component of stress. Failure to find a single latent stress construct is
interpreted as evidence for the importance of individual perception or appraisal as a mediator of
response to difficult environmental conditions. The findings suggest that multidimensional models of
stress are theoretically justified and that enhancement of stress measurement in this manner may enable
researchers to better identify health effects of stress.
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As more Amecricans have become concerned about health and fitness in recent
years, there is burgeoning interest in the health-threatening effects of stress
(Hobfoll, 1989; Leventhal & Tomarken, 1987). A number of popular publications
warn us about the ill effects of stress in the workplace, in the family domain, and in
the various activities and responsibilities that are associated with urban living in the
1990°s (e.g., “For Less Stress,” 1989; Miller, 1989; “Stressbusters,” 1989).
Although they are often exaggerated, popular claims that stress is harmful to
physical and mental health are not without some scientific support. Stress has been
linked empirically with increased susceptibility to infectious disease (Jemmott &
Locke, 1984), with the occurrence of immune-related disorders (Schleifer, Keller,
McKegney, & Stein, 1980), peptic ulcer disease (Tennant, 1988), coronary heart
disease (Cebelin & Hirsch, 1980; Syme, 1975; Theorell & Rahe, 1975), hyperten-
sion (Henry & Stephens, 1977), with shorter survival of cancer (Cooper, Cooper, &
Faragher, 1986; Temoshok, Heller, Sagebiel, et al., 1985) with psychological
symptomatology (Dohrenwend, B. P. & Dohrenwend, B. S., 1981; Kessler, Price,
& Wortman, 1985; Thoits, 1983), and with adverse birth outcomes including infant
prematurity and morbidity (Istvan, 1986; Lobel, 1989). The strength of these
results is uneven, however. For example, the best-replicated effects of stress appear
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