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Environmental Stress and the Maintenance of Self-Esteem
Robert Helmreich and Roland Radloff

How i1s self-esteem affected by environmental stress? How do feelings of
self-worth affect man’s adaptation to prolonged confinement in a total
environment such as a space station, undersea habitat or 1solated research station?
There i1s an extensive literature on both the mature and the effects of
environmental stress and on the antecedents and correlates of self-esteem, but few
empirical studies have related stress to the maintenance of self-esteem.

Psychologists have yet to provide a generally accepted definition of
psychological stress. For the purposes of this discussion, however, stressful
environments will be defined as situations in which adjustment is difficult or
impossible but in which motivation is very strong. Both field and laboratory
investigations have specified a number of environmental factors which interfere
with adjustment and are generally accepted as being stressful. These factors
include physical danger (threat of injury or death), isolation, solitude, crowding,
noise, heat, cold, exotic breathing gases, lack of privacy, monotony and
personality in compatibility. In few, if any, of the studies in the literature is only a
single stress factor present. Even in laboratory simulation, s combination of
environmental stress typically acts on the subject while field environments
usually contain a multiplicity of stressors.

One can tentatively propose a list of environmental stresses which are likely to
be present 1n greater or lesser degree on a long duration, manned spacetlight. This
list would probably include 1solation (form family and sogiety), physical danger
(of death or injury from accident, equipment malfunction or prolonged exposure
to an exotic environment), crowding and lack of privacy, monotony and

inevitability (that is, no option to withdraw trom the situation).

(E. Aronson and R. Helmreich: Social Psychology, Nostrand Company,
NY,1998 )
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