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Exploring psychophysiological processes in stress
responses: from gastric to interpersonal dynamics
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Stress triggers a complex cascade of physiological and psychological responses, affecting not only bodily
functions like the gastrointestinal (GI) system but also cognitive processes such as self-focused attention,
and eventually social interactions. Despite the common experience of stress-related GI symptoms, objective
evidence on its impact on enteric functions in humans remains scarce, primarily due to monitoring challenges
involving invasive methods. To address this gap, we employed non-invasive, biocompatible sensor-equipped
pills in a study involving 36 participants, monitoring GI parameters during stress-inducing virtual reality (VR)
scenarios. Our investigation revealed that perceived stress was associated with less acidic gastric pH, likely
because of heightened sympathetic activity suppressing gastric secretion.
Moreover, scientific literature suggests that stress also enhances the focus on self-related negative affect,
potentially influencing interpersonal relationships. The extent and mechanisms through which stress affects
social interactions remains unexplored. In a separate study involving 49 healthy participants, we investigated
the effects of stress-induced intrusive thoughts on interpersonal dynamics. Participants engaged in either
a stress induction (in the form of perseverative cognition) or a control condition, and then they interacted
online with another individual. Interpersonal dynamics were assessed in the forms of interpersonal physical
and psychological closeness and automatic imitation. Results showed that an increased subjective perception
of perseverative thoughts was associated with a reduced preference for physical closeness.
These studies provide valuable insights into psychophysiological effects of stress, elucidating it impacts on
individual well-being and social behavior. Furthermore, they highlight the importance of developing non-
invasive methods to further explore the underlying mechanisms.
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