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Introduction

So, you think you’re stressed? At least you’re in good company! Stress has become a national epidemic, but knowing everyone else around you is suffering as much as you isn’t much help when your muscles are tense, your mind is racing, your palms are sweaty, your stomach hurts, and you can’t concentrate on any of many items on your monumental to-do list.

Luckily, there is hope for you and everyone who suffers from stress. You just need a little training in stress management, and you’ve come to the right place. You can manage your stress, and you don’t have to do it alone. With a little guidance, inspiration, and a commitment to help yourself so that you can be your best possible self, you can be feeling better soon. So relax. Take a deep breath. Put your feet up on your desk and crack open this book. Stress doesn’t stand a chance.





Chapter 1

Stress Unmasked


You know you’re under stress when you rear-end a car on the way to work (oops!), make it to work three hours late and get fired (no!), then have your wallet stolen on the bus ride home (oh, that’s just perfect!). But is it stressful to graduate from college, start an exercise program, or binge on cookies?

You bet it is.



What Is Stress?

What’s so stressful about a few chocolate chip cookies? Nothing, if you eat two chocolate chip cookies every day as part of a well-balanced diet. Plenty, if you deprive yourself of desserts for a month, then eat an entire bag of double fudge chocolate chunk. You aren’t used to all those cookies. Your body isn’t used to all that sugar. That’s stressful. Not stressful like totaling your car or getting transferred to Siberia, but stressful nonetheless.

In the same way, anything out of the ordinary that happens to you is stressful on your body.


Some stress feels good. Even great. Without any stress at all, life would be a big bore.



Stress isn’t, by definition, something bad, but it certainly isn’t always good, either. In fact, it can cause dramatic health problems if it happens to you too much and for too long.

Stress isn’t just out-of-the-ordinary stuff, however. Stress can also be hidden and deeply embedded in your life. What if you can’t stand your job in middle management but continue to go there every day because you’re afraid of starting your own business and giving up the regular paycheck? What if your family has serious communication problems, or if you live in a place where you don’t feel safe? Maybe everything seems just fine, but nevertheless you feel deeply unhappy. Even when you are accustomed to certain things in your life—dirty dishes in the sink, family members that don’t help you out, twelve-hour days at the office—those things can be stressful. You might even get stressed out when something goes right. Maybe someone is nice to you and you become suspicious, or you feel uncomfortable if your house is too clean. You are so used to things being difficult that you don’t know how to adjust. Stress is a strange and highly individual phenomenon.

Unless you live in a cave without a television (actually, not a bad way to eliminate stress in your life), you’ve probably heard quite a bit about stress in the media, around the coffee machine at work, or in the magazines and newspapers you read. Most people have a preconceived notion of what stress is in general, as well as what stress is to them.

What does stress mean to you?


	Discomfort?

	Pain?

	Worry?

	Anxiety?

	Excitement?

	Fear?

	Uncertainty?



These things cause people stress and are mostly conditions stemming from stress. But what is stress itself? Stress is such a broad term, and there are so many different kinds of stress affecting so many people in so many different ways that the word stress may seem to defy definition. What is stressful to one person might be exhilarating to another. So, what exactly is stress?

Stress comes in several guises, some more obvious than others. Some stress is acute, some is episodic, and some is chronic. Let’s take a closer look at each kind of stress and how it affects you.

When Life Changes: Acute Stress

Acute stress is the most obvious kind of stress, and it’s pretty easy to spot if you associate it with one thing: Change.

Yep, that’s all it is. Change. Stuff you’re not used to. And that can include anything, from a change in your diet to a change in your exercise habits to a change in your job to a change in the people involved in your life, whether you’ve lost them or gained them.

In other words, acute stress is something that disturbs your body’s equilibrium. You get used to things being a certain way, physically, mentally, emotionally, even chemically. Your body clock is set to sleep at certain times, your energy rises and falls at certain times, and your blood sugar changes in response to the meals you eat at certain times each day. As you go along your merry way in life, entrenched in your routines and habits and “normal” way of living, your body and your mind know pretty much what to expect.

But when something happens to change our existence, whether that something is a physical change (like a cold virus or a sprained ankle), a chemical change (like the side effects of a medication or the hormonal fluctuations following childbirth), or an emotional change (like a marriage, a child leaving the nest, or the death of a loved one), our equilibrium is altered. Our life changes. Our bodies and minds are thrown out of the routine they’ve come to expect. We’ve experienced change, and with that comes stress.

Acute stress is hard on our bodies and our minds because people tend to be creatures of habit. Even the most spontaneous and schedule resistant among us have our habits, and habits don’t just mean enjoying that morning cup of coffee or sleeping on that favorite side of the bed. Habits include minute, complex, intricate interworkings of physical, chemical, and emotional factors on our bodies.

Say you get up and go to work five days each week, rising at 6:00 A.M., downing a bagel and a cup of coffee, then hopping on the subway. Once a year, you go on vacation, and, for two weeks, you sleep until 11:00 A.M., then wake up and eat a staggering brunch. That’s stressful, too, because you’ve changed your habits. You probably enjoy it, and in some ways, a vacation can mediate the chronic stress of sleep deprivation. But if you are suddenly sleeping different hours and eating different things than usual, your body clock will have to readjust, your blood chemistry will have to readjust, and just when you’ve readjusted, you’ll probably have to go back to waking up at 6:00 A.M. and foregoing the daily bacon and cheese omelets for that good old bagel again. That’s not to say you shouldn’t go on vacation. You certainly shouldn’t avoid all change.


Humans desire and need a certain degree of change. Without change, life wouldn’t be much fun.



Change makes life exciting and memorable. Change can be fun … up to a point.

Here’s the tricky part: How much change you can stand before the changes start to have a negative effect on you is a completely individual issue. A certain amount of stress is good, but too much will start to become unhealthy, unsettling, and unbalancing. No single formula will calculate what “too much stress” is for everyone because the level of acute stress you can stand is likely to be completely different than the level of stress your friends and relatives can stand (although a low level of stress tolerance does appear to be inheritable).

When Life Is a Roller Coaster: Episodic Stress

Episodic stress is like lots of acute stress—in other words, lots of life changes—all at once and over a period of time. People who suffer from episodic stress always seem to be in the throes of some tragedy. They tend to be overwrought, sometimes intense, often irritable, angry, or anxious.

If you’ve ever been through a week, a month, even a year when you seemed to suffer personal disaster after personal disaster, you know what it’s like to be in the throes of episodic stress. First, your furnace breaks down, then you bounce a check, then you get a speeding ticket, then your entire extended family decides to stay with you for four weeks, then your sister-in-law smashes into your garage with her car, and then you get the flu. For some people, episodic stress becomes so drawn out a process that they become used to it; to others, the stress state is obvious. “Oh, that poor woman. She has 
terrible luck!” “Did you hear what happened to Jerry this time?”

Episodic stress, like acute stress, can also come in more positive forms. First, a whirlwind courtship, a huge wedding, a honeymoon in Bali, buying a new home, and moving in with your new spouse for the first time, all in the same year, is an incredibly stressful sequence of events. Fun, sure. Romantic, yes. Even thrilling. But still an excellent example of episodic stress in its sunnier, though no less stressful, manifestation.

Sometimes, episodic stress comes in a more subtle form—such as “worry.” Worry is like inventing stress, or change, before it happens, even when it has little chance of happening. Excessive worry could be linked to an anxiety disorder, but even when worry is less chronic than that, it saps the body’s energy, usually for no good reason.


Worry is usually just the contemplation of hor-rible things that are extremely unlikely to happen. Worry doesn’t solve problems.



Worry puts your body under stress by creating or imagining changes in the equilibrium of life—changes that haven’t even happened!

Are you a worrywart? How many of the following describe you?


	You find yourself worrying about things that are extremely unlikely, such as suffering from a freak accident or developing an illness you have no reason to believe you would develop. (Think Woody Allen and his imaginary brain tumor.)

	You often lose sleep worrying about what would happen to you if you lost a loved one, or what would happen to your loved ones if he or she lost you.

	You have trouble falling asleep because you can’t slow down your frantic worrying process as you lie still in bed at night.

	When the phone rings or the mail arrives, you immediately imagine what kind of bad news you are about to receive.

	You feel compelled to control the behaviors of others because you worry that they can’t take care of themselves.

	You are overly cautious about engaging in any behavior that could possible result in harm or hurt to you or to those around you, even if the risk is small (such as driving a car, flying in an airplane, or visiting a big city).



If even just one of the worrywart characteristics describes you, you probably worry more than you have to. If most or all of these statements apply to you, worry is probably having a distinctly negative effect on you. Worry and the anxiety it can produce can cause specific physical, cognitive, and emotional symptoms, from heart palpitations, dry mouth, hyperventilation, muscle pain, and fatigue to fear, panic, anger, and depression. Worry is stressful.

When Life Stinks: Chronic Stress

Chronic stress is much different from acute stress, although its long-term effects are much the same. Chronic stress has nothing to do with change. Chronic stress is long-term, constant, unrelenting stress on the body, mind, or spirit. For example, someone living in poverty for years and years is under chronic stress. So is someone with a chronic illness such as arthritis or migraine headaches or other conditions that result in constant pain. Living in a dysfunctional family or working at a job you hate is a source of chronic stress. So is deep-seated self-hatred or low self-esteem.

Some people’s chronic stress is obvious. They live in horrible conditions or have to endure terrible abuse. They are in prison, live in a war-torn country, or are a minority in a place where minorities suffer constant discrimination. Other chronic stress is less obvious. The person who despises her job and feels she can never accomplish her dreams is under chronic stress. So is the person who feels stuck in a bad relationship.


What are some ill effects of stress?

All forms of stress can result in a downward spiral of illness, depression, anxiety, and breakdown, physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual.



Sometimes, chronic stress is the result of acute or episodic stress. An acute illness can evolve into chronic pain. An abused child can grow up to suffer self-loathing or low self-esteem. The problem with chronic stress is that people become so used to it that they often can’t begin to see how to get out of the situation. They come to believe life is supposed to be painful, stressful, or miserable.

Too much stress is dangerous. It saps the joy out of life. It can even kill, whether through a heart attack, a violent act, suicide, a stroke, or, as some research suggests, cancer.

Stress on Your Body

You can control some of the stresses on your body; for example, you can determine how much you eat and how much you exercise. These stresses fall into the physiological stressor category. Then, there are environmental stressors, such as environmental pollution and substance addiction.

1.	Environmental stressors. These are things in your immediate environment that put stress on your physical body. These include air pollution, polluted drinking water, noise pollution, artificial lighting, bad ventilation, or the presence of allergens in the field of ragweed outside your bedroom window or in the dander of the cat who likes to sleep on your pillow.

2.	Physiological stressors. These are the stressors within your own body that cause stress. For example, hormonal changes that occur during pregnancy or menopause put direct physiological stress on your system, as does premenstrual syndrome (PMS). Hormonal changes may also cause indirect stress because of the emotional changes they cause. Also, bad health habits such as smoking, drinking too much, eating junk food, or being sedentary put physiological stress on your body. So does illness, whether it’s the common cold or something more serious like heart disease or cancer. Injury also puts stress on your body—a broken leg, a sprained wrist, and a slipped disk are all stressful.

Just as potent but less direct are stressors that impact your body by way of your mind. For example, getting caught in heavy traffic may stress your body directly because of the air pollution it creates, but it may also stress your body indirectly because you get so worked up and irritated sitting in your car in the middle of a traffic jam that your blood pressure rises, your muscles tense, and your heart beats faster. If you were to interpret the traffic jam differently—say, as an opportunity to relax and listen to your favorite CD before getting to work—your body might not experience any stress at all. Again, attitude plays a major role.

Pain is another, trickier example of indirect stress. If you have a terrible headache, your body may not experience direct physiological stress, but your emotional reaction to the pain might cause your body significant stress.


People tend to be fearful of pain, but pain is an important way to let us know something is wrong. Pain can signal injury or disease.



However, sometimes we already know what’s wrong. We get migraines, or have arthritis, or experience menstrual cramps, or a bad knee acts up when the weather changes. This kind of “familiar” pain isn’t useful in terms of alerting us to something that needs immediate medical attention.

But because we know we are in some form of pain, we still tend to get tense. “Oh no, not another migraine! No, not today!” Our emotional reaction doesn’t cause the pain, but it does cause the physiological stress associated with the pain. Pain in itself isn’t stressful. Our reaction to pain is what causes stress. So, learning stress management techniques may not stop pain, but it can stop the physiological stress associated with pain.

When your body is experiencing this stress response, whether caused by direct or indirect physiological stressors, it undergoes some very specific changes. Around the beginning of the twentieth century, physiologist Walter B. Cannon coined the phrase “fight or flight” to describe the biochemical changes stress invokes in the body, preparing it to flee or confront danger more safely and effectively. These are the changes that happen in your body every time you feel stressed, even if running away or fighting aren’t relevant or wouldn’t help you (for example, if you’re about to give a speech, take a test, or confront your mother-in-law about her constant unsolicited advice, neither fight nor flight are very helpful responses).

Here’s what happens inside your body when you feel stress:

	1.	Your cerebral cortex sends an alarm message to your hypothalamus, the part of your brain that releases the chemicals that create the stress response. Anything your brain perceives as stress will cause this effect, whether or not you are in any real danger.

2. Your hypothalamus releases chemicals that stimulate your sympathetic nervous system to prepare for danger.

3. Your nervous system reacts by raising your heart rate, respiration rate, and blood pressure. Everything gets turned “up.”

4. Your muscles tense, preparing for action. Blood moves away from the extremities and your digestive system, into your muscles and brain. Blood sugars are mobilized to travel to where they will be needed most.

5. Your senses get sharper. You can hear better, see better, smell better, taste better. Even your sense of touch becomes more sensitive.

That sounds like a way to get things done, doesn’t it? Imagine the high-powered executive, stunning clients with an on-target presentation and sharp, clever answers to every question. Imagine the basketball player at the championship game, making every shot. Imagine the student acing that final exam, every answer coming immediately to mind, the perfect words pouring from the pen for that A+ essay. Imagine yourself at the next office party, clever and funny, attracting crowds that hang on your every word.


Stress can cause problems in different systems all over your body. Some problems are immediate, like digestive trouble or a racing heartbeat. Other problems are more likely to occur the longer you are under stress.



But the downside is that stress, while beneficial in moderate amounts, is harmful in excessive amounts, as are most things. Some of stress’s less desirable symptoms, directly related to the increase in adrenaline in the body, include the following:


	Sweating

	Cold extremities

	Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea

	Muscle tension

	Dry mouth

	Confusion

	Nervousness, anxiety

	Irritability, impatience

	Frustration

	Panic

	Hostility, aggression



Long-term effects of stress can be even harder to correct, and include such things as depression, loss or increase of appetite resulting in undesirable weight changes, frequent minor illnesses, increased aches and pains, sexual problems, fatigue, loss of interest in social activities, increased addictive behavior, chronic headaches, acne, chronic backaches, chronic stomachaches, and worsened symptoms associated with medical conditions such as asthma and arthritis.





Chapter 2

Breaking Down Stress


Now that you know what stress is, we can move closer to getting rid of it. First off, realize that no one is alone in the battle with stress—everyone is affected by it. Next, identify where your stress actually comes from, in order to remove unnecessary stressors so you can focus on the unavoidable ones. Then you can begin the battle to eliminate stress.



Who Has It?

So, who is affected by all this stress? You? Your partner? Your parents? Your grandparents? Your kids? Your friends? Your enemies? The guy in the next cubicle? The woman in the elevator? The CEO? The people in the mailroom? Yes.


Almost everyone has experienced some kind of stress, and many people experience chronic stress, or constant, regular stress, every day of their lives.



Some people handle stress pretty well, even when it is extreme. Others fall apart under stress that seems negligible to the outside world. What’s the difference? Some may have learned better coping mechanisms, but many researchers believe that people have an inherited level of stress tolerance. Some people can take a lot and still feel great and, in fact, do their best work under stress. Other people require very low-stress lives to function productively.

Nevertheless, we all experience stress some of the time, and these days, more and more people experience stress all of the time. The effects aren’t just individualized, either. According to the American Institute of Stress in Yonkers, New York:


	An estimated 1 million people in the work force are absent on an average workday because of stress-related complaints.

	Nearly half of all American workers suffer from symptoms of burnout, or severe job-related stress that impairs or impedes functioning.

	Job stress costs U.S. industry $300 billion every year in absenteeism, diminished productivity, employee turnover, and direct medical, legal, and insurance fees.

	Between 60 percent and 80 percent of industrial accidents are probably due to stress.

	Workers’ compensation awards for job stress, once rare, have become common. In California alone, employers paid almost $1 billion for medical and legal fees related to workers’ compensation awards.

	Nine out of ten job stress suits are successful, with an average payout of more than four times the payout for injury claims.



Stress has become a way of life for many, but that doesn’t mean we should sit back and accept the insidious effects of stress on our bodies, minds, and spirits. While you probably can’t do much about the stress experienced by others (unless you’re the cause of the stress), you can certainly tackle the stress in your own life (and that’s a good way to stop being stressful to others!).

Where Does It Come From?

Stress can come from inside. It can be caused by your perception of events, rather than by the events themselves. A job transfer might be a horrible stress to one person, a magnificent opportunity to another. A lot of stress depends on attitude.

But even when the stress is undeniably 
external—say, all your money was just embezzled—
stress affects a host of changes inside your body. More specifically, stress in all its many forms interferes with the body’s production of three very important hormones that help you feel balanced and “normal.”

Serotonin

Serotonin is the hormone that helps you get a good night’s sleep. Produced in the pineal gland deep inside your brain, serotonin controls your body clock by converting into melatonin and then converting back into serotonin over the course of a twenty-four-hour day. This process regulates your energy, body temperature, and sleep cycle. The serotonin cycle synchronizes with the cycle of the sun, regulating itself according to exposure to daylight and darkness, which is why some people who are rarely exposed to the sun, such as those in northern climates, experience seasonal depression during the long, dark winter months—their serotonin production gets out of whack. Stress can throw it out of whack, too, and one result is the inability to sleep well. People under stress often experience a disturbed sleep cycle, manifesting itself as insomnia or an excessive need to sleep because the sleep isn’t productive.

Noradrenaline

A hormone produced by your adrenal glands, noradrenaline is related to the adrenaline that your body releases in times of stress to give you that extra chance at survival. Noradrenaline is related to your daily cycle of energy. Too much stress can disrupt your body’s production of noradrenaline, leaving you with a profound lack of energy and motivation to do anything. It’s that feeling you get when you just want to sit and stare at the television, even though you have a long list of things you absolutely have to do. If your noradrenaline production is disrupted, you’ll probably just keep sitting there, watching television. You simply won’t have the energy to get anything done.

Dopamine

Dopamine is a hormone linked to the release of endorphin in your brain. Endorphin is that stuff that helps kill pain. Chemically, it is related to opiate substances like morphine and heroin, and, if you are injured, your body releases endorphin to help you function. When stress compromises your body’s ability to produce dopamine, it also compromises your body’s ability to produce endorphins, so you become more sensitive to pain. Dopamine is responsible for that wonderful feeling you get from doing things you enjoy. It makes you feel happy about life itself. Too much stress, too little dopamine, and nothing seems fun or pleasurable anymore. You feel flat. You feel depressed.

So, as you can see, stress comes from the inside as well as the outside. Your perception of events and the influences (such as health habits) on your body and mind actually cause chemical changes within your body. Anybody who ever doubted the intricate connection of the mind and body need only look at what happens when people feel stress and worry. It’s all connected. (And therein lies a clue to what you can do about stress!)

When Do You Get It?

Because there are so many forms of stress, stress can happen at any time. Stress is obvious when you experience a major life change, so expect stress when you move, lose someone you love, get married, change jobs, or experience a big change in financial status, diet, exercise habits, or health.

But you can also expect stress when you get a minor cold, have an argument with a friend, go on a diet, join a gym, stay out too late, drink too much, or even stay home with your kids all day when school is cancelled due to that irritating blizzard. Remember, stress often results from any kind of change in your normal routine. It also results from living a life that doesn’t make you happy; if that is you, your whole life may be one long stress session. You need stress management now!

Why, Why, Why?

Why stress? What’s the point? Stress is a relatively complex interaction of external and internal processes caused by something relatively simple: the survival instinct. And that’s important, even today!

Life is full of stimuli. We enjoy some of it. We don’t enjoy some of it. But our bodies are programmed, through millions of years of learning how to survive, to react in certain ways to stimulus that is extreme. We’ve evolved so that if you should suddenly find yourself in a dangerous situation—you step in front of a speeding car, you lose your balance and teeter on the edge of a cliff, you call your boss a troglodyte when he is standing right behind you—your body will react in a way that will best ensure your survival. You might move extra fast. You might pitch yourself back to safety. You might think fast and talk your way out of trouble.

Whether you are being chased around the savanna by a hungry lion or around the parking lot by an aggressive car salesman, your body recognizes an alarm and pours stress hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol into your bloodstream. Adrenaline produces what scientists call the “fight or flight” response (which will be discussed further in the next chapter). It gives you an extra boost of strength and energy so that you can turn around and fight that lion, if you think you will win (you’re probably better off pitted against the car salesman), or so that you can run like the dickens (also effective against car salesmen).

Adrenaline increases your heart rate and your breathing rate and sends blood straight to your vital organs so that they can work better—faster muscle response, quicker thinking, and so on. It also helps your blood to clot faster and draws blood away from your skin (if you should suffer a swipe of the lion’s claw, you won’t bleed as much) and also from your digestive tract (so you won’t throw up—no, it doesn’t always work). And cortisol flows through your body to keep the stress response responding as long as the stress continues.

Even back in the caveman days, people weren’t being chased by hungry lions all day long, every day, for weeks on end (or, if they were, they really should have considered moving to a different cave).


Extreme physical reactions aren’t meant to occur all the time. However, they are undeniably helpful during emergencies and other extreme situations.



Times that extreme physical reactions may aid you include fun situations like performing in a play or giving the toast at your best friend’s wedding. The stress reaction can help you think more quickly, react more accurately, and respond with clever, witty repartee or just the right joke to keep the audience entranced by your sparkling performance.

But if you were to experience the constant release of adrenaline and cortisol every day, eventually the feeling would get tiresome, quite literally. You’d start to experience exhaustion, physical pain, a decrease in your ability to concentrate and remember, frustration, irritability, insomnia, possibly even violent episodes. Your body would become out of balance because we aren’t designed to be under stress all the time.

But these days, life moves so quickly, technology allows us to do ten times more in a fraction of the time, and everybody wants everything yesterday, so stress happens. But too much stress will negate the effects of all that great technology—
you won’t get any work done if you have no energy, no motivation, and keep getting sick.

So, How Do You Get Rid of It?

You may not feel like the stress in your life is quite so bad just yet. You aren’t on the verge of a heart attack or a nervous breakdown … are you?

But what will happen if you don’t begin to manage your stress right now? How long will you allow stress to compromise your quality of life, especially knowing you don’t have to let it? That’s where stress management comes in, and stress management is the focus of this book.


As pervasive as stress may be in all its forms, stress management techniques that really work are equally pervasive.



You can manage, even eliminate, the negative stress in your life. All you have to do is find the stress management techniques that work best for you. Learn them and turn your life around.

And that’s the point of this book. You’ll learn all about stress management in its many forms so that you can design a stress management program that works for you.
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