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Foreword  

RECENTLY, WE had our basement finished. My wife and I 
watched a man named Russ single-handedly complete the con-
struction of our entire basement. We watched with amazement as 
he seemed to know exactly what to do for every part of the job. 
More impressive than his knowledge of what to do was his skill 
with all the tools that were necessary to complete the job. He had 
gizmos and gadgets for every task. We concluded that what made  
Russ incredibly proficient as a builder was that he had the right 
tool to make the tasks seem almost effortless. So many times, as 
we watched him work, we found ourselves saying to each other, 
“If we had the same tools and knew how to work them, we could 
do the same thing as Russ is doing.”  

I have had many conversations with people who have re-
alized, or been told by their doctors, that they really needed to 
relax, to unwind, to take a break from the pressures of life. They 
were warned that their stress levels were too high and their health 
was suffering because of it. They sensed an immediate need to do 
something useful to help them reduce their stress. The dilemma 
for most of these people (and sadly for their doctors too) is that 
they have no idea what they can do to bring about dramatic, 
profound, and effective reduction of their stress. They just don’t 
know how.  

This book will give you the necessary tools to effectively 
bring about an immediate reduction in your stress. Like Russ and 
his toolbox working in our home, you can immediately use these 
tools to help you feel noticeably better, have more energy, be more 
pleasant with those around you, and live a healthier life. As with 
any construction tool, however, knowing how to use these tools 
is critical to helping you reduce your stress.  

To me, many of the tools that Russ used were useless pieces 
of metal or plastic machinery, but when Russ picked them up, he 
knew exactly how to put them to work. The activities and exer-
cises in this book and the associated downloadable relaxation 
exercises are effective, and often they can be amazingly powerful. 
However, they are completely useless unless you put them into 
use, or until you at least try them out and see what benefit they 
can be for you.  

Through the years that I have been teaching university 



	

 

students about stress management, literally every student has 
found at least something from this book that has helped them 
reduce the chronic and unpleasant symptoms of stress. It is like 
the weightlifter at the gym. If he uses the weights properly, he will 
get stronger and his muscles will grow. It doesn’t matter how he 
feels about lifting the weights, it only matters that he does it. 
Similarly, regular application of the principles and stress manage-
ment techniques in this book will result in a positive reduction of 
your stress levels. They just work . . . if you apply them.  
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Introduction  

THE WORLD appears to be a very stressful place. One only needs 
to read the newspapers or watch the other media outlets to see 
how bad things are. Every time you turn on a cable news channel, 
the stories describe elements of fear, anxiety, and alarm: Terror 
Alert! War on Terror! Terrorists, mobsters, and gangs are roaming 
the world wreaking havoc on people everywhere. Not knowing 
where they will strike next is even more frightening. We are living 
in worrisome times. All of the fear and chaos in the world appears 
to be very stressful.  

What about you and the stress you feel on a personal level? 
Do you have any less stress than what we see in the world? Con-
sider these real life scenarios and see if they sound familiar.  

The first is a typical man who has just arrived home from a 
tough day at the office. He didn’t do anything physically de-
manding yet he’s dead tired, worn out . . . beat. He has little desire 
to do anything except sit and watch television, read the evening 
paper, and just lounge around. He seems angry with everyone, 
snaps at the littlest things, and takes his frustrations out on his 
loved ones.  

The next example involves a discussion I recently had with 
a good friend. In passing, I asked him how he was doing. He said 
that everything seemed to be going very well for him. He was 
successfully starting a new business, he just moved into a new 
home, and he had a wonderful and supportive family. He said 
that he was outwardly on top of the world. He also told me that 
he had been experiencing terrible stomach pains, back pain, con-
stant headaches, and extreme fatigue. He had trouble sleeping at 
night, and at times he had trouble thinking clearly and remem-
bering things that should be easy to remember. He had recently 
visited a doctor who gave him a full battery of tests to see what 
could be causing his health problems. The doctor concluded, 
based on the diagnosis, that nothing was physically wrong with 
him. The doctor did tell him that his health problems were prob-
ably stress related.  

There are two sad features to this man’s story. First, the doc-
tor informed him that he needed to relax, but didn’t give him any 
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good ideas about how he should do this. The other sad news of 
this story is that this young man was only twenty-seven years old.  

Next, we have two people who live in the same household. 
One of them seems to get sick with great frequency while the other 
does not. Every cold and flu going around hits the first person 
hard and she is down for three to five days trying to get better. 
Curiously, the other doesn’t ever seem to get sick, although the 
two are nearly always in the same environment. What is the 
difference between the two? Is it possible that stress has a part to 
play in who gets sick and who stays well?  

The next is a true story of a competitive biker who was 
training for an upcoming race. He and his coach both noticed that 
his performance level was declining. Curious, the two viewed all 
the aspects of training, including nutrition, amount of sleep, 
intensity of his rides, etc. Everything was the same, except one 
thing. The rider was preparing for a very important test in school 
that was causing him a great deal of concern. The day of the test 
came and went. After the exam, the rider’s performance returned 
to normal levels. Upon reflection, the coach and rider determined 
that this exam had produced a lot of stress for the rider, which 
resulted in an irregularly large amount of fatigue. This added 
fatigue, due to stress, was slowing him down.  

Finally, we learn of a man who has recently suffered a mas-
sive heart attack. Fortunately, he survived. This man has never 
smoked a day in his life, has no history of heart disease in his 
family, eats balanced meals, and exercises regularly. However, he 
does have the tendency to get angry; he has what we could call a 
Type-A personality who feels a lot of stress over many things.  

After the operation to unblock the clogged artery, the 
doctor tells him that he needs to change his lifestyle to avoid 
another heart attack. Confused, the man says that he eats right, 
exercises regularly, and gets plenty of sleep. The doctor tells him 
that he definitely needs to relax. As good as this advice might be, 
this doctor doesn’t know of any additional advice to give, other 
than to just slow down, or perhaps even take some days off. 
Clearly, this well-meaning doctor lacked a specific plan to help 
this man reduce his stress.  

Each of these stories is quite typical of what happens virtu-
ally anywhere in the industrialized world. Individual stress levels 
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are very high, but people have no idea how to manage their stress.  
Several years ago, I completed a large study that asked col-

lege students about their general stress levels. I also asked them 
how they commonly tried to manage their stress. In other words, 
I asked them what they consciously do to cope with or manage 
their stress. Interestingly, the subjects who responded to the sur-
vey reported rather high levels of stress, but they also had no 
awareness of the most effective means of turning off their stress. 
It is clear to me that most of us simply do not know how to deal 
with stress very effectively.  

The good news is that stress is manageable. There are two 
primary places that this book will help you learn how to effec-
tively deal with stress. The first approach is to manage stress be-
fore it happens. If you can prevent the stress response from acti-
vating, then you won’t feel any of its unpleasant effects. If you can 
learn how to prevent stress from getting the upper hand, you will 
have won a big battle for your own health and well-being.  

The other approach you will learn is to manage stress when 
you feel it and need to turn it off. When you are feeling over-
whelmed and highly stressed, you need ways that work to help 
you reduce your stress levels. Throughout this book, you will 
learn tools that work quickly and will easily help you relax. These 
tools for relaxation are not difficult. In fact, they are extraordi-
narily simple. However, they are very much like lifting weights. 
They have to be tried, worked with, and practiced in order to have 
any real effect on your well-being. This book will guide you 
through the systematic process of incorporating these tools into 
your life.  

As you read and work with these principles, you will notice 
that very little of your external environment will change. You re-
ally can’t do too much to affect what is happening “out there.” 
What you will learn, however, will help you work with your own 
internal environment—how you interpret what is going on 
around you—so that “out there” doesn’t seem so threatening.  

I wrote this book after many years teaching stress manage-
ment, mind/body wellness, and other similar courses in higher 
education and to community and business groups. Throughout 
this book, I will frequently refer to these classroom experiences to 
clarify and demonstrate the principles and exercises we use to 
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manage stress effectively. I invite you to read this book as if you 
were in the classroom setting. Participate fully and experiment 
with the ideas and the exercises. See what value they have for you. 
If you do, you will experience a noticeable and dramatic change 
in how you feel. You and those around you will appreciate your 
efforts, as everyone welcomes living with less stress.  
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How Am I Doing—Stress Wise?  

Normally we do not so much look at things, as overlook them.  

—Alan Watts  

LET’S begin with a few questions just to get the ball rolling. It is 
useful to assess ourselves to see where we are before we see where 
we want to go and how we intend to get there. Several quick 
measures can give us some hints about how stress might be 
affecting us. First, let’s find out your resting heart rate. This 
should be done at a time when you have not been active for at 
least twenty minutes. Use a clock or watch with a second hand or 
digital seconds. Now, locate your pulse. You can usually find it 
on the thumb side of your wrist or on your neck just under the 
jaw. Take your pulse for sixty seconds. This is your resting heart 
rate. Place this number in the first line of the table below.  

Now, sit in a chair so your back is straight up and down 
against the back of the chair. Place one hand on your stomach with 
your palm covering your belly button. Place your other hand on 
the upper part of your torso with the palm just above your heart. 
For a minute or two, breathe normally and pay attention to your 
breathing. While sitting straight up, notice your breath as it comes 
in and goes back out. Observe your hands as you breathe in and 
out. Which one seems to move more? Is it your stomach hand or 
your chest hand? Or is it both? Make a note in the table above of 
which part of your torso moves as you breathe.  

Next, become aware of your breathing again. This time, 
however, just count how many natural, effortless breaths you take 
in a minute’s time. Be sure to breathe as normally and naturally 
as possible. Write in the table above the number of natural breaths 
you take per minute.  

Another self-assessment is what I like to call the stress-o-
meter. Think back on the last thirty or forty days of your life. In-
clude all of your waking moments, as you reflect. Think in terms 
of a stress scale from one to ten and select a number that is accu-
rate for you. A score of 1 would indicate that you feel your life has 
been relatively stress free during that period. You have felt bliss-
ful, calm, peaceful, and serene at all times. Everything seemed to 
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go your way. A 10 score, on the other hand, would indicate very 
high anxiety for most of this period. If you felt suicidal or suffered 
with severe depression for the majority of the month, you would 
give yourself a score of 10—this, for you, was a month packed 
with high levels of stress. Considering the last month as one single 
chunk of time, rank yourself somewhere between these extremes. 
If you were to average out the month (we all have highs and lows), 
what number would you give yourself on this scale from 1 to 10? 
Make a note of this in the table above. We will refer to this number 
again a bit later.  

Finally, respond to this question: How frequently do you 
experience such problems as headaches, fatigue, unexplained 
muscle pain, uncontrolled anger, frustration, or frequently yelling 
at others, jaw pain, problems going to sleep or staying asleep? 
Using the following table, assess the frequency that you experi-
ence these and other common signs of stress. 

Resting Heart 
Rate 

______ Beats per minute  

Breathing Pattern ______ Stomach ______ Chest ______ Both 
Respiration Rate ______ Breaths per minute  
Stress-o-meter 1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9   10  
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The	Good	News		
Keep in mind that when you assess yourself and you realize that 
you are struggling with high stress levels, you may find it easy to 
feel even more worried about yourself. I suggest that you consider 
this self-assessment as nothing more than feedback that your 
body, mind, and emotions are giving to you that indicate 
something is out of balance. The good news is that whatever 
problems you might be experiencing can be fixed. With regular 
practice of the tools in this book, you can eliminate most if not all 
of the difficulties that you are experiencing due to stress. Your 
situation isn’t hopeless.  

  Frequency of Symptoms    

Symptoms  
Almost all 
day, every 

day  

Once 
or twice 

daily  

Every 
night 

or day  

2-3 times 
per week  

Onc
e a 
wee

k  

Once 
a 

month  
Never  

Headaches         
Tense 
muscles, 
sore neck 
and back  

       

Fatigue         
Anxiety, 
worry  

       

Difficulty 
falling 
asleep  

       

Insomnia         
Irritability         
Bouts of 
anger/ 
hostility  

       

Boredom         
Eating too 
much or too 
little  

       

Diarrhea, 
gas, 
cramps, 
constipation  

       

Depression         
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Over the years, I have worked with many thousands of peo-
ple to help them reduce their stress levels, feel happier, and be 
more peaceful and productive. With nearly every person, there 
has been success. Let me share a few examples of people who have 
experienced problems that relate directly to their stress and how 
these tools positively affected them.  

The first is a woman named Julie who was in her mid-
forties. When she first began my class, she complained of chronic 
headaches that occurred daily for most of the past twenty years. 
She had tried many different ways to find relief but nothing 
seemed to help. One day in class, I taught the students how to 
meditate (the same way I’ll teach you later in this book). After my 
instruction, we did a little meditation session. When we were 
finished, approximately fifteen minutes later, she mentioned that 
her headache had completely disappeared. She was so excited 
about the results that she committed to herself that she would 
meditate every day.  

I saw Julie about a year later. She actually looked younger 
than she did when she was in my class. I asked her about her 
headaches. She told me that she hadn’t experienced a headache in 
over a year and every time she feels one coming on she sits down 
to meditate and it completely takes care of the pain.  

Another student, named Cameron, slowly opened his eyes 
after meditating in class. He appeared to be in a very passive 
mood. I smiled and asked him how he was doing. His comment 
was, “I have never felt this good in my entire life.” It is common 
for students to say they feel this way after practicing the same 
relaxation techniques that you will learn.  

In one class, a middle-aged woman was suffering from se-
vere fibromyalgia. This is a condition where she had terrible pain 
in many of the muscles and joints of her body. No medical cure 
exists for this condition, and it can be very debilitating for those 
who suffer from it. She came to class one day really struggling 
because of the pain. We spent the first part of class explaining how 
to meditate. Then we practiced meditating for about fifteen min-
utes. After we were finished and class had ended, she came up to 
me in tears. Thinking I had somehow made a mess of things, I was 
hesitant to ask her what happened. She told me that while she was 
meditating the pain seemed to flow from her shoulders down her 
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arms and out her fingertips. She said she felt so much different, so 
much better from those few minutes meditating that she could not 
even believe the difference. She told me this was the greatest relief 
of pain she had experienced in a very long time.  

With amazing frequency, I hear from students who tell me 
that they used to take well over an hour to fall asleep. Some say 
they lie there in bed, hoping for sleep to happen for several hours. 
After practicing the same tools that you will be learning in this 
book, they report that it now takes them no longer than five to ten 
minutes to fall asleep, and many fall asleep within seconds after 
their head hits the pillow. Additionally, they report a much better 
quality of sleep, they stay asleep all night long, and they feel 
refreshed in the morning when they awaken.  

One student, named Christine, had been through some 
dreadful experiences including being raped not too many months 
before taking the class. She wrote me a letter, and made these 
comments:  

When I started this class (Stress Management), I was a big, tight 
ball of stress. I had many issues that were affecting my life, and many 
things that I was just feeling sorry for myself for. Because of this class, I 
have been able to take control of my life and find happiness once again. 
The inner peace I feel when performing the relaxation exercises blows me 
away each and every time. I feel like someone has literally recharged my 
batteries and taken away a truckload of stress each and every time I do 
one of these activities. They give me the strength to continue on with my 
day. They give me the inner peace that I need to be able to cope with 
certain things that happen throughout the day. It has made me a much 
happier person. I also like the concepts of changing the way I think, and 
the way I manage my time. These two things have changed my life 
dramatically in increasing my inner peace and managing my stress. I 
feel like I am on my way to something that I can be proud of. I feel in 
control of my life, and happier than I have been in quite some time. I am 
a totally different person since completing this class. My stress 
symptoms all have lightened, if not gone away all together. I have fewer 
headaches, backaches, stomachaches, acne, etc. I can sleep better, am more 
alert, and happier overall. I feel like living, whereas before I sometimes 
wished that I could crawl into a hole and never come out. I feel less 
irritable, and more loving and compassionate. I feel in control of my life 



	

13 

and my emotions. Because of this class, I have been able to put the 
incidence of me being raped more behind me. I feel like I am more healed, 
more cleansed after learning all that I have learned through stress 
management. I feel like I can live my life without having the anger, 
without being afraid, without having the regrets. I feel happier and less 
anxiety about the life that lies ahead for my daughter. I feel less anxiety 
overall in all aspects of my life, especially when it comes to the male gen-
der. I’ve had fewer flashbacks, less painful daydreams and nightmares 
since treating my stress levels. I perceive things so differently now. I 
used to dread getting up in the morning. I used to think that nothing else 
could possibly go wrong in this “horrible” life. I truly was quite 
depressed, which just isn’t me. Now, I am able to decipher what is real 
stress and what I perceive as stress that shouldn’t be. This has impacted 
my life dramatically.  
 

Another student, Debra, said this of the class:  
 

Before I started this class I was up all night. I could not fall asleep. 
I watched TV as I did my homework. I had headaches. I was unbearable 
to be around. Tremendous pain shot up my back. In fact, when I turned 
my head, my chin would hit my shoulders. I did not know what was 
going on from one day to the next. I just took the day as is and never 
stopped to smell the roses. Now my sleeping patterns are coming to. I 
have suffered from insomnia for ten years now and this is the best it has 
been. I turn off the TV while working and I am getting more done. My 
headaches come and go but they are less frequent than before, and I wish 
I could show you my chin does not scrape my shoulders when I turn my 
head. The relief right there is like a completely new world to me. Now 
being more organized with my list I do have a little more time to sit back 
and look around at the world around me. I take time to even enjoy the 
dirt on the floor made by my kids. I am less angry to be around and I 
notice more people are hanging around me or want to hang around me 
more. My husband really has noticed the most improvement on my part. 
He is so happy I am starting to get the sleep I need. My back is less 
painful so I can do more housework and things with the kids; my husband 
really is enjoying my new outlook at life. I do not let the small stuff worry 
me any longer. My kids also noticed how much more fun we are having. 
I am not in as much pain so we go to the park more and I am not yelling 
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at the messy house anymore. My kids think I am nicer, and not as big of 
a nag.  
 

Learning how to deal with your stress is an exciting and 
gratifying journey that is worth every moment of its pursuit. No 
matter your symptoms and the amount of stress that you feel, I 
am confident that you will find tremendous benefit to your health 
and well-being as you practice the tools I present to you in this 
book.  
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But Why Do I Feel This Way?  

The irony is this: Our bodies react to stress in exactly the same way 
whether or not we have a good reason for being stressed. The body 

doesn’t care if we’re right or wrong. Even in those times when we feel 
perfectly justified in getting angry—when we tell ourselves, it’s the 

healthy response—we pay for it just the same.  —Doc Childre  

Stress and the Big Bear  

WHY DO we feel stress?  
Life seems to always include plenty of stress. But why is this 

the case? Why would we even have a function in the body that 
eventually results in sore muscles, headaches, fatigue, irritability, 
and a host of other unpleasant feelings? If it is so detrimental to 
our well-being, why would we even have this experience of stress 
in the first place? It seems as though we could do just fine without 
it.  

To get some sense of why stress happens, it is very impor-
tant that we understand the real (and only) reason for stress. To 
do this, we must take ourselves back in time, many generations, 
and observe what life was like long ago. We want to look specifi-
cally at how our ancestors dealt with dangerous situations when 
they occurred.  

Let’s put ourselves in the following scenario: Imagine that 
you and I are living many centuries ago in a place where we find 
no traces of modern civilization. We have no nice homes, no cell 
phones or television, no indoor plumbing, no electricity, no air 
conditioning, no cars, nothing to keep us in relative comfort simi-
lar to the environment in which we find ourselves now. For the 
sake of this story, let’s say that we all live in caves or in huts out 
in the “wilds” of some undeveloped area of the world.  

Let’s imagine that I happen to live in a cave. I have invited 
you and many of our neighbors over to my place because I have 
just killed a very big animal and I am cooking it on my prehistoric 
barbecue. Many of our friends are at my cave hanging out, enjoy-
ing themselves, and having a fun time. We are playing with some 
Frisbees, croquet mallets and balls, and working on our short 
game with nine irons and pitching wedges. We’re having a nice 
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relaxing time together.  
As you imagine this scene, you’ll notice that my cave hap-

pens to be near a forest bordered by some bushes and shrubbery. 
These bushes make it a bit tricky to see directly into the forest. 
Suddenly, we notice some ruffling of the bushes. Then, charging 
mightily toward us is a huge, hungry bear. This enormous crea-
ture has smelled our delicious picnic and wants some of it for 
himself. He is a large, menacing creature that could easily put us 
out of commission with a single swipe of his mighty paws.  

As we consider this imaginary situation, we need to ask 
ourselves, “What is the very first thought that will come to our 
mind with the appearance of the big bear?” The first thought usu-
ally sounds something like this: Uh-oh! I am in trouble here! I’m in 
serious danger and if I don’t do something quickly, I’m likely to die or 
experience serious physical pain! This thought is immediately fol-
lowed by the next thought: RUN! We sense the immediate need 
to get away from this threatening animal, as we don’t look 
forward to being its dinner.  

We might also have another thought that follows the initial 
uh-oh that sounds something like, FIGHT! I need to kill this creature 
to protect my family, my friends, and myself!  

The instantaneous result of either of these thoughts is a 
physiological response that gears up the body to either run with 
incredible speed and/or fight with incredible strength. You have 
probably heard of this immediate physiological response com-
monly known as the “fight-or-flight response.”  

The	Fight-or-Flight	Response	
A flood of physiological activity in the body immediately, 

automatically, and precisely launches anytime we have the origi-
nal thought of Uh-oh! I’m in danger! This automatic response 
works on its own to produce great speed and power so that we’re 
more capable of running from, or fighting, the big bear. Some of 
these immediate physiological changes include:  

• Increased heart rate  
• Increased breathing rate  
• Increased metabolism  
• Increased oxygen consumption  
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• Increased oxygen to the brain  
• Increased blood pressure  
• Increased blood sugar  
• Increased secretion of the hormones adrenaline and cor-

tisol into the bloodstream and to every cell in the body  
• Increased muscle contraction—especially the running 

and fighting muscles  
• Increased output of cholesterol  
• Increased blood clotting ability  
• Blood thins  
• Pupils dilate  
• Body hair stands on end  
• Increased beta brainwave activity  
• Heightened sensory awareness  
 

All of these immediate physiological reactions (and there 
are many more) to the Uh-oh thought take place in us for the sole 
purpose of making us very fast and very powerful—so we can 
avoid being eaten by the big bear.  

Interestingly, quite a few processes in the body stop work-
ing normally when the fight-or-flight response is activated. Here 
are a few notable ones:  
• Immune system slows down  
• Reproductive system stops working normally  
• Some blood vessels constrict, partially obstructing nor-

mal blood flow to certain areas of the body such as the 
extremities and some organs  

• Digestive system stops metabolizing food in its normal 
way  

• Decreased perception of physical pain  
• Higher order thinking turns off  
• Excretory system turns off  
• Endocrine system modifies its normal functioning  
 

It is interesting to expand briefly on several of these 
changes. First, let’s learn what happens to our higher order 
thinking during the fight-or-flight response. Many people tell me 
that when they are in physically stressful situations, like the big 
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bear scenario, their thinking processes change. They say they are 
able to think more clearly and easily make decisions about what 
they should do. They also mention that sometimes their ability to 
remember or make sense of things diminishes.  

For the purpose of this discussion, I’d like to separate the 
mind into two parts. First, we have what I call the Einstein brain. 
This part of our mind thinks more abstractly and theoretically. It 
is the part of our mind that ponders, reflects, analyzes, judges, 
compares, theorizes, and generally thinks about things on a 
higher level. It is our higher order thinking that we use during 
most of our waking moments.  

We also have what I call the Lizard brain. Have you ever 
been walking along a path and nearly stepped on a lizard? What 
does this lizard do when this happens? He doesn’t remain there, 
wondering about the amazing size differences between you and 
him. Nor would it wonder why your shadow on him creates a 
drop in temperature of about ten degrees. He really only has one 
thought on his mind: where do I have to go and what do I have to 
do so I don’t get squashed?  

In our case, when we are in the presence of the bear, our 
Einstein brain takes a mini-vacation. We don’t need our higher 
order thinking to figure out how to escape from the big bear. Our 
lizard brain, in contrast, functions at peak capacity. It makes split-
second decisions about how to handle the situation safely, pre-
cisely and immediately.  

Our perception of physical pain decreases because the body 
doesn’t want you to worry about a broken bone, a cut, or a bruise 
until you are safely out of the bear’s range. In addition, if you are 
running at full speed and happen to cut your arm on the branch 
of a tree, your blood will clot quicker than usual so you don’t 
bleed to death while escaping from the bear.  

The body seems to know where the most energy is needed 
to achieve maximum power and speed, and it does what is nec-
essary to support all of its systems to achieve this. As great as it is, 
the fight-or-flight response is not designed to work for very long 
periods. It helps us successfully escape the bear or kill it, but that 
shouldn’t take too long—seconds or a few short minutes at a 
maximum. Our bodies simply don’t have the energy reserves to 
support maximal energy output for very long. Consider how long 
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you could sustain the speed at which you would run the hundred-
yard dash running as fast as you can. After a while, you would 
become very tired. Such is the case when we need to run from the 
bear.  

The interesting thing about the fight-or-flight response is 
that it really has only one purpose. It functions to help us do one 
thing, and only one thing, very well. The single purpose of the fight-
or-flight response is to help us SURVIVE! It works to keep us alive 
or away from physical pain. That’s it! There is no other reason for 
us to have the stress response than this.  

The instant we have that I’m in danger thought, this flood of 
physiological activity happens automatically, without our con-
scious command. It turns on all of those systems in the body that 
will help us be faster and stronger. It also turns off, or down, all of 
those systems that the body doesn’t immediately need to help us 
run from or fight the big bear. In the short run, this response is a 
powerful and useful process. However, as we will soon see, if it is 
kept “on” or activated for much longer than the short burst that 
saved us from the bear, it can produce serious health problems.  

The stress response, in a picture format, looks something 
like this:  

 
Figure 1 - Fight-or-Flight Response 

 
When we are in homeostasis, like when we are throwing the 

Frisbee or playing a friendly round of croquet—nothing is threat-
ening to us and we feel good. But when something happens in our 
environment that we perceive as a threat, like the big bear that 
emerges from the forest, we immediately have the uh-oh thought, 
which automatically initiates the fight-or-flight response.  
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Once we sense no more danger, we experience exhaustion 
and fatigue because we have expended a tremendous amount of 
energy while running or fighting. We are worn out even though 
the stress response is no longer on. Because we feel safe again, all 
of the functions in the body that were activated by the stress 
response return to normal. After a while, we return to normal 
(homeostasis) and we are ready to play some more Frisbee and 
croquet.  
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Short-Term Stress: Good; Medium-Term Stress: Bad  

It is more important to know what sort of 
a person has a disease than to know what 
sort of disease a person has.  

—Hippocrates  

STRESS IS like the strings of a violin or a tennis racquet—too 
much or too little tension inhibits perfect performance. However, 
a certain amount of tension is necessary and appropriate. A mild 
degree of stress and tension can even be beneficial. Feeling mildly 
stressed when completing a project or assignment often compels 
us to do a good job and to work energetically. Likewise, exercising 
can produce a temporary stress on some body functions, but its 
health benefits are indisputable. If we didn’t have stress in our 
lives pushing us along, we would probably just sit in our beds all 
day eating Twinkies and watching soap operas.  

How much stress is the right amount depends entirely on 
the individual. For example, the athlete requires perfect tension. 
If more muscles than necessary are contracting during compe-
tition, the delivery will be imprecise—the basketball player will 
shoot long or short, the golfer will hit the ball inaccurately, the 
diver will create too much splash, the tennis player will mishit the 
ball. The right level of contraction of all appropriate muscles for 
optimum control yields greater accuracy. Attaining the right 
amount of contraction of the necessary muscles requires clear 
thinking without fear of the future or regret of the past (we’ll treat 
this more fully later).  
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Similarly, the way the stress response helps us in the short 
run, in times of real danger, is very good for us. It helps us to 
amass great strength, have an immediate ability to focus more 
clearly, increase our speed, and enjoy many other benefits that can 
aid us when the equivalent of a big bear is in our environment. 
There are those rare occasions in our lives when the presence of 
extra power and speed comes in handy. Examples of these might 
be any time that pain or death is a potential outcome.  

I recall one occasion quite recently when my life could have been 
in danger while I was riding my bike on a mountain trail near my home. 
I was riding uphill for quite a stretch and was feeling worn out. The trail 
continued through some scrub oak trees and the ascent continued. I was 
feeling exhausted, barely able to continue much further without a brief 
rest. Just as I came around a corner, I heard what sounded like a rattle-
snake with its rattle shaking, disturbing the peacefulness of the ride. 
Without a second thought, I at once had a huge burst of power and flew 
up the mountain trail for about fifty yards away from the striking range 
of the snake. I was exhausted, but at the same time, I was very grateful 
for the immediate burst of speed and power that helped me escape what 
might have been a real threat.  

A short bout of stress activation is a good thing, from time 
to time. However, if the stress response stays “on” for more time 
than is necessary to escape the big bear (or the rattlesnake), it can 
do a lot of damage to our health. The name we give for prolonged 
activation of the stress response is “chronic stress.” We can adjust 
the diagram that we used earlier to demonstrate the stress 
response to include chronic stress. It now looks like this:  

 
Figure 2 - Fight-or-Flight Response including Chronic Stress  
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Instead of returning to homeostasis, a chronically stressed 
person keeps up the fight-or-flight response for an extended pe-
riod (longer than a few minutes). Have you ever heard people say 
that they seem to feel stressed all the time? Perhaps you have said 
this yourself. At an unconscious level, the person’s body is 
responding like there is always a big bear nearby and she had 
better prepare to either fight it or flee from it. The question we 
need to ask ourselves is, “Why is chronic activation of the stress 
response a problem for us?”  

As we discussed earlier, when we have that uh-oh thought, 
the stress response turns on automatically. With this initial 
thought comes a flood of physiological activities designed to help 
us run fast and have lots of strength. However, if we don’t turn it 
off or down, bad things begin to happen.  

It’s	Just	Feedback		

Our body is a brilliant machine that will always give us 
feedback about how we are doing. One bit of feedback it gives us 
is whether something is helpful, healthy, and good for us, or 
whether it is something the body would be better off without. For 
example, when a person is hung-over from drinking too much the 
night before, he experiences some negative physical feelings. 
These feelings might include headache, nausea, muscle pain, and 
a host of other unpleasant physical sensations. According to the 
body’s physical response, getting drunk was a bad decision.  

On the other hand, consider the feedback the body gives to 
a person who goes jogging, without overdoing it, and has a nice 
fun run. After the jog is over, and probably during as well, the 
person will feel some wonderful sensations. She will feel bal-
anced, alert, refreshed, energized. The body is sending messages 
to her that jogging was a good decision and something the body 
finds beneficial and worthwhile.  

In a similar way, our body gives us feedback about chronic 
stress with a host of signals that are indications that continued 
activation of the stress response is not good for our health. Some 
of those messages may even mean stress is causing damage to 
different body systems. Researchers have concluded that as many 
as 60–85 percent of hospital admissions have a stress component.  

This doesn’t mean that stress necessarily causes the 
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problem. It means that stress made the problem worse. Let’s look 
at some possible feedback that our mind/body might give to us 
because of continued activation of the stress response.  

Medium-Term	Problems	Associated	with	Chronic	Stress		

If we remain in the fight-or-flight response for an extended 
period, we start to experience certain emotional and physical 
maladies. We have already discussed what happens to the body 
after short-term activation of the stress response. The medium-
term effects of chronic stress can include:  

• Tension or migraine headaches  
• Difficulty going to sleep; sleep disturbances  
• Upset stomach, problems retaining food  
• Changes in appetite  
• Tightness in chest, back, and shoulders  
• General muscle pain and tension  
• Aching jaw  
• Shortness of breath  
• Dizziness  
• Sweaty palms  
• Tingling sensation in fingers and toes  
• Heart palpitations  
• Diarrhea or constipation  
• Constant low grade fever  
• Frequent colds or sore throats  
• Rashes, hives, skin irritation  
• Increased blood pressure  
• Constant fatigue  
• Excessive sweating  
• Menstrual problems, missed menstrual periods  
• Feelings of anxiety  
• Unexpected anger  
• Concentration problems  
• Depression  
• Lack of interest in food  
• A variety of other symptoms  
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When we consider what is happening during the stress re-
sponse, we can easily see why these maladies occur. When the big 
bear shows up, our only need is to run or fight. As a result, many 
normal processes in the body turn off because we don’t need them 
to help us to get away from the big bear. Continued activation of 
the stress response, in our day, is not necessary because we aren’t 
really in danger, but the message sent to the brain causes it to 
think that we are. As a result, the body has no choice but to keep 
the fight-or-flight response activated. The results of this can be 
destructive. Here are a few examples of how continued activation 
of the stress response results in decreased well-being.  

Headaches: A headache is usually the result of constant 
contraction of the muscles in the head, neck, upper back, and 
shoulders. Muscles in their natural state are typically not con-
tracting—they are relaxed. They only contract when the nervous 
system directs them to contract. When a muscle gets the message 
to fight or run for prolonged periods, it remains in the contracted 
state much longer than necessary. Over time, this results in pain. 
A headache is not necessarily a bad thing. This type of pain is 
feedback that our muscles have been contracting too long. They 
need to relax.  

Fatigue: Another effect of prolonged muscle contraction is 
fatigue. Have you ever come home from a rough day at work or 
school and you find yourself just worn out? Why would a day 
with such little physical activity make you feel so tired? When the 
body senses any kind of stressor, it naturally and automatically 
gears itself up for physical activity—running or fighting. but for 
the most part, rather than doing something to follow through on 
that message—run from something or fight someone—you re-
main mostly inactive. In the meantime, your muscles are tensing 
up in preparation for activity. Try clenching your fists as hard as 
you can and see how long you can maintain this before your arms 
and hands become tired. The same is true when you tense the 
muscles involved in fighting or running for long periods—it is 
physically draining. It is no wonder we are bushed at the end of 
the day.  

Difficulty falling asleep: It should not take more than a few 
minutes to fall asleep. We should also sleep comfortably through 
the entire night without waking up several times. Sleeping is a 
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natural experience. However, when our minds are absorbed on 
the events of today or tomorrow, as we lie there trying to fall 
asleep, our body interprets this mental activity as a signal to pre-
pare for action, not sleeping. It’s tricky to relax and run at the same 
time.  

Cold, flu or other sickness: Another system that doesn’t 
function optimally during the stress response is the immune 
system. Have you ever noticed that some people tend to get sick 
more frequently than others even though they spend their time in 
the same environments? One of the possible reasons for this 
difference is the stress level of the one who more frequently gets 
sick. We don’t need the immune system to run from the big bear 
so it scales down its activity. As a result, health concerns that nor-
mally would have been handled with ease by the immune system 
now get the upper hand. The number of health problems that oc-
cur because of a compromised immune system is significant.  

Upset stomach and other digestive problems: We don’t 
need the digestive system when we are running from the big bear. 
The normal functions of the digestive system aren’t helpful for es-
caping a dangerous situation. As a result, during stress, the body 
won’t accurately coordinate all of different processes necessary to 
break down food and supply it to the bloodstream. Essentially, 
every activity in the digestion process functions in irregular ways 
while the stress response is on. This can result in a whole host of 
digestive problems.  

Changes in appetite: When people feel stressed, a very 
interesting thing happens when it comes to the desire for food. 
Some people find themselves wanting to eat more food, while 
others find food very unappetizing. But why would we have both 
possibilities? First, let’s consider what happens to the digestive 
system upon activation of the stress response. Since we do not 
need the digestive system to help us escape from the big bear, 
energy is diverted from this system to other more vital systems of 
the body. As a result, we are less likely to want to eat. We simply 
aren’t hungry when we are highly stressed.  

However, the opposite reaction of desiring more food also 
comes into play when the stress response is on. There are two 
reasons for this. First, our ancestors faced the real possibility that 
food would not be readily available during dangerous times, so 
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they would eat with the intention of storing that energy in the 
form of fat. The same mechanism is at work today as it was many 
years ago. When we feel stress, our bodies are conditioned to store 
fat in the event of a possible famine that may (but probably won’t) 
happen in the near future. As a result, we eat more food.  

There’s another, and perhaps more important reason why 
the stress response may lead to obesity. When we feel threatened 
and need quick energy to run or fight, we use blood glucose and 
muscle glycogen as our primary sources of energy. Essentially, 
blood glucose and muscle glycogen (stored sugar in the muscle) 
are the broken down forms of regular sugary foods (carbohy-
drates) that we eat. During the stress response, there’s a natural 
craving for sugary foods in an effort to increase the blood sugar 
reserve so that we can have even more immediate energy, speed, 
and power.  

People who crave sweets and sugary foods when they feel 
stressed are really doing what comes naturally. So, it’s okay to eat 
that high sugar food whenever you feel upset, right? Wrong! The 
problem with this sugar craving is that the energy we eat in the 
form of sugar normally remains unused if we aren’t involved in 
high intensity exercise. We don’t usually run up a long flight of 
stairs at full speed when we are stressing out. We usually just sit 
there thinking. When that happens, the excess blood sugar 
quickly converts and gets stored in the body as fat. The more en-
ergy that we eat but don’t expend through activity, the fatter we 
get. Today, we have a major obesity epidemic and stress definitely 
plays a key role in this problem.  

The rest of the items on our list of medium-term maladies 
of stress occur because of the imbalances caused by the stress re-
sponse in otherwise normally functioning systems of the body. 
We can view each of these health concerns as nothing more than 
feedback that informs us that we should make some changes. If 
we fail to heed our body’s messages of the need for a change, we 
start to see much more serious health problems.  



	

28 

Long-Term Stress: Very Bad  

We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. With 
our thoughts we make the world. —Buddha  

LET’S begin this part by considering the number one killer in our 
society. More people die from diseases of the heart and circulatory 
system than any other cause. Recent reports indicate that 
approximately 1,700 people die every single day from heart 
disease just in the United States. When you think of the risk fac-
tors for heart disease, those that immediately come to mind in-
clude being a smoker, eating a diet that is high in dietary fat, being 
overweight, having high cholesterol levels, and having high blood 
pressure. Interestingly, less than 50 percent of those who 
experience a heart attack have these classic symptoms. How then, 
can we account for the rest of those who die from heart attacks?  

When a person is in the fight-or-flight response, several 
things occur in the blood vessels on the heart and to the heart itself 
that can be quite damaging. One immediate effect is that the blood 
vessels tend to constrict. Therefore, less blood is able to flow 
through them. Blood also tends to clot more easily. This happens 
because our body is preparing for possible injury. When you are 
running from the big bear and cut yourself on the thorn of a 
rosebush, you don’t want to bleed to death. This is a good thing. 
However, when we have increased clotting in our blood (espe-
cially when it happens to be flowing through the blood vessels 
that surround the heart or run through the brain), we increase the 
chances of a clot lodging on the wall of an artery. If a clot is too 
big or the blood vessel’s diameter is too small, and if we add to 
that an increase in blood pressure, we are setting ourselves up 
perfectly for a heart attack or a stroke.  

A person who is feeling stress tends to have higher blood 
pressure. Why is this bad? If you need to run from the big bear, 
blood pressure naturally increases in order to provide more en-
ergy and oxygen quickly to the running and fighting muscles. 
Chronically high blood pressure tends to weaken and damage the 
walls of the blood vessels. Anytime there is damage to the walls 
of the blood vessels, the body moves to damage control: First, the 
damaged blood vessel clots to prevent bleeding, then the natural 
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repair work takes place just like when you skin your knee or cut 
your finger. In time, scarring takes place. In the process, however, 
the damaged area tends to be sticky, which allows plaque (mostly 
fats like cholesterol) to build up there. Over time, this growth of 
plaque (atherosclerosis) narrows the blood vessel. At some point, 
a blood clot forms or another blood clot swims through the 
bloodstream and lodges in the narrowed artery. This closes off all 
further blood flow through that vessel. Anything downstream 
dies. If this blood vessel happens to be feeding the heart, the result 
is a heart attack. If it’s feeding the brain, the result is a stroke. 
Neither is fun.  

Additionally, during the stress response, the heart tends to 
beat much faster. This occurs to help get the much needed oxygen 
and nutrients to the heart and other fighting and running muscles 
more quickly. Unfortunately, most of the time that we feel 
stressed, we aren’t doing anything physically active. Essentially, 
the heart is trying to work much harder than is necessary. There 
is a definite relationship between perceived stress levels and 
higher than normal heart rates. It is clear from this information 
that stress plays a large part in developing diseases of the heart 
and circulatory system.  

Virtually every system in the body functions differently 
when the stress response activates with bad, long-term results. 
This includes the immune system, the digestive system, the re-
productive system, the nervous system, the endocrine system, the 
muscular system, and every other body system and their related 
organs. Each of them changes their physiology for the sole pur-
pose of providing the body with immediate speed and power to 
survive a physical threat.  

We can see the health effects of these changes with just 
about any significant health problem. Let’s look at ulcers, as an 
example. When a person has the continued belief that he is in 
danger, the digestive system slows down but the person 
continues eating. The food travels down to the stomach on its way 
to the intestines. In the meantime, powerful stomach acids do 
their best to try to break down the food.  

Once the food has made its way to the small intestines, ad-
ditional chemicals enter from the pancreas and liver to further 
break down the food. However, since the body is on high alert, 
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these powerful substances flow into the stomach in abnormal 
amounts, maybe too much for what’s necessary to break down the 
food, maybe not enough. When the digestive juices are out of 
balance, they have a tendency to damage the lining of the stomach 
and small intestines. Over time, this continued eating away of the 
organ walls can become an ulcer.  

The immune system is responsible for preventing a large 
number of health problems, including cancers, allergies, and 
problems caused by menacing microbes (viruses, bacteria, etc.). 
Since the immune system is not a key player when we need to get 
away from the bear, it takes a little vacation and rests from its la-
bors. If the immune system stays on vacation for too long, the in-
vaders get the upper hand. As mentioned in the previous section, 
this can be problematic and even life threatening, as is the case 
with cancer. An impaired immune system is a serious matter.  

We can say with confidence that nearly every chronic dis-
ease condition has a stress component. Stress isn’t necessarily the 
primary “cause” of the condition, but stress definitely makes most 
conditions worse because of the imbalances it creates. Research 
has shown that stress is a known culprit in all of the following 
chronic diseases and disorders:  

• Alcoholism  
• Allergies  
• Angina Pectoris  
• Arteriosclerosis  
• Asthma  
• Atherosclerosis  
• Autoimmune problems  
• Birth defects  
• Breast Cancer  
• Bruxism  
• Burnout  
• Cancer  
• Carpal Tunnel Syndrome  
• Cholesterol levels elevated  
• Chronic backache  
• Chronic Fatigue Syndrome  
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• Chronic tension headaches  
• Chronic Tuberculosis  
• Cold sores  
• Common cold  
• Coronary Heart Disease  
• Coronary Thrombosis  
• Depression  
• Diabetes  
• Eczema  
• Endocrine problems  
• Epileptic attacks  
• Fibromyalgia  
• Gastritis  
• High blood pressure  
• HIV/AIDS  
• Hives  
• Hypertension  
• Hyperthyroidism  
• Immune system disturbances  
• Impotence  
• Infertility  
• Insomnia  
• Irritable Bowel Syndrome  
• Kidney disease  
• Loss of interest in normal activities  
• Menstrual problems  
• Migraine headaches  
• Multiple Sclerosis  
• Myasthenia Gravis  
• Night Eating Syndrome  
• Obesity  
• OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder)  
• Pancreatitis  
• PMDD (premenstrual dysphoric disorder)  
• Premature aging  
• Psoriasis  
• Reynaud’s Disease  
• Respiratory ailments  
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• Rheumatoid arthritis  
• Shingles  
• Stroke  
• Systemic Lupus Erythematosus  
• TMJ (temporomandibular joint syndrome)  
• Ulcerative colitis  
• Ulcers  
 
We can explain how each of these health problems is stress 
related by remembering the single purpose of the fight-or-flight 
response and what it is designed to do—escape from or fight the 
big bear. Our bodies simply aren’t designed to be in the escape 
and survival mode for long periods. When we live our lives with 
the continued message to our bodies that we are in trouble, se-
vere imbalances occur. Researchers and health professionals are 
recognizing more and more that chronic stress is definitely bad 
news. However, there is a sunny side to this story: We can do 
something about it. We’ll spend the rest of the book exploring how 
this is done. 
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The World is NOT a Stressful Place  

If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the 
thing itself but to your own estimate of it; and this you have the power 

to revoke at any moment. —Marcus Aurelius  

OUR LIVES are not, for the most part, legitimately stressful.  
“That’s nonsense!” you say.  
But it’s true, and I’ll prove it. Let’s spend some time in my 

classroom as we discuss the reality of stress. Feel free to imagine 
yourself as a student in the class. Be sure to take good notes be-
cause there might be a quiz at the end.  

Once students have grasped a basic understanding of the 
fight-or-flight response, I begin this section by asking the class the 
following question: “I’d like you to think back to the last month 
of your life and consider all of your waking moments. As you do 
this, do a little inventory, and calculate approximately how much 
of your time you spent in situations where your life was honestly 
in danger. Try to figure out how many of your waking moments 
you found yourself in situations that were similar to our earlier 
situation where the big bear came charging at us while we were 
enjoying our primeval barbecue. In other words, how much of 
your time did you experience situations where you could have 
died or suffered real physical pain?” Then, I’ll go around the room 
and have each student respond to this question.  

Typically, three or four students per class will say they went 
through something serious where their life was in danger like be-
ing in a car accident or running out of air while scuba diving. One 
student told me she was camping in the mountains and a big 
brown bear really did show up near her tent. Commonly, students 
will say they find themselves in legitimately dangerous situations 
while driving in a car. They accidentally run a red light or stop 
sign or another car almost hits them. However, the actual length 
of these incidents is usually only a few seconds. They don’t last 
very long. Nearly every student reports that very little of their 
month contained life-threatening danger or significant physical 
pain.  

To clarify this point even further, I go around the room and 
ask each person to calculate the exact amount of time during the 
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previous month that he or she was in honest-to-goodness, life-
threatening danger or faced significant physical pain. Then I do 
some math. If there are thirty students in a class, I multiply those 
thirty by thirty days in a month (this gives me the cumulative days 
of life for this class). I then multiply that number by twenty-four 
hours in a day. I multiply that product by sixty minutes in an 
hour. This calculates out to 1,296,000 total minutes of life 
accumulated by the members of class in the last month. Next, I 
add up the total number of minutes that the members of the class 
reported that they spent in situations when their life was legiti-
mately in danger. The highest amount for any of my classes to 
date has been fifteen minutes; that is, fifteen of those 1,296,000 
minutes were spent in truly dangerous situations. Continuing 
with the math, I divide the number of truly stressful minutes by 
the total number of minutes lived. In the class where we totaled 
fifteen minutes, we calculated it this way: 15 divided by 1,296,000. 
This gives us this number: 0.000011574074074. Fifteen minutes of 
1,296,000 is not very much time at all—far less than one percent. 
Interestingly, this has been the case in every single class I have 
ever taught. The actual amount of time that our lives are in real 
danger is always less than 1 percent.  

Certainly, there are exceptions. Some people may have dan-
gerous jobs such as firefighters, for example. Others live in dan-
gerous neighborhoods or war zones. However, for the majority of 
us, if we analyze it honestly and accurately, we live very safe and 
comfortable lives.  

What about you? How much of your last month did you 
find yourself in dangerous situations comparable to being chased 
by the big bear? How much of your life were you truly in danger 
of real harm or dying? My guess is that your situation is similar 
to the students in my classes. You probably had very few, if any 
truly life-threatening experiences last month. However, you 
probably report feeling stress on a far more frequent basis.  

The next thing I do in class is ask the students what percent-
age of their time they sense that they feel symptoms of stress. Stu-
dents will report that they spend anywhere from 30 to 90 percent 
of each day with unpleasant stress. I have the students refer back 
to the stress-o-meter that indicates an average score for levels of 
stress from 1–10 for the previous month. The average score for my 



	

35 

classes is usually about 6 or 7. Earlier, you assessed yourself on a 
scale from 1–10 for your average level of stress for the past month. 
What did you report? Was it higher than a 1 or 2?  

I always follow this mathematical discussion with one very 
sobering and sometimes stunning question: If you are never really 
in situations where your life is in danger, why would you ever honestly 
feel any stress?  

Why would stress even be a concern for us if we so rarely 
need it to escape from or fight a perilous predator? Why would 
we need to recruit our various emergency systems to help us be-
come very strong and speedy if we so infrequently have the real 
need to do so?  

Keep in mind—absolutely don’t forget—the only real 
reason for activation of the stress response is to help us escape 
from or fight a physically dangerous situation. The stress response 
has no other purpose for being a part of our physiology—none.  

At this point in our classroom discussion, I will usually ask 
someone from the class, preferably someone who is rather shy, to 
volunteer to come to the front of the room and stand by me. Let’s 
say I have chosen Susan. Susan comes up to the front and joins 
me. I try to make sure that Susan is as comfortable as possible (it’s 
somewhat scary to be standing in front of a classroom of students, 
especially on the second day of class). I then ask Susan to think 
back to a time in her life when she was very young, let’s say five 
years old. Once she assures me she can remember that far back, I 
ask her to think of her favorite song or nursery rhyme when she 
was that age. If she really struggles to think of one, I ask her to 
think of the “Star Spangled Banner” (nearly everyone knows at 
least part of that song). I tell Susan to think of that song in her 
mind so she is very clear how it goes. Next, I ask Susan to sing 
that song to the rest of the class at the very top of her lungs, much 
like the singer does before a major league baseball game. Just belt 
it out!  

Occasionally, a rare few will be courageous enough to go 
for it, but most of the time they become quite red in the face (either 
in anger at me, or embarrassment, or both). They fidget a lot, and 
try to talk their way out of my request. After a few long and very 
awkward moments, I ask Susan to sit back down. We give her a 
nice round of applause and thank her for volunteering. While I 
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still have Susan’s attention, I ask her this important question, 
“Susan, if you were at your home and nobody else was around. 
In other words, you knew nobody would hear you—perhaps you 
were in your shower, or in your bedroom, or you were doing the 
vacuuming—would you have any problem singing your favorite 
nursery rhyme or the “Star Spangled Banner” at the top of your 
lungs?” Invariably, the response is, “No, I would have no problem 
. . . if I was at home all by myself.” My next question to the class 
is, “What is the difference between being at home and being in 
front of a classroom full of people? Isn’t it the same song you are 
singing in both places? You are essentially doing the exact same 
thing.” Why would singing in one environment be stressful and 
singing the same song in another environment cause you to feel 
high levels of stress?  

I ask Susan what her first thought was when I asked her to 
sing; besides “You jerk!” Usually, it is a sense of panic. Susan will 
also report that she felt her heart rate increase; her face felt like it 
had changed to a reddish color, her breathing changed, and many 
other internal sensations, all of which are natural responses that 
occur when we feel like our life is in danger. However, her life 
was obviously not in danger.  

This leads to the crucial point I am trying to make with the 
class. The stress that we commonly feel is rarely, if ever, the result of an 
environmental situation that is, in fact, threatening to us. (Yet that is 
the only reason we have the stress response.) Our stress reactions 
rarely occur because of a situation in which we feel we are in im-
mediate danger. The real reason our bodies activate the stress re-
sponse is because we interpret a situation to be potentially painful 
or threatening, and because of this incorrect interpretation, this 
false emergency, our bodies gear up for it. The interesting 
difference is that whenever we sense that there is a potential for 
pain of any kind—emotional, social, or physical—our bodies react 
in the only way they know to help us survive. They turn on the 
fight-or-flight response. Certainly, we can learn other ways, but 
our bodies instinctively know only one way to respond to any 
threat.  

Next, I ask the students in the class to name a few 
stressors— events or situations that they think cause them stress. 
They will usually say such things as finances, homework, tests, 
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not having enough time to do everything, family problems, 
relationships, etc. I then choose one of the stressors they 
mentioned, such as the stress they feel when they are taking a test. 
I ask the class if it is possible to study for and take a test without 
feeling any distress. “Certainly not!” they typically protest. I 
rephrase the question, “Even though it may not be likely, is it 
possible to study for and take a test without stress?” A few have 
usually caught on, but the vocal ones still give a resounding, 
“Impossible!” I then ask the students if I, as teacher at the 
university, would feel any stress if I were to take the test. Or what 
if we gave the test to my ten-year old son? Would he or I feel any 
stress while taking the test? A few more have caught on by now, 
but some are still wondering.  

Here is another example:  
Rush hour traffic can be very stressful. It can be especially 

so if you are late for something important. But is it possible to be 
in your car, on the freeway, going five miles per hour, even be late 
for something important, and not feel anxious about it? The 
answer is, yes, it is possible. It always depends upon how you 
think about it.  

My summarizing point (and I think this might be one of the 
grand keys to managing stress more effectively) is this: No event 
in life is inherently stressful! There is no event in life that causes 
stress to everyone who experiences it. It might seem to be 
universally experienced as stressful, but it isn’t. It always depends 
upon how we interpret the event, rather than the event itself, that 
causes the activation of the fight-or-flight response.  

We can immediately prove this. Imagine that we actually 
are camping in the woods. We see the big bear running toward 
us. Our immediate reaction would be to want to run with great 
speed or fight with great power because we view this bear as an 
immediate threat to our well-being. However, the bear itself does 
not set off the stress response. It is the belief that this bear is going 
to inflict some pain on us, or kill us, that causes us to feel stress. 
We know that the bear itself isn’t stressing us out because we all 
have visited a zoo, watched bears from a close distance away, and 
not felt any need to run or fight. We are no less far away from the 
bear at the zoo than we are when we are camping. The difference 
is the bear at the zoo poses no threat to us due to the fence that 
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prevents the bear from doing us any harm. At the zoo, we are 
certain that we aren’t going to feel any pain and, as a result, the 
stress response doesn’t turn on.  

I have tried to think of all the possible events that might be 
stressful, and with the possible exception of natural childbirth, 
from the baby’s point of view, I can think of no event that is, of 
itself, stressful to every person who experiences it. (If you can 
think of one, send me a letter or e-mail telling me which event it 
is so I can refine my theory.) Stated another way, every single 
event that we experience in life is stressful ONLY because we have 
interpreted it to be that way. We have decided that some aspect 
of the situation will inflict some pain, which may be physical, 
mental, emotional, or spiritual. Alternatively, we might see it as a 
threat to our sense of well-being and comfort. There are no 
exceptions. The world is simply not a stressful place. There are 
only stressful interpretations of the events in our days. When we 
interpret anything in this way, the stress response automatically 
activates. This is not to say that the things that we do aren’t 
important. They are. However, we don’t need to view all 
situations with the accompanying threat of a potential pain that 
activates the stress response.  

Based on what we have discussed thus far, we can now de-
fine stress. There are many useful definitions of stress. For our 
purposes, we will use a definition that I use in the classroom: 
Stress is the body’s natural survival response to a perceived threat or 
potential pain to the system.  

This is primarily a physiological response that 
automatically occurs. When we feel danger threatens or we 
anticipate that we might experience pain, immediately and 
outside of our conscious control, the body initiates all of those 
wonderful physiological actions that we discussed earlier that 
allow us to do one of two things very well: fight or run. It is purely 
a survival reaction designed to help us escape from or kill the big 
bear.  

Let’s see how this works using a few more examples. Con-
sider the student who is taking a test. This can be a very stressful 
situation, isn’t that right? No. It’s wrong! The reality of an exam is 
that it has no power, of itself, to turn on the fight-or-flight re-
sponse. It is merely a piece of paper with words printed on it. The 
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stressor comes entirely from what the test means to us and how 
we interpret it. If I were to consider the test as a university pro-
fessor, I would interpret it as some interesting questions with no 
other meaning to my personal well-being. My son in elementary 
school would interpret it as a nifty piece of paper that he could 
easily transform into a paper airplane. The student who stresses 
about the test is the one who interprets it as being critical to his 
future, because a low score may pose a threat to his well-being.  

Here is another example. A basketball player is at the foul 
line shooting foul shots. He steps up to the foul line, puts the ball 
in his shooting hand, lofts the ball into the air and it sails through 
the rim. He scores.  

When would this situation be stressful? He will feel 
increased stress when he is shooting to win the game, and if he 
misses, his team will lose. The stress response is activated because 
he anticipates feeling pain if he loses. We have decided in our 
culture that losing is painful. When will this same activity not be 
stressful? He will feel no stress when he is in his backyard casually 
shooting foul shots with his pals. Let’s analyze this further. He is 
doing the same thing in both circumstances (at the end of the 
game or in his backyard). The only reason one situation is more 
stressful than the other is because he has interpreted the meaning 
of one differently than he has interpreted the other.  

During the important game, he is thinking of all the nega-
tive consequences that might occur if he misses. Each of these 
negative consequences equals pain. Because he is thinking of a 
future pain, his body automatically turns on the stress response.  

While shooting in his backyard, he doesn’t anticipate any 
negative consequences of missing the shot. Again, if there is no 
perception of potentially negative (painful) consequences, there is no 
stress response. No threat—no stress. How he has interpreted the 
event is the essential point to determine whether or not it is 
stressful to him.  

Let’s use another example. Let’s say that I am driving in my 
car and you are following me in your car. We are driving on a one-
lane road that is very narrow and winding, and it would be 
impossible for you pass me. Imagine that you are late for a very 
important work meeting where you may lose your job if you are 
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late. You are in a definite rush. I, on the other hand, am on a lei-
surely drive in my convertible with my wife and kids. We are in 
no rush, as we are simply out for a leisurely drive. Imagine further 
that a very large car pulls out in front of me, and behind the wheel 
is an elderly man. He is in less of a hurry than I am, and by the 
looks of it, he probably hasn’t been in any hurry for years. I slow 
down so I don’t run into him, and you must also do the same. As 
I look in my rearview mirror, I notice that you are clearly upset, 
as you are screaming, waving your fists, and your face has turned 
bright red. If I were to ask you why you are so angry, you would 
tell me that this man’s slow driving has made you feel extremely 
stressed out.  

The truth of the matter is, you are making yourself upset by 
the way you are interpreting the situation. How do I know this? I 
know this because I am on the same road, driving at the same 
speed behind the same older person and I am not feeling upset or 
the least amount of stress. Why? Because I have interpreted this 
situation differently. I see it as an opportunity to view more 
scenery during our beautiful drive. You interpret this man’s slow 
driving as a major threat because you might lose your job. That, 
for you, is painful.  

As mentioned earlier, when you sense the possibility of a 
need to prepare for future pain, the stress response turns on 
automatically. You don’t feel stress because of the situation. The 
meaning you give the situation is what always causes you to feel 
stress—always.  

This might be an easy concept to accept intellectually. It is 
quite another thing to make it a working principle in our lives.  

We aren’t trained to look at things this way. Even the 
language we commonly use reflects our underlying belief that 
outside forces are causing our stress. From our very earliest days, 
we accept such common statements as these:  
• This test is stressing me out  
• You make me mad  
• She bores me  
• He hurt my feelings  
• That kid is so irritating  
 

Having the understanding that we are responsible for the 
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stress that we experience is extremely important. It is important 
because whenever we feel stress, we can then remind ourselves 
that we are choosing to be stressed. It is our own doing. This un-
derstanding also gives us complete power to undo it. When we 
notice that we are feeling stress, we can immediately take positive 
measures to do something about it.  

One of the first things we must do if we want to get control 
of our stress is take a good look at the ways we think about the 
situations and circumstances we face every day. Consider the 
possibility that we can think about life’s challenges differently. We 
can think about things so we don’t sense any threat, since in real-
ity, we are very rarely in any real personal danger.  

In any situation, where we notice we are feeling tense or 
anxious, we can ask ourselves three quick questions. If we answer 
these questions correctly, we suddenly have the power to hold 
back the activation of the stress response:  

Am I in danger in this situation? Of course, we have to 
answer this question honestly or it won’t work. As discussed 
earlier, we are rarely in situations where our lives are in danger 
nor are we likely to experience any real physical pain. 

Therefore, the answer to the first question is almost always, 
“no. I’m really not in any danger.”  

 
Can I handle this? Again, honesty is critical. Our past ex-

periences are the one place we can immediately look to for help 
in determining the correct answer to this question. Viewing this 
potentially stressful experience, we can recall similar events from 
our past that we have survived, or experienced minimal physical 
pain, and be confident that we can make it through again. For 
example, if you have taken 500 tests in your academic career, you 
know that you haven’t been injured from any of them. Why then, 
should this one be any different? If you have ever been 
interviewed for a job or spoken in front of a group of people and 
endured without a scratch, there is no reason why this test should 
be any different. You can rest assured that you’ll handle this one 
just as well as, or better than the others. The correct answer to the 
second question is always, “Yes, I can handle this.”  

What we are doing with these first two questions is teaching 



	

42 

our mind to eliminate any thoughts of real threat. If we don’t feel 
any threat, we don’t activate the stress response.  

Consequently, we can follow through on any chosen activ-
ity without unnecessary tension or anxiety.  

The third question we can ask ourselves when feeling 
stressed is: Can I think about this situation differently? The 
correct answer to this question is always, “Yes, I can think about 
this situation in a different way that doesn’t involve activating the 
stress response.” This idea is so central and important to our 
understanding of living a happier and less stressful life that we 
will spend the next few chapters figuring out how best to do this.  
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An Ounce of Prevention  

Stress is an ignorant state. It believes that everything is an emergency. 
—Natalie Goldberg  

WE’LL begin this section with a metaphor that relates to the 
current quality of one’s health. This story also relates nicely to 
stress management.  

Once there was a man sitting at the edge of a river. It was a wide 
and deep river with a swift current. After sitting for a while, he started 
noticing people floating down the river. Suddenly, he noticed that they 
weren’t just floating, but they were struggling for their very lives. The 
river was turbulent and dangerous. Because of this, the people found it 
very difficult to swim to the bank of the river to safety. The man quickly 
started doing all he could to try to help the exhausted people get out of 
the river. He worked and worked until he used all of his energy and re-
sources, but he wasn’t able to save everyone who desperately needed his 
help. Sadly, he watched the others as they fought to escape their demise, 
possibly to find rescue from someone else further downstream.  

Then a thought occurred to him. “I should find these people and 
stop them from getting into the water in the first place?” So, he ran 
upstream still seeing all the weary strugglers helplessly floating down 
the river. Soon, he came upon a man who was throwing the people into 
the river. This man was enjoying himself as the crowds gathered around. 
A large sign next to this man said, “Come and enjoy the most exciting 
ride of your life.” The people, suckers for a quick thrill, were lining up in 
droves, not knowing the ultimate fate of those who were thrown in. They 
just did what everyone else was doing. The man who had been down-
stream stepped in immediately and explained what was happening. He 
stopped the person from throwing any more people in and thus saved all 
those in the line from certain peril.  

The rescuer realized that he could help save the people at 
two locations in the stream. The best place, where he could do the 
most good, was the spot where he prevented them from being 
tossed into the river. The other place he could help them was 
downstream after the people had realized that they were in dan-
ger. Similarly, there are two places where we can do something 
about our stress. The first place is before it starts. On the fight-or-
flight diagram below, this is represented by the X, or the point 
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where we begin to perceive conditions as being somehow threat-
ening. The second place where we can manage stress is after the 
activation of the stress response has begun and we need to turn it 
off. This is at the Y on the diagram. The most valuable place, and 
where we do ourselves the most good, is where we prevent our 
stress before it ever starts. But because we get involved in the 
events of our lives, we oftentimes forget the best ways to stay 
calm. At that point, we still need to know effective ways to reduce 
the stress response after it has been activated.  

In the following few chapters, we will focus on simple, 
powerful, and effective ways of preventing stress from happening 
in the first place. Afterward, the focus will be on a wide variety of 
techniques that work very nicely to reduce the stress response 
once it has been activated.  

 
Figure 3 - Fight-or-Flight Response - Where we can modify its 
effects on us 
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The Size of the Bear is Up to You  

The basic difference between an ordinary man and a warrior is that a 
warrior takes everything as a challenge, while an ordinary man takes 

everything as a blessing or a curse.  —Carlos Castaneda  

LIFE HAPPENS.  
Most of the time, we don’t have the ability to control or 

change life’s events in any way. Events over which we have very 
little, if any, control include things like the weather, the stock mar-
ket, the actions of other people, natural disasters like earthquakes 
and tornados, or the information we receive on television, the 
Internet, or radio. Many times, we see these things happen and 
without thinking, we turn on our stress response as we react to 
these events.  

Imagine yourself driving in your car, minding your own 
business on your way to work. How would you react if you 
looked in your rearview mirror and noticed a police car behind 
you with its siren blaring and lights flashing? What would be your 
typical response to this situation? If you are like most people, you 
begin feeling anger and frustration, and you become upset that 
you are being pulled over.  

This anger is a learned response. You may have never con-
sidered the possibility that you could react to this situation in a 
completely different way. Most of the time, we respond to situa-
tions automatically without considering the possibility that we 
could react to it differently.  

Remember, the way that you respond to any situation is 
based entirely upon how you interpret it. As mentioned before, the 
actual event itself doesn’t cause stress; it is always how we 
interpret what is taking place. If this is true, how could we inter-
pret this situation differently? What could we say to ourselves 
about this situation so that we would see it without activating the 
stress response? We might think something like, “This police of-
ficer is protecting everyone’s safety and has noticed that I am do-
ing something potentially dangerous. I am being stopped to keep 
me from harming someone else. What a kind and thoughtful per-
son!” Alternatively, we could see the police officer as a person 
who likes to get to know other people and uses this opportunity 
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to become friendlier with the people in the neighborhood. These 
interpretations may seem foolish as we read them right now, but 
that isn’t important. The point is that we decide how we want to 
interpret the event. We have the ability to choose to interpret each 
of life’s events. In so doing, we also decide whether we set the 
stress response in motion or we remain balanced.  

This understanding is useful in nearly any situation where 
we find ourselves starting to feel stressed. Here is another exam-
ple to demonstrate how easily this works. Let’s return to our drive 
through the mountainside. Imagine that you are driving down a 
road in a hurry to your destination. This curving road takes you 
through some mountainous areas. As you drive, you approach a 
car driven by a very kind old man who is in no hurry whatsoever. 
He is out on a Sunday drive just thoroughly enjoying himself. 
However, you are still in a rush and need to get to your meeting, 
but there are no places where you can safely pass him. He doesn’t 
notice you because he is so focused on the beautiful scenery. His 
stereo is turned up so he can’t hear you honking at him. Frus-
trated, you notice your heart rate increasing. Your muscles tense 
in your hands, arms, face, and shoulders. You start slamming the 
steering wheel with your hands as you scream wildly at this very 
slow driver. Your face is turning various shades of red. You are 
definitely feeling stress!  

Is it possible for you to interpret this situation differently so 
you don’t activate the stress response? It must be possible because 
not everyone behind slow-driving old men have the same 
response no matter how late they are for the important meeting. 
You aren’t restricted to one single response to the situation, as it 
will always depend upon how you view the event.  

How could you interpret this event differently? You could 
say to yourself one of several interpretations besides the one that 
initiates the stress response and causes the inner imbalance. For 
example, you could say that this person is probably saving you 
from getting a ticket because you would have very likely been 
speeding to your destination. That would be worse than being 
late. You could also say that this is an excellent opportunity to see 
all the beautiful views you usually miss when you drive too fast.  

The way you interpret the situation doesn’t necessarily 
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even have to be true or accurate. You could make up the circum-
stances to mean anything you like. You could pretend that this 
person is a foreigner and your job is to spy on him without being 
detected. However silly this may seem, I’m trying to emphasize a 
very important point. What must be understood is that you can 
choose how to interpret every event. Given that choice, you have 
total control over how worked up you will get, and whether or 
not you will experience the ill effects of the activation of the stress 
response.  

My family and I had an interesting occurrence recently that 
clearly demonstrated how dramatically our interpretations can imme-
diately affect our emotional states. One of my daughters was to play in a 
soccer match one Saturday afternoon. We arrived on time at the field 
ready for the game to begin. Uncharacteristically, one of the referees was 
late. The soccer game could not proceed without him. For each passing 
moment without this referee, the parents became more and more angry. 
Someone would complain how disrespectful this referee was, and another 
would say they had better things to do than wait for him. The tension 
was growing by the minute. Some of the parents in the stands were 
planning to say very mean and nasty things to this referee, and if he 
actually did arrive, they were going to contact his supervisor to make 
sure he never worked another soccer game. Interestingly, the kids on the 
field who were waiting to play the game didn’t seem to mind a bit that 
the referee was late.  

As the anger continued to grow, one of the other referees received 
a phone call from the referee who was late. His son had been in a terrible 
car accident and he needed to attend to that situation before coming to 
the game. He was hurrying as fast as he could, but the seriousness of the 
accident made him unable to get to the game any sooner. He asked the 
other referee to apologize to all of the parents for the delay.  

An amazing thing happened when we heard the news of this 
man’s situation. A collective and instantaneous change took place among 
the parents sitting in the stands. What had been feelings of anger and 
frustration, immediately turned to feelings of love and concern for this 
man and his son. To a person, the desire to inflict some kind of harm on 
this referee had suddenly turned into a desire to help him out in any way 
possible. The switch was immediate and powerful. It was amazing to 
watch how quickly the sentiment changed toward the referee. The only 
thing that was different, for everyone in attendance, was the way they 
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were interpreting what was happening. The way these parents looked at 
this situation dramatically affected how they felt about it and 
consequently, the amount of stress they experienced.  

Conditioned	Responses		

It is appropriate, at this point, to ask ourselves why we re-
spond so automatically to situations and frequently in ways 
which unthinkingly turn on the stress response. Why people do 
this is based on a well-known theory of stimulus response and 
conditioning. This theory says we are conditioned—meaning 
we’ve learned to respond in certain ways—when things happen 
in our environment. No doubt, you recall in your high school or 
college psychology course a discussion about Ivan Pavlov and his 
famous experiment with the dog. Ivan would introduce a 
stimulus of food and immediately the dog would salivate. This is 
a natural response to an environmental condition. Ivan then 
introduced a sound (such as a tuning fork or a whistle) 
simultaneously with the introduction of the food. The dog still 
responded with salivation. Finally, he introduced the sound but 
now without the presence of the food. He found that the dog had 
conditioned itself to salivate to the sound because it 
unconsciously connected it with the food. Even when the food 
was not present, the dog still salivated.  

This, combined with other similar studies, came to be a pop-
ular explanation for why people behave in certain ways. We often 
hear people say, “Somebody pushed my buttons. I just couldn’t 
help it.” They aren’t sure why they do things the way they do. 
They unthinkingly respond in a conditioned, almost automatic 
way to what is happening.  

Few would doubt that we are conditioned in many ways. 
For example, we tend to eat at certain times of the day. We drive 
our cars on the same side of the road rather than on both sides. 
We sleep during the night and are awake during the day. When 
the telephone rings, we pick up the phone and expect to talk to 
someone. These are all learned behaviors. Many of them serve us 
very well. It is good that we all agree to the learned behavior that 
we all drive on the same side of the road. Having to relearn how 
to ride a bike every time we wanted to go somewhere wouldn’t 
be much fun. It is definitely to our advantage that we don’t have 
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to think about many things that we do.  
However, there are patterns of behavior (conditioned be-

haviors) that run on autopilot that don’t serve us quite so well. 
For example, when someone yells obscenities at us, we tend to get 
defensive, angry, and offended. When driving behind our 
friendly, slow driver, or when someone quickly cuts in front of us, 
we tend to get irritated or upset. During a class or meeting we 
tend to get impatient or bored when the speaker goes on and on 
in a most monotonous way. The feelings we create based on our 
reactions to these events are conditioned or learned. They are not 
inherited tendencies. We don’t inherit angry, bored, or easily of-
fended genes. We are not programmed at birth to respond with 
an automatic emotion when something happens in our environ-
ment. We have learned to respond in these ways through training 
and by modeling others.  

This is both good and bad news. The bad news is that it is 
not the other person who is offending us whenever we feel of-
fended. That person does not have that power. We have chosen to 
feel offended or to not feel offended.  

If you feel bored while listening to someone speaking to an 
audience, it isn’t how or what the person is saying. You are bored 
because you have chosen to be bored. If you change your thoughts 
about the situation or change what you are thinking about it, the 
feeling of boredom disappears. Your feelings are always 
preceded by your thoughts. Change your thoughts and you 
immediately change your feelings. You are always responsible 
for how you think, and consequently how you feel.  

The good news is that if we have learned a particular re-
sponse to an event, we can also unlearn it. We, as conscious 
human beings, have the capacity to take responsibility for our 
thoughts and immediately put ourselves in control of how that 
situation will affect us. We can do this when we realize that what 
we think is entirely up to us. It is our choice. In any situation, we 
have the power to choose our response to what is happening. 

We don’t have to react angrily toward the person who is 
yelling at us. We can choose to remain calm, to turn and walk 
away, or to return this person’s anger with our own if that seems 
to be the most useful way of handling the situation. Just because 
a person quickly swerves in front of us doesn’t mean we have to 
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respond with anger. We can choose to ignore him. We can choose 
to respond with kindness. We can choose to respond in any other 
way that we want. It really is our choice. We have the power to 
choose how we respond to every situation.  

Whenever I discuss this principle in class, I always get the 
naysayer who tries to defend his inability to stay calm when 
someone does something that upsets him. I usually reply with the 
most incredible example of being responsible (response-able) that 
I have ever heard.  

Victor Frankl was a prisoner of war in the Nazi concentra-
tion camps of World War II. He found himself in one of the most 
deplorable conditions a human could ever experience. In his 
book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl tells his story of how he 
came to realize that regardless of what his Nazi captors did to 
him, and to those around him, he had total and complete control 
over how he responded to all of those horrible things. He made 
the following striking conclusion:  

The experiences of camp life show that man does have a choice of 
action. There were enough examples—often of a heroic nature—which 
proved that apathy could be overcome, irritability suppressed. Man can 
preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom—of independence of mind—even 
in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress.  

We, who lived in concentration camps, can remember the men 
who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last 
piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they offer 
sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man but one thing. 
The one thing that can never be taken away is the last of the human 
freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to 
choose one’s own way.  

Victor Frankl is teaching us that whenever we are upset, an-
gry, bored, nervous, anxious, embarrassed, shy, or experience any 
other emotion, it is because of the thoughts we have about it and 
not the event itself. Our own mental mistakes cause our stress. We 
can no longer blame the teacher for the bored feelings we have. 
Parents can no longer blame their kids for how upset they are 
when they come home and see their messy rooms. We can no lon-
ger blame our anger on someone who is driving slowly in front of 
us. The reason we are embarrassed isn’t because of the circum-
stances. It is because of the thoughts we make about the situation. 
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Stephen Covey said it best with his comment, “If you think the 
problem is outside of you, that thought is the problem.”  

I am a big basketball fan. I love watching it almost as much as I 
love playing the game. On one occasion, I was watching a game on tele-
vision with a few members of my family. It was one of those “important” 
games, which, if “my” team lost, the season was over, and they would 
not be the champions. It was an exciting and well-played game. As the 
end drew near it was apparent that either team could win. The tension 
grew among the fans at the game as well as in the living room of my 
home. Near the very end of the game, “my” team had the ball with the 
chance to try to score one final shot. If they could score, they would win. 
If they missed it, they would lose.  

The ball was thrown inbounds, the play developed, and ultimately 
the shot was missed. My team lost. Everyone in the room felt mad, let 
down, frustrated. On the television, I noticed people in the audience cry-
ing over the results. For a moment, I found myself feeling way too disap-
pointed over this game. It was really affecting me in a negative way.  

Things changed the instant I thought to myself, I don’t have to be 
upset at this. It’s only a game and the outcome has no effect on my well-
being. I recognized that I didn’t have to feel any of the disagreeable 
feelings that everyone else was. It was a choice to feel disappointed and 
angry, and I decided to think differently about it.  

There is tremendous power, as well as a great feeling of lib-
eration when we realize that we are in control of our thoughts. We 
always have a choice about what we think. Taking this control is 
much like working a muscle. It grows with practice and the more 
we exercise our choice to think in useful ways, the more capable 
we become of doing so. In the next chapter, we will explore some 
more refined ways of improving our thinking patterns, and as a 
result, experience much greater levels of peace and contentment . 
. . and much less stress.  
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Levels of Responding  

To acquire knowledge, one must study; but to acquire wisdom, one 
must observe.  —Marilyn vos Savant  

IN THE last chapter, we explained that we are always reacting to 
what is happening in our environment. Often, however, our 
responses occur unconsciously. Many times, these automatic re-
actions affect us negatively with an unnecessary activation of the 
stress response.  

In this section, I would like to investigate responding a little 
more thoroughly. We can prevent a large amount of the stress and 
feel more peaceful and calm by making adjustments in the way 
that we respond to situations. Of course, we don’t have much 
power to change many of the things that happen in our environ-
ment, but we do have a lot of control over our thoughts and how 
we feel about these situations.  

There are varieties of ways that we can react or respond to 
the events in our environment, and nobody responds exactly the 
same way. While flying in an airplane, I might react to turbulence 
with feelings of terror, yet someone else on the plane might find 
the bumpiness exciting. Regardless of how we choose to experi-
ence a situation, our choice ultimately has a powerful effect on the 
emotions we feel.  

We can categorize the results of our thinking and respond-
ing into two broad categories. We can respond to situations either 
effectively or ineffectively. Effective thinking means that when we 
respond to situations in efficient ways, we experience feelings 
such as joy, peace of mind, balance, growth, and happiness. Ef-
fective ways of responding lead to feelings associated with re-
laxation and inner peace. On the other hand, when we respond to 
situations ineffectively, we experience adverse emotions such as 
anger, fear, frustration, imbalance, boredom, and chaos. These 
emotions are associated with the activation of the stress response. 
In each conscious moment, we are responding to what is happen-
ing in our environment. Responding is an ongoing, never-ending 
process—it is something we do all the time.  

The following table shows us the ways that we commonly 
respond to situations and the results that we get when we respond 
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in those ways. As mentioned earlier, there are as many ways of 
responding as there are people, but we can subcategorize effective 
and ineffective ways of responding into eight ways that people 
commonly respond to events: Gratitude, discovery, acceptance, 
allowance, observation, resistance, judgment, and attachment.  

The table shows these eight ways of responding. It tells us 
how our mind chatter might sound when we are responding in 
each way. The last column shows us the resulting emotional state 
that we usually get when we respond in that way. Remember, 
thoughts always precede emotions.  
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Usefulness 
Degree 
of Inner 

Peace 

Ways We 
Respond  
to Events 

Sounds Like  
(what we say to 

ourselves) 

How We feel—
What We Get—Our 

Resulting 
Emotional State 

Effective: 

 

Leads to 
feelings 

associated with 
relaxation 
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---

---
---

---
---

---
---

---
---

---
---

---
---

---
---

---
---
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e 
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Gratitude I appreciate … 
Joy, serenity, fun, 
contentment 

Discovery 

I wonder … What 
would happen 
if...? 

What can I learn 
from this? 

Inquisitiveness, 
curiosity, growth, 
interest 

Acceptance 
It’s okay …  I 
embrace 

Peace, relaxation 

Allowance 
I can live with 
this ... I can go 
with the flow 

Release, freedom 

Observation I am noticing … Calm 

Ineffective: 

 

Leads to 
feelings 

associated with 
stress 

Resistance 

Complaining 

I wish things 
were different 
(complaining) 

Boredom, fatigue, 
anger 

Judgment 

Criticism 
Blaming 

This is really a 
/He is really a 
(insert a negative 
noun) … 

Guilt, shame, low 
self-worth, false 
pride 

Attachment 

Rightness 

This must be a 
certain way… 

Use words like 
must, have to, 
need to, should 
have 

Mistrust, anxiety, 
anger, 
disappointment 
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Responding	Below	the	Line		
Let’s analyze this chart beginning with those ways of re-

sponding that are not very effective. These ineffective ways of re-
sponding are not in any particular order.  

Attachment or rightness is a common way of thinking that 
occurs when we cling emotionally to our belief that we are right 
and we “know” what is best for ourselves or someone else. When 
we emotionally attach ourselves to opinions, to ideas, to how we 
think things “ought to be,” we find ourselves in arguments, we 
mistrust other people who don’t think as we do, and we are usu-
ally disappointed when our expectations aren’t met. People who 
respond with emotional attachment to events tend to be anxious 
and fearful. They also tend to get angry easily when things don’t 
happen as they think they should.  

People who respond to things at this level commonly in-
clude the word “should” or “must” when responding to events 
that are happening. For example, they would say, “Those people 
shouldn’t have done things that way. They should have acted 
differently.” The problem with this thought is that how something 
turns out or how someone acts, regardless of how “right” you are 
that it should have been otherwise, cannot change what 
happened. What happens is what happens regardless of your 
thoughts about it.  

Judgment is the mental act of labeling something or some-
one, and then making that label the reality. When we are judging, 
we assess situations or people, and once we’ve made a judgment, 
it becomes the way we generally see that person or situation. For 
example, we see someone who is overweight, and we either in-
wardly or outwardly call him or her “fatso.”  
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Some people spend all of their waking moments applying 
judgments to others, to things, to circumstances, and situations. 
Why is this an ineffective way of responding? The answer is sim-
ply because we have no possible way of accurately judging an-
other person. Consider how many life experiences you or anyone 
else has had from the first moment of consciousness to the present 
moment. Each of those life experiences has made an impact on 
your current behaviors and decisions. It is virtually impossible for 
anyone to comprehend each of those life experiences and create 
an accurate judgment about that person.  
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Our judgments are also ineffective forms of responding be-
cause when we judge a person or situation, we tend to ignore 
alternative information about that person or situation that may 
change our initial judgments. When we call someone “fatso,” we 
have concluded that this is his reality, and we cloud our view of 
him. Consequently, we become stuck in that limited view, and we 
usually miss learning other characteristics about that person.  

The third reason why judgment is such an ineffective way 
of responding is because the act of judging is a mental process 
where people frequently try to elevate their own worth, as com-
pared to the person they are judging. Calling someone “fatso,” 
creates a false sense of superiority in the person who points out 
the apparent flaw in another. However, the reality is that no per-
son has any more worth than anyone else. Each of us is infinitely 
valuable. It is impossible for you or me to be more valuable than 
anybody else. This futile attempt to make a judgment about some-
one else is usually an indication that a person has projected his 
own inadequacies onto someone else.  

Responding judgmentally is commonly the result of 
feelings of guilt, shame, low self-worth, and false pride. People 
who have the highest self-esteem tend to be very complimentary 
of others and see no need to spend present moments misjudging 
others. On the contrary, they do everything possible to try to build 
other people up because they realize, usually unconsciously, they 
don’t need to artificially try to prop up their own self-esteem by 
putting someone else down.  

The next ineffective way of responding is resistance or com-
plaining. Resistance, also known as complaining, refers to the 
thoughts we make about a situation when we wish things were 
different than they are. We respond with resistance when we see 
something happen—usually things over which we have no 
control—and think that they should be otherwise. The problem 
with this thought process is that things don’t become different 
than they are simply because we wish they were different. Things 
are as they are. Things happen as they do. Resistance is described 
as wishing things were happening in a different way, and 
mentally saying, “I am in this situation, but I wish it were different 
than it is or I wish I were somewhere else—anywhere but here.” 
Again, this is ineffective because things, people, and situations 
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happen as they do. Most of the time there is nothing we can do to 
change the situation. However, when we resist or complain about 
it, we waste present moments wishing that we somehow could 
change the person or situation.  

There are several interesting clues to know if we are resist-
ing. One sure signal is if we are feeling anger. Anger is resistance 
full blown. Whenever we are angry about something, we are say-
ing that something is not happening according to our expecta-
tions. The emotions of anger, frustration, and disappointment 
tend to follow that particular thought. We will explore anger a 
little more fully a little later on.  

Another way to determine if we are resisting, is if we 
become bored. Boredom is another emotion that results from 
thoughts of wishing a situation were happening differently. A 
great example of this occurs when someone grows bored listening 
to a person who is speaking to a group of people. Becoming bored 
is resisting what the person is saying or how he or she is saying it, 
and wishing they would be more interesting. You resist by 
believing the speech should be given differently than it is.  

A third way to tell when we are resisting is by our percep-
tion of the speed at which the event moves through time. When 
time moves slowly, we are probably resisting the event. When 
listening to the so-called boring speaker, we notice that it seems 
to take forever for him to finish. When resisting rush hour traffic, 
we notice that it seems to take an unreasonable amount of time 
for us to get moving. When waiting impatiently in a line, it seems 
to take forever. In each of these examples, the underlying thought 
is that you expect the situation to be different than it is—this is 
resistance. Examine your own experiences and notice how 
frequently you feel stressed. Analyze your thinking patterns and 
you will find that much of your inner turmoil happens because 
you have been responding to the events in one of these three 
nonproductive methods: attachment, judging, or resistance. 
Fortunately, you have a choice in how you respond and by 
choosing differently you can move above the line toward more 
peaceful and less stressful emotional states.  
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Responding	Above	the	Line		
Responding above the line is effective because this type of 

response leads to feelings of relaxation, well-being, calmness, and 
inner peace. The first level above the line is observation. Observa-
tion is the simple act of noticing something without adding more 
emotion to it. This occurs when our senses bring to us sensory 
data from the outside world and we simply become aware of it. 
The best way to describe how observation sounds in our mind is 
something like this: Hmmm. Or, I am noticing or observing . . . things 
like the traffic, the weather, or this pile of papers on my desk. (These are 
the things my senses bring into my awareness from the envi-
ronment). We just take in the information that presents itself. We 
don’t add anything more to it.  

At first, this may sound quite strange or silly. What value is 
there to spending our time just observing? The answer to this 
question can be shown by this example. Let’s imagine that I have 
a daughter who has no concept of the word clean. Her room, her 
bathroom, and all the space in between are a constant mess. When 
I go to this very cluttered place, the way I respond will determine 
not only my stress level, but it will also have an effect on our re-
lationship.  

Let’s begin below the line. If I respond with attachment or 
rightness, I will be telling her how this room ought to be, accord-
ing to my expectations, rather than how it is. When those expecta-
tions are not met, I will probably be angry or disappointed. Two 
bad things will probably happen when I respond this way: The 
next time I see her, I will probably treat her in a negative way, 
which will not enhance our relationship at all. The other negative 
result is that my stress levels will rise. If I have to see this part of 
my home with any frequency, and continue to respond in this 
way, I will have higher stress for longer periods. As we estab-
lished earlier, this is very bad for my health.  

If I were to respond with judgment, criticism, or blaming, I 
might go into a tirade of degrading criticisms, such as calling her 
lazy, sloppy, careless, or shoddy. And because calling her these 
shaming names can make me feel superior, our relationship suf-
fers as a result, and my stress levels will probably rise.  
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If I respond to her dirty room with resistance, I say to my-
self, “This room should be clean, not dirty, and every day that I 
go into the room, it is a mess.” This thought will probably lead to 
angry feelings toward her. I may take out my anger on her or 
others, causing more relationship difficulties, and I will also 
experience more stressful feelings.  

However, when I respond one level above the line with sim-
ple observation, I walk into the room, I encounter the multitude 
of clothes and other teenager stuff, and I simply observe it. My 
thoughts may sound something like this, Hmm; I am noticing that 
there are a lot of clothes on this floor. As a matter of fact, I am noticing 
that I can’t even see the floor. I wouldn’t add any emotion to it. I 
simply observe what is. In this emotional state, I preserve my 
calmness, and I will be much more likely to treat my daughter in 
a positive way. The value of responding by simply observing has 
tremendous power for keeping ourselves free of stress, not to 
mention the bonus of enhanced relationships.  

The next level of responding effectively is allowance. When 
we respond with allowance, we think, I can live with this. This is a 
mental focus of seeing things as they are and agreeing to this 
reality. Again, we don’t add any emotional energy. We observe 
and, upon observing, we permit it to be thus. So when I enter my 
daughter’s very messy room, rather than responding in a way that 
will send me into a poor emotional state, I would say to myself, 
“This is a room filled with teenager stuff, and this is how 
teenagers tend to live. I can live with this because this is my 
daughter whom I love so much.” Responding this way, I will be 
much more likely to treat her in a way that she will listen to and 
respond positively to my requests that she clean it up. Addition-
ally, I will have happy positive feelings about her as well as calm 
feelings within myself.  

There are a couple of metaphors that nicely exemplify this 
concept of allowing, or as some (including me) like to call it, “go-
ing with the flow.” Consider a piece of cork that is drifting down 
a stream. It is easily moving along with the current. It approaches 
a huge rock sitting right in the middle of the river. What the cork 
doesn’t do when it encounters this rock is begin yelling at the rock 
thinking it shouldn’t be there (resistance). It also doesn’t whine 
and moan because it believes the rock shouldn’t impede its path 
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(attachment). The cork also doesn’t call the rock angry names for 
getting in its way (judgment). The cork simply follows the current 
that flows around the big rock and continues merrily on its way.  

The other metaphor involves a bamboo plant and a grass 
reed. The bamboo plant, when it is full grown stands tall and stiff. 
The grass reed grows similarly tall, but has more flexibility in its 
shaft. When the fierce winds come, the bamboo tries its best to 
continue standing tall and strong, resisting the force of the wind. 
However, the power of the wind snaps the long shaft from the 
lower parts of the plant. The reed encounters the same stiff wind. 
It simply bends and flows as the wind pushes it violently around. 
In the end, after the wind has calmed, the reed survived. It 
adapted to the circumstances it couldn’t control and emerged 
triumphant. The bamboo plant’s resistance was the cause of its 
demise.  

When we respond to people or events with acceptance, we 
consider a situation and we embrace it as the way things are. It 
integrates observation and allowance and moves it to a state of 
being totally acceptable with what is happening, realizing that it 
isn’t happening any other way. In this mode, I enter my daugh-
ter’s room, see the clutter and I accept this as how she has chosen 
to leave her room. I accept that this is how she is and this is how 
her room is usually found. I don’t add anything else to the 
thought such as thinking she should be otherwise (attachment 
and rightness), calling her names (judgment and criticism), or 
getting angry about the situation (resistance). As I do this, I retain 
my self-control, my ability to think rationally and, perhaps most 
importantly, my relationship with my daughter.  

Discovery is another more effective way of responding that 
focuses on the components of learning, of seeking to understand, 
and of investigation. Discovery is observing and accepting but it 
goes a step further. In discovery, we see what is and we seek to 
find out what we can learn from it. When we respond in this way, 
we become like the artist, the poet, or the scientist. We are inter-
ested. We focus on how this can event can add to the enjoyment 
of our experience in the present moment rather than view it as a 
hindrance or as an obstacle. When I see my daughter’s dirty room, 
I will have an attitude of playful discovery where my thoughts 
might sound like this: I wonder what cool things I can find as I look 
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through this mess. Perhaps I will discover some love notes from her boy-
friends (not that I would read them or anything). Or maybe I’ll find the 
DVD that has been missing. . . . This is a great opportunity for me to 
learn about the variety of fashions the kids are wearing these days as I 
see them strewn all over the floor. Imagine how little stress I will feel 
and how my relationship with my daughter will be improved if I 
engage in this mode of responding.  

The highest level of responding, the level that includes all 
of the other effective ways of responding, is that of gratitude or 
appreciation. When we respond to a situation with gratitude, we 
see the event and give silent thanks to life for enriching us with 
this event in this moment. We see it as a gift with something that 
will help us grow, develop, and enjoy life even more. The natural 
results of having an attitude of gratitude are emotions of content-
ment, peace, and joy. These are feelings completely opposite from 
those that produce stress, tension, and anxiety. When we are con-
tent with what is happening, there is no need to consider what 
isn’t happening. We appreciate what is, and that is sufficient for 
us in that moment.  

Consider the value of responding with appreciation to my 
daughter and her messy room. I go into the room and see the piles 
of clothes and other stuff lying all over the place. In my mind, I 
might say something like this, I sure do appreciate the fact that I have 
a daughter who I love who can make such a mess as this. I might also 
say, I am so grateful for the understanding that life seems to know what 
lessons I need to work on, and right now it is giving me the opportunity 
to exercise unconditional love and patience toward my wonderful 
daughter. If this were the way I responded, imagine how positively 
I would treat my daughter and her room. Imagine how calm and 
serene I would feel. Now I am in a positive frame of mind and 
have a much better relationship with my daughter and so better 
able to discuss the room and the possibilities for making positive 
changes.  

Gratitude, thankfulness, and appreciation are 
tremendously powerful in creating feelings of well-being and 
serenity. I know of no attitude that has more immediate and long-
lasting value than these.  

When we respond in ways that are more effective, we re-
main in greater control of our inner environment. As a result, we 
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prevent stress from occurring. To cement our understanding of 
how this works, let’s consider a couple of more commonly stress-
ful events and see how we respond results in different emotions. 
No matter when the event occurs in life, from birth up to and 
including death, we will probably find that we get the same re-
sults, the same consequential emotional states depending on the 
way that we respond. Here is a recent example that demonstrates 
how powerfully my thoughts can be, and how my response af-
fects how I feel:  

I was riding my road bike on a long stretch of a highway between 
my home and a neighboring city. It was a nice ride, but I had ridden for 
about twenty-five miles and was feeling a bit fatigued. I noticed a vehicle 
behind me driving very close to where I was riding on the road. Usually, 
the cars pass by without any incident. This time was different. As the 
truck approached, I sensed that it was slowing down. As it came up next 
to me, I felt something hit me in the shoulder. Three boys had recently 
eaten at a fast food restaurant and decided to hurl their unfinished food 
and garbage at me. Their bag hit me in the shoulder but didn’t do any 
damage. I watched the teenagers laughing as their old truck sped away 
down the road.  

Now was my chance to respond. I could do nothing to the 
boys. Even on my best days, I couldn’t possibly catch up to their 
truck. I was left to myself to react in whatever way I chose. Con-
sidering each of the ways of responding, let’s see what it would 
sound like in my thoughts, and notice the corresponding feelings 
I would experience because of my choice.  

Attachment: Young kids like those should not be allowed 
to drive. They should be more considerate and they should follow 
the laws that require cars to give bicyclists room to ride on the 
road. They should never throw their food at me. (Anger, mistrust, 
stress)  

Judgment: Those idiot good-for-nothing kids, they are so 
rotten and worthless! (False pride, stress)  

Resistance/Complaining: I wish I were not riding on this 
road. It is too narrow anyway. Why did I choose to ride here to-
day? (Frustration, anger, resentment)  

Observing: Hmm, I noticed those boys threw something 
out of the truck and it happened to hit me. I noticed they kept 
right on going without bothering to pick it up. (Calmness)  
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Allowance: I realize that kids will be kids and these boys 
were just having some fun. I’m okay with that. I probably did 
something like that when I was younger as well. I am not hurt. 
(Release, relaxation)  

Acceptance: I can fully accept them for being how they are. 
At some deep level, they are excellent human beings. They will 
learn from their actions what brings joy and what brings pain. I 
am fine with that. (Freedom, relaxation, peace)  

Discovery: I wonder where those boys ate lunch today. 
Based on the bag, it looks like somewhere that serves burgers and 
fries. If I would have hit my brakes really hard just as I saw the 
bag coming, I wonder how far it would have missed me. (Curios-
ity, growth)  

Gratitude: I am so grateful that I can have the good health 
to be out on my bike riding on this beautiful day. I am riding on a 
great bike and I get to ride on such nice roads. Sure, odd things 
happen, but I appreciate the joy of being able to have odd things 
happen to me in the first place so I can learn to be more in control 
of my thinking. (Joy, happiness, freedom)  

Another frequently occurring example that we can use to illus-
trate how we feel when we respond in different ways to a situation we 
can’t control is when we encounter crazy drivers. Picture yourself driv-
ing on a freeway at the appropriate speed. Some people are driving faster 
and some are driving slower than you are. One driver passes by you and 
then immediately pulls directly in front of you. He slows down consider-
ably causing you to slow down as well. You can’t get by this person due 
to the heavy flow of traffic. You are stuck in a situation over which you 
have little control. You can’t do much about how the other cars are driv-
ing. However, you do have a choice about how you will respond to what 
is happening. How you respond will determine your level of stress and 
tension. Notice how the following ways of responding naturally lead to 
pleasant or unpleasant emotions:  

Attachment: In attachment, you will become very emotion-
ally involved in this situation. You decide to follow very closely 
behind this driver for miles in order to let him know what a rotten 
driver you think he is, and that he should have been driving 
differently than he did. He has interfered with your place on the 
road. In your mind, you are thinking, Traffic should not happen this 
way. This guy should be driving much faster than he is and he shouldn’t 
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have pulled right in front of me. I’ll let him know what an inconsiderate 
driver he is by tailing him for a few miles. That will show him! Some 
common feelings that naturally result from thinking this way are 
anger, frustration, and resentment.  

Judgment: Responding judgmentally, you are likely to 
spend the present moment calling this person all kinds of names: 
“You jerk! You inconsiderate idiot! Where did you learn to drive?” 
Additionally, you might make judgments toward yourself: If I had 
left earlier, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I’m such an idiot. I am always 
late. Some common feelings that naturally result from these 
thoughts are false pride, anger, and frustration.  

Resistance: Here, you will be thinking thoughts about how 
you wish this drive were different. You wish that people would 
drive better than they do: I wish I weren’t driving on this road. I wish 
people would learn how to drive. I would give anything to be anywhere 
but here. I shouldn’t have come on this road today. Common feelings 
that occur when we think in these ways include anger, frustration, 
and agitation.  

As we analyze the following ways of responding that are 
more effective, notice the feelings that naturally follow.  

Observing: You simply notice the action that’s happening, 
realizing you can’t do anything about this behavior. Your 
thoughts might sound like this: Hmmm. I am noticing that this per-
son has pulled directly in front of me and is now driving slower than he 
was before. It appears that I have had to slow down as well because of his 
actions. The natural emotional state that we get when we simply 
observe without adding any additional thoughts about it are 
calmness and peacefulness.  

Allowance: Responding in this way, you permit the action 
to happen realizing, again, that you can’t do much to change it.  
Your thoughts might sound something like this: Some people drive 
like this. I’m on this road today and this is what I’m going to find from 
time to time. I can live with it. The feelings that naturally result from 
responding this way include a sense of release, calmness, and 
security.  

Acceptance: When we respond with acceptance, we see 
what is happening and enjoy the moments as they unfold: I can 
accept this person driving in this way. I’ve probably done the same thing. 
I can understand how people might drive strangely when they are 
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possibly dealing with important personal concerns. The natural 
consequence of having these thoughts includes freedom, release, 
and peace.  

Discovery: When you respond with discovery, you are in 
the learning mode. You are looking for interesting and fun ways 
to interpret what is happening. Your thoughts might sound like 
this: I wonder what must be going through that person’s mind to drive 
so erratically. I wonder if he is working out something important in his 
own life that causes him to pay so little attention to how he is driving. 
Or, I have always wondered what those mountains looked like. Now I 
have the chance to look them over since I am driving so slowly. When 
we think in these ways, the consequential feelings that we get 
include curiosity, interest, and happiness.  

Gratitude: When we respond with gratitude, we notice 
what is happening and appreciate the experience: I am so grateful 
that I have a good job to which I can drive each day. It is so great to have 
a nice road on which I can travel. I am so happy to be alive and able to 
experience all the varieties this life has to give to me. When we think in 
these ways, we naturally experience such pleasant feelings as joy, 
fun, and happiness.  

We could consider any situation and similarly analyze our 
thoughts. Depending on the way that we respond, we will experi-
ence either a useful empowering proactive attitude or a useless, 
disempowering, reactive attitude.  

These examples demonstrate how our inner experience is 
completely under our own control. We always have the capacity 
to control our thoughts and therefore our feelings. Not only will 
the way I respond determine how I feel, but perhaps more 
importantly, it will determine how I treat the other people in the 
situation. If I resist my daughter’s room, wishing it were different 
than it is, I will be much more likely to find myself getting angry 
and upset at her. However, if I respond to this situation in a more 
effective way, I will be more likely to treat her in ways that will 
positively support my relationship with her.  

It’s important to clarify one thing at this point. These modes 
of responding, both effective and ineffective, deal primarily with 
situations over which we have little if any control or influence. If 
we can’t do anything about an event, we can use this understand-
ing to keep ourselves calm and peaceful.  
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There are many times, however, when we can do something 
to influence situations in ways that we would prefer. When this is 
the case, we should act.  

Recently, my family and I were staying at a resort hotel in 
southern Utah while my daughter was playing in a basketball 
tournament there. It was getting late and she had an early game 
the next morning. We went to bed looking forward to the restful 
sleep that awaited us. But it wasn’t happening. Just across the way 
from our place were two or three families having a late evening 
party. As the night hours passed, the drinking continued. They 
were very noisy and the more they drank the louder they became.  

As I was laying there in the darkness, I could have very eas-
ily worked my way up through the levels of responding hoping 
to end up finding something for which I could be grateful (which 
there were many things). But, instead, I thought about how I 
could solve the problem and make the noise go away. I turned on 
the air-conditioning, but that didn’t help. They were too loud. So 
I called the front office of the resort and asked the people there if 
they could help us with the noise. Within five minutes, the prob-
lem was solved and we slept soundly for the rest of the night.  

In this instance, I realized that I had some influence that I 
could apply to the situation. In doing so, I was able to make the 
condition better.  

Action, when possible, is an appropriate way to respond 
whenever our influence will have a real and positive effect. With 
many of the events that happen in our lives, however, we can do 
nothing that will have any effect. That’s when the information in 
this chapter becomes so useful.  

Effectively incorporating these ways of thinking may not 
happen immediately. This kind of mental training is new for most 
people, and there aren’t many models for us to follow. Therefore, 
we need to remind ourselves frequently of better ways to respond 
and practice doing it regularly. The more we do it, the easier it 
becomes. The benefits of working toward reducing and 
preventing stress, however, are certainly worth the effort.  
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Control  

When it rains, I let it.  

—113-year-old man in response to a question about the secret of his 
longevity  

THERE IS strong evidence to support the idea that as our sense of 
control decreases, we tend to feel more stress. As our sense of 
control increases, we tend to feel less stress. It is likely that each 
of us have experienced this inverse relationship.  

I clearly remember the first time I went snow skiing. I was in sixth 
grade. I went with my good friend Wade to Sundance Ski Resort near 
Provo, Utah. We were going to spend the morning in the beginner class 
learning the basic skills of skiing. Prior to our lesson, Wade and I thought 
we’d be venturesome and try a little skiing on our own. We went to the 
ski lift and barely made it on the seat without falling off. As we went up 
the mountain, all I could think about was that I had no idea where we 
were going and what an insane idea this was. The first opportunity to 
get off the lift approached and we soon got off. As soon as our skis hit the 
snow, we fell and our skis popped off. After getting some help, we made 
our way to the first trail. Wade took the lead and started going down a 
bit too fast for me. I was so afraid because I couldn’t steer my skis. I 
simply didn’t know how to do it. I had no control.  

I watched Wade zoom ahead and suddenly he disappeared. I care-
fully made my way to the place where I last saw him. It was at the top of 
a steep run with huge moguls going down for about forty or fifty yards. 
I could see Wade at the bottom of the hill lying on the snow, his skis well 
distant from where he was. I hollered down to him to see if he was okay. 
Fortunately, nothing was broken. I finally got down the hill to check on 
Wade. It was a struggle to go just that far. I felt like my skis were my 
worst enemies. I had no control over them. It was a very stressful day.  

Now, many years (and a lot of practice) later, I love flying 
down all sorts of ski runs with perfect control. I feel comfortable 
with the steep slopes, the moguls, and the hills with lots of fresh 
powder. What I don’t feel when I ski is the same sense of panic 
and stress that I felt that first day I visited the mountain. As my 
control went up, with practice, my stress levels went down. Such 
is the case for us in most situations.  
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We have no control over most of life’s events and circum-
stances, and few things allow us significant or even direct in-
fluence. A short list of these, as mentioned previously, includes 
events such as weather, the stock market, world events, things 
other people are doing, how others feel or think, natural disasters, 
etc. Since we have so little influence over these uncontrollable 
events, it becomes a waste of our own energy and resources to get 
anxious or frustrated about them. The appropriate way to 
respond to things over which we have no control is above the line. 
That is, we should respond with observation, allowance, ac-
ceptance, discovery, and gratitude.  

Is there anything in life over which we have total control? 
The only correct answer to this question is what we think, the 
emotions we feel, and how we behave. Nothing else falls into this 
category. As Winnie the Pooh once described, these are the “Me 
Things.” I may not always take control of how I think, feel, or act, 
but it is still the only thing that I can directly influence all the time. 
One of my wise students made this interesting observation. She 
said, “If I can control something, then I don’t need to worry about 
it. If I don’t have any control or influence over something, I 
similarly don’t need to fuss about it. There is nothing else.”  

Some situations in life feel like we can’t directly control or 
influence, but in reality, we can. People who have addictions, for 
example, fall into this category. An addiction is a deeply held be-
lief that can be very difficult to break. The person who smokes or 
is addicted to gambling may feel like it is impossible to function 
without the addiction. However, as mentioned before, if one per-
son can overcome it, then it is possible that anyone can overcome 
it. We see people breaking addictive habits all the time.  

We also see many people who find themselves “stuck” in 
situations or settings where they feel they can’t make much of a 
change. However, changing one’s thoughts and belief patterns, 
though it might seem difficult, is what is necessary to break the 
habitual patterns that cause them to feel the lack of control. This 
involves constant awareness of one’s thoughts. It also involves 
letting go of those thoughts that tend to make them feel out of 
control.  

Another category of control involves situations over which 
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we can’t really apply much control, but we think we can. We com-
monly see this type of thinking in relationships. Some people do 
their best to try to manipulate or coerce others, hoping to control 
someone’s behavior. But it is still impossible for anyone to have 
the final say on how another person thinks, feels, and behaves. 
When we try to control or directly influence people or situations, 
the resulting feeling is often frustration and anger.  

Instead, we can observe, allow, accept, and feel gratitude. 
By doing this, we release our need to try to control others. This 
brings the resulting feelings of happiness and peacefulness. When 
we find ourselves needing to control and dominate, we can step 
back and let go, and then we find our stress levels decreasing 
dramatically.  
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Mindfulness  

Wherever you go, there you are —Jon Kabat-Zinn  

A FEW years ago, I had brief but interesting conversation with one of 
my students, named Phillip. As I walked into the room, Philip was sit-
ting at one of the first desks eating some yogurt. I asked Philip how he 
was doing. He paused and then said, “Do you really want to know?” 
“Sure,” I replied. Philip began telling me about his current troubles.  
He mentioned that he was really struggling with his relationship with 
his wife. He said that a business partner, with whom he had worked for 
many years, was suddenly trying to sue him over a business disagree-
ment. He said that he had two huge tests coming up this week and a 
couple of big papers due early next week. He said that he was really feel-
ing stressed and weighed down. Then he asked me, “What do you think 
I should do, Doc?” “Do you really want to know?” I asked. “Yes,” he 
replied. I responded with the most profound counsel, “Philip, I suggest 
you enjoy your yogurt.”  

This idea is perhaps one of the most essential and important 
aspects of the successful management of stress. When you are able 
to understand the principle of mindfulness and utilize it to its 
fullest, you’ll find that your whole world literally changes. Not 
that anything outside of you will change, but your experience of 
the world, as well as your experience of your own stress will 
change dramatically, for the better. Read this chapter very 
carefully. Take your time and really digest what you read. I prom-
ise you, it will be worth the extra effort.  

We begin with a brief discussion about some important fea-
tures of the mind and the ways we think. This will not be new 
information for you, but it is necessary to provide the foundation 
for what is to follow.  
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The first aspect of the way the mind works is this: The mind 
can only focus on one thing at a time. That is, a person can never think 
of two different things simultaneously. It may seem like that is 
what we’re doing when we observe our thoughts jumping from 
idea to idea so quickly. However, it is impossible for the mind to 
dwell on two different thoughts at exactly the same time.  

A second important aspect of the mind is that we are always 
free to think anything we choose. In other words, there are no limits 
to what your mind can think. Some have called this God-given 
trait “free will.” Ultimately, no one has control over your thoughts 
except for you. What you think about is entirely up to you. At any 
conscious moment, you can put your mind on anything you want 
to.  

These two principles are important to keep in mind so that 
we understand that stress really does begin with our thoughts. 
Understanding these principles also helps us realize the freedom 
we have to change our thoughts at any moment.  

Let’s continue our discussion about mindfulness with an 
important question. It may seem like a very significant question 
that is difficult to answer in a paragraph or two. I will ask it any-
way because knowing the answer will help us immensely to un-
derstand what it means to be mindful. The question is this: What 
is reality? What is real?  

When I ask this question in my class, I get a very interesting 
list of responses. The students usually say that reality includes 
such things as the physical stuff that surrounds us such as the 
table or chair, our thoughts, our perceptions, God, our desires, 
things we imagine, our dreams, what is happening in other parts 
of the world that we see and read on the news, etc. I frequently 
include in this discussion another question just to help them make 
sense of this question about reality. What is unreality, or not real? 
For this, I get answers like: the things we see on TV such as 
cartoons or sitcoms, dreams, things we imagine (these two fre-
quently make both lists), things other people are thinking, and so 
on. On the board, the two lists look something like this:  
 
 
 



	

73 

REALITY UNREALITY 
(What is happening) (What isn’t happening) 

X Y 
X Y 
X Y 

 
The lists that describe reality and unreality become quite 

long, and, interestingly, the more we discuss it, the more confused 
the students become. If you try to think too much about this, your 
brain will begin to fry! It’s not an easy thing trying to pinpoint 
what is and what is not real.  

At some point, I stop the discussion and attempt to give an 
answer that will make sense for this discussion on mindfulness. It 
is this: reality is what	is. Another way of saying it is: reality is what 
is happening. Unreality, then, is what is not (happening).  

I then ask the students, “How do we know what is hap-
pening?” How do we know what is? We can focus our thoughts 
directly on two places to discover what is happening. The first is 
from the information that comes to us from the outside world that 
reaches our brain through our senses. We hear something through 
our ears that is happening externally. The sound goes in our ears 
and we think about the nature of the sound. What we hear is 
reality. This works similarly with our other senses. We see a bird 
flying overhead, hear it chirping as it goes by, and we trust that 
the bird we’ve seen and heard is real.  

The word that clues us in to what is reality is experience. 
The chair that someone is sitting on is real because he can feel it. 
He is experiencing the chair.  

The other place we can look to see what is (happening) is 
internally. We have many sensations that are going on inside of 
us that are every bit as real as the things that happen outside of 
us. Perhaps you have a sore throat or a knot in your stomach. You 
may notice that gravity works when you drink some water. Un-
less you’re upside down, the water goes down into your stomach 
instead of up into your head. There are other internal sensations 
you can experience directly including a headache, arthritis, mus-
cle tension, heartbeat, or respiration.  
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If all those things are real, what isn’t real? What is not reality 
are all of the things that we make up about our experience. For 
example, we see a car driving in front of us. That is reality. Our 
senses of sight and hearing tell us that this moving car is happen-
ing in our environment. The thoughts we make up in our mind 
about others, such as how old they look, or how incapable they are 
of driving are not reality.  

People tend to spend a lot of time and mental energy mak-
ing up thoughts that are frequently inaccurate about those things 
that are real. But these thoughts are not reality.  

We continue now to another simple question. It is one to 
which people often forget the correct answer and consequently, 
experience a tremendous amount of stress. Where are you right 
now? The only correct answer to this question is HERE (this is 
always the only correct answer). In addition, where are you NOT 
right now? The only correct answer is ANYWHERE ELSE.  

How do you know you are HERE? Your senses give you 
information about what is happening right here. Here is the only 
place that you can ever directly experience. You might have 
thoughts that you are somewhere else but that is something you 
are just making up in your mind. It is impossible to experience 
somewhere that you are physically not. You cannot be anywhere 
but here, physically. This is each person’s reality from the moment 
we are born until the moment we die.  

This leads to still another intriguing question: At what point 
in time are you? If you are right here in relation to space, then when 
are you in relation to time? The only correct answer to this 
question is NOW. At what point in time are you NOT? The an-
swer to this question is your FUTURE and your PAST. Every mo-
ment of our life, we are HERE and NOW. In fact, that is all life is, 
successive moments of HERE and now. It will never be different 
for anyone, ever. You can’t transport yourself into your own past 
or your own future. And you can’t possibly be somewhere other 
than right HERE. Certainly, you may do so in your mind, but 
based on our discussion of reality (what we directly experience), 
that is not what is happening, and is not real. Thinking of our past 
or future is just what we make up—it is an illusion.  

No doubt, this is all beginning to sound too much like New 
Age psychobabble. What could all of this chatter about here, now, 
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and reality possibly have to do with managing stress?  
This concept of being mindful hit me with such power on one par-

ticular occasion that it literally changed my entire outlook on life. I was 
in the middle of my work on my bachelor’s degree, and I was preparing 
to take a major test for one of my classes. Much of my grade for the class, 
and ultimately for succeeding in my major, depended on this test. I 
studied like a mad man for days. I thought I knew all I needed to know. 
The day came to take the test. I parked my car and walked to the Campus 
Testing Center (Talk about stress; 300 people in a large room, all doing 
nothing but taking tests.). I arrived at the place where I gave the person 
my ID card. I got my test and scantron (the sheet where I put the answers 
to all of the test questions) and found a desk where I would spend the 
next few hours. It was a tough test but I was confident I knew the 
material. Finally, I finished and went to the place where I gave the person 
my completed exam. I waited a few minutes to get my results.  

Sheer anger, horror, and anguish all hit me at once when I saw 
that I had gotten a D on this test. I was so upset. How could this professor 
have been so evil? I can’t stay in the major with a D! What was I going 
to do now? These and a thousand similar sounding questions and 
derogatory remarks flew through my head like a flood gushing down a 
steep mountainside. I was in deep despair. This was really bad.  

As I walked back to my car in this very sour state, I happened to 
look up. It was late October and the trees were in their autumn mode of 
changing colors. Off in the distance, to the west, the sun was setting. Its 
reflection was bouncing off the large lake that rested on the other side of 
the city. Looking to the east, I saw the hues of light from the setting sun 
bounce off the enormous mountains in a way that made them appear 
beautiful red and gold. Mother Nature offered a truly spectacular sight 
to me that afternoon.  

In that moment, I caught myself in my tirade of angry thoughts. 
It occurred to me that I had a choice. I could continue to work myself up 
into frenzy over a test that was in the past and worry myself sick about 
my now uncertain future, or I could stop and watch this beautiful scene 
of dazzling colors, of trees, mountains, a lake, the sunset, and unparal-
leled beauty that was unfolding in front of me. For the next twenty min-
utes, I sat and watched one of the most beautiful sights I had ever seen. 
It was a spectacular event in every way.  

After it was over, I walked to my car feeling incredibly peaceful.  
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I was different. Really. The joy of the sunset had replaced the anger and 
fear I felt previously. The stress was gone. I somehow knew that every-
thing would turn out fine—which it did—as it usually does.  

What I discovered that evening, and have since observed 
many more times, is that there is no stress in the present moment. 
There is no stress when we focus directly on what is happening 
right here and right now. Stress only occurs for us when we make 
up ideas about potential futures, the past, or about somewhere 
other than right here, and we add any thoughts of potential pain 
or discomfort to those unrealities. That’s precisely the way that 
we create the illusory need for the stress response. Any stressful 
event can demonstrate the idea. Here are a couple of examples to 
show how this works.  

In class, I will ask my students about the upcoming tests 
they will be taking. I ask them if they are stressful. They respond 
that they definitely are. If we analyze this accurately, however, we 
see how the tests have nothing to do with the stress. Which part 
of taking a test is threatening? (Remember that stress is the body’s 
response to prepare for or deal with a physical threat.) Is it the 
part when you are walking into the room where you take the test? 
There is nothing threatening about that. How about when you put 
the pen in your hand and begin reading the questions on the test? 
Are you somehow in danger when you are reading the words on 
the page? Then the real danger must occur when you are writing 
stuff on the paper with your pen. That must be the threatening 
part. At some point, you pick up your paper, walk over to the desk 
where all of the other tests are stacked and you lay yours on top. 
That must be the dangerous place. Logic and experience 
obviously tells us otherwise.  

At no time during the entire two hours of test taking were 
you in any sort of danger. Why, then, should you feel stress? 
Stress always happens when our thoughts project into our future 
and include the possibly painful consequences of our present 
actions. This is what causes the stress response to turn on. As we 
have mentioned several times, it is rarely if ever the current 
experience or event that is causing the threat. It is the thoughts we 
have about the event that might lead to pain in our future.  

Here is another example. Let’s say you are the coach of a 
basketball team. Your team is ahead by one point and there are 
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two seconds left in the game. One of the other team’s players is at 
the foul line shooting two shots. If you are a wise coach, what do 
you do in this situation? The obvious answer is that you call a 
time-out. Why do you do this? You do this because you want to 
make the player think about the shots. But what you are really 
hoping the player thinks about are all the painful consequences of 
missing the shot (the team will lose, people will be disappointed 
in him, the team won’t make it to the playoffs, etc.). If he thinks of 
these painful consequences, he will unintentionally, but auto-
matically, turn on the stress response. When that happens, many 
of his muscles will tighten up or contract, causing him to shoot the 
ball differently. He is much more likely to miss the shots.  

If he were shooting foul shots in his driveway at home, he 
could probably sink a hundred shots in a row because the only 
thing he is thinking about, while playing at home, is how much 
fun he is having in the present moment. However, during the 
time-out, when he is thinking of all of the pain associated with 
missing the shot and losing the game, he “tightens up” or 
“freezes” and is less likely to sink the shot. Again, thoughts that 
focus on the future have a likelihood of turning on the stress 
response. Thoughts that focus on the experiences of the present 
do not.  

Whenever our thoughts don’t focus directly on what is happening 
in the present moment, we increase the chances of turning on the stress 
response. When we turn our focus to what is happening in the present 
moment, the stress response turns off. Here is a simple exercise to dem-
onstrate this. For just a few moments, sit at a desk or table where you 
can have a pen to write on a piece of paper. Place your nondominant hand 
in a position where you can easily see it. On your paper, write down 
everything you notice about your nondominant hand. Using your senses 
of sight, touch, hearing, smell, and even taste, write down on your paper 
everything that your senses tell you about your hand. Continue doing 
this for several minutes. When you think you have gotten everything, 
stop and look again using all of your senses and continue writing. This 
may seem like a silly experiment, but I want you to notice the results.  

After I have my class do this short hand exercise, I ask the 
students a couple questions. First, I ask them how long they think 
they could have continued doing this. Some reply that they could 
have gone on for much longer. Others claim that they got it all. 
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The second question that I ask (and this one is directed mainly to 
those who claim they got it all) is, “How many of you wrote down 
that you have four fingers and thumb?” Usually, only about 5–10 
percent say they noticed that particular detail. That seems to be 
the most obvious part of the hand, yet so few noticed it.  

The point of this exercise is not to discover new and exciting 
things about our hands, but to become aware of an interesting 
principle. When we focus our attention on what is happening, 
when we keep our awareness on the here and now (which is our 
only reality anyway), what we get are experiences that are with-
out stress. This activity required the students to be totally focused 
on this here and now moment. They were simply describing what 
is happening (reality). They were focused on information sup-
plied to them by their senses. I always ask the students how much 
stress they felt as they were doing this. Obviously, nobody expe-
rienced any.  

Since stress occurs when we believe there might be a future 
threat associated with a present or future activity, we are left to 
tune in to what’s happening in the here and now, and we have 
eliminated the need for the stress response. No Threat = No Stress.  

Becoming	More	Mindful		
There are things we can do to regain our ability to focus 

more fully on the present moment. I say regain because this is how 
we probably functioned when we were very young. Little 
children don’t concern themselves with what might happen and 
if only something would have happened differently in the past. 
Consider how silly this sounds. A one-year-old is learning how to 
walk. She stops because she begins thinking thoughts like, I don’t 
know if I should try this because if I learn to walk then I will be much 
more likely to fall down the stairs and that will really hurt. Equally as 
silly would be this thought, I just fell flat on my behind when I tried 
walking that last time. I am a rotten walker and it hurts to fall. I might 
as well just give up. Fortunately, this is not how children think. 
They focus on the present moment, see what’s in it, and experi-
ence it fully. Children are our best models for living mindfully.  

The first thing that we can do to bring our focus more into 
the present is stop. Stopping means turning off a lot of the mind 
chatter racing through our minds. Much of our mental monologue 
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consists of thoughts about things that aren’t happening here and 
now.  

Let’s say you call someone up on the phone. Your friend is 
having a rough day. You ask her if she would like to go to lunch. 
She snaps that she doesn’t have time for you or lunch. The reality 
of this situation (what is happening) is she said some words to 
you. After you hang up, you begin to create many inaccurate ideas 
about what those words mean to you. In reality, her anger had 
nothing to do with you, but your mind fills with all sorts of 
thoughts about her and your relationship with her.  

It’s important to simply drop the need to have those 
thoughts race through your mind. You must consciously put an 
end to those inaccurate streams of thoughts. It may even require 
saying the word “stop” to yourself. Perhaps you have repetitively 
relived an argument you had with someone and you finally de-
cided you didn’t want that “movie” running through your mind 
any longer. You just say “stop,” in an effort to put an end to it. 
This is possible to do with any set of thoughts that aren’t to our 
liking or are causing us to feel threatened. Another thing we can 
do is simply look. Looking involves attending to what is 
happening with all of our senses. It is almost a passive observing. 
We might think something like, I am noticing . . . and then we let 
our senses bring to us whatever happens to be unfolding in the 
moment.  

Recently, I was talking with a good friend of mine, Kevin, whose 
son, Mathis, is a very good golfer. He plays for one of the local high school 
teams and consistently performs very well. However, when he is playing 
in tournaments, there are times when he finds himself thinking too much 
about the outcome of the shot or the problems he encountered on the 
previous hole. When that happens, when his mind races into the future 
or in the past, his ability to hit shots well decreases dramatically. In a 
recent tournament, Mathis shot a 100 (a very poor score) on one day and 
shot an 80 (a significantly better score) on the next. It had taken him 20 
more strokes to complete the same course on the first day. Obviously, his 
skill level hadn’t changed, but his thinking had.  

Since Mathis’s golf swing mechanics are fine, he doesn’t need to 
worry about that part of his game, but he does need to correct what he 
focuses on mentally. I suggested that when he steps up to the ball and 
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gets ready to hit it that he focus on things that are happening in his im-
mediate environment—to just observe. For example, he can focus on the 
color or even the little dimples of the golf ball. He could also focus on his 
breathing or on how it feels to swing the golf club. These are all things 
that are part of his here and now.  

You might be asking why I would suggest that he simply 
observe things that are unfolding moment to moment. When the 
mind isn’t racing with thoughts of the future or the past, there will 
also be no thoughts of any kind of threat. When there is no threat, 
the body will not turn on the fight-or-flight response, which 
would include increased muscle contraction. In golf, tightening 
the muscles in the wrong way will invariably lead to poor hitting. 
Observing passively eliminates this possibility.  

One more thing we can do to help ourselves be more mind-
ful is eliminate our need to judge. When we simply observe, without 
adding the emotional analysis of the situation, we free ourselves 
to see things more clearly. As mentioned previously, since we 
can’t accurately judge anyone, we might as well just release our 
need to do so. We do this by simply staying in an observational 
state of mind.  

Mindfulness does not mean living with reckless abandon, 
living for the moment. It means living fully in the moment. Jon 
Kabat-Zinn said it best: “Mindfulness involves intentionally do-
ing only one thing at a time and making sure I am here for it.”  

Thich Nhat Hanh also spoke about mindfulness when he 
said: To my mind, the idea that doing dishes is unpleasant can occur 
only when you aren’t doing them. I enjoy taking my time with each 
dish, being fully aware of the dish, the water, and each movement of my 
hands. I know that if I hurry in order to go and have a cup of tea, the 
time will be unpleasant, and not worth living. That would be a pity, for 
each minute, each second of life is a miracle. Each bowl I wash, each 
poem I compose, each time I invite a bell to sound is a miracle, and each 
has exactly the same value. If I am incapable of washing dishes joyfully, 
if I want to finish them quickly so I can go and have a cup of tea, I will 
be equally incapable of drinking the tea joyfully. With the cup in my 
hands, I will be thinking about what to do next, and the fragrance and 
the flavor of the tea, together with the pleasure of drinking it, will be 
lost. I will always be dragged into the future, never able to live in the 
present moment.  
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A few years ago, I was at Disneyland with my family. We went 
on a ride called California Screamin’. We had a blast. After our turn was 
over and we were discussing how much fun we had, it occurred to me 
why the ride was so much fun. While we were zooming through the 
twists and turns, the high speeds and the upside down loops, we had no 
focus on the future or the past. Our only awareness was on the exhilara-
tion of that moment and what was happening here and now. Imagine 
how silly it would be to conjure up thoughts about the future—worrying 
about whether or not we would find a parking spot when we went to our 
hotel, or which restaurant we would go to that evening, while we enjoyed 
this exciting ride. Equally absurd would be thoughts that focused on the 
past. If my mind were to go in either direction, I would miss the ride 
completely. With my thoughts wrapped up in images of future or past, I 
certainly wouldn’t be able to enjoy the thrill of the present as I sped 
through the delightful voyage.  

Every possible event, from the dull washing of dishes to a 
thrilling roller coaster ride offers the opportunity to choose to live 
fully in the present moment. When we do, we find life unfolds 
peacefully and joyfully. When we choose, instead, to focus on the 
unrealities of our past and future, we increase our likelihood for 
more stress. The choice is, once again, ours.  

In this light, an excellent exercise to practice being truly 
mindful is what I call the Martian Scientist Exercise. It goes like 
this: You are to assume the role of a Martian scientist. As we all 
know, a Martian scientist does not have a mouth. You are not to 
speak to anyone while you do this! You don’t have an inner critic who 
is analyzing, evaluating, and judging everything. You are simply 
exploring much like any great Martian scientist would. You will 
silently walk around, completely by yourself, with a clean paper 
and pen in hand for forty-five minutes to an hour.  

Begin each moment repeating the simple statement in your 
mind, I am noticing, or I am observing . . . (whatever you notice in 
your moment-to-moment experience). Discover the things that 
present themselves. Notice the unfolding of everything before 
you. Use all your senses to mindfully experience all that has al-
ways been around you but you may have never really noticed. 
Don’t look for anything— just look.  
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Write down all that shows up in your immediate environ-
ment on your paper. Use as many pages as you need. If you begin 
to get bored or feel yourself resisting the process, stop and just 
look, listen, and be present with what is happening, notice what 
shows up, and then continue writing.  

I ask my students in my class to try this exercise and tell me 
afterward about their experiences. Most of them get it and find 
great value. However, there are always a few who mention that 
this was a cute idea that they would like to try again sometime 
when they get a chance—to “escape” into mindfulness—as if they 
could try it out and then get back to real living. My reply to them 
is that I wanted to make the point with this exercise that if you 
want to prevent stress and live more fully, this is the way you 
should approach everything you do. I seriously mean everything 
you do—be it playing with a child, watching a sunset, taking a test, 
talking with your mom, shooting a foul shot, sinking a twenty-
foot putt, kissing your girlfriend or boyfriend, doing acts of 
service, trying to fall asleep, driving, or working hard at your job. 
Mindfulness means showing up—being fully present—each 
moment!  

You can’t overdo being mindful. Mindfulness means 
accomplishing much more than you previously have because you 
put your entire focus and attention into whatever you are doing— 
right here, right now (reality).  

If you want to feel peace, you must come to accept, even 
embrace, what is happening here and now. The only way to do 
this is to stop analyzing, stop judging, stop trying to figure every-
thing out, and just look. Just stop and observe. To be present in 
this moment is to be at peace. To be out of this moment, thinking 
we are somewhere else, doing something other than what we are 
doing is precisely why we feel stress so often. Look at your expe-
rience. There is never a time when it is not this moment, right here, 
right now. All of life is successive moments of the present. We can 
always choose what we want to see in this moment. To choose to 
be mindful, instead of mindless, is wisdom of the highest order.  

It is, in my mind, one of the grand keys. But it must be 
practiced. So, practice, for the rest of your life. All you really have 
in life are moments.  

Mindfulness is very practical. I am the organist for my church 
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congregation. On one occasion, I was playing a song that was fairly 
challenging. I noticed, as I was struggling through the song, that if I 
wasn’t mindful, it made things worse. It became clear that when I make 
a mistake, I could do one of two things. I could choose to be angry, frus-
trated, and create feelings of embarrassment. Thinking this way tends to 
create worry thoughts about how I might mess up in the upcoming parts 
of the song and then I tense up even more and make more mistakes. Or I 
could focus on the notes I’m currently playing and work to make those 
correct. I find that when I leave behind the mistakes and don’t focus on 
what is to come, I play the correct note more frequently because I’m more 
relaxed and able to think more clearly.  

Planning	Versus	Worrying		

What are we to do about planning, setting goals, and 
creating our future? Where does planning fit into mindfulness 
considering our goal-oriented lives? Certainly, planning involves 
putting our minds into the future and dwelling on the possible 
events yet to come. Planning future events and creating goals is 
the process of bringing future moments into the present so 
appropriate control can be applied toward achieving them. It is a 
visionary process that constructively focuses on the future in this 
present moment. This is a very worthwhile and appropriate 
activity.  

When we plan something, we use our imaginations con-
structively to create a future reality. Worrying about the future is 
a far different thing. When we worry about something, we think 
about the future destructively. Worry happens when we think of 
a future event and then imagine possible outcomes of the events 
that include the potential for some kind of pain or discomfort that 
we would rather avoid. Consider one of the top social fears in our 
society: public speaking. When we are planning for that event, we 
carefully decide all the things that we will say and how we will 
say them. When we worry about the upcoming speech, we move 
our mind into the future and imagine all sorts of negative things 
that people might think about us, all the mental spears that will 
be thrown at us while we are speaking. Worrying happens when 
we dwell on how much those imaginary arrows will hurt us. 
Planning is proactive and useful. Worrying is a waste of the 
present moment’s mental energy.  
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How	to	Practice	Being	Mindful		
Mindfulness is another mental muscle that needs to be 

worked to become successful at it. Fortunately, we have the op-
portunity to strengthen this muscle virtually every waking mo-
ment. All it requires is that we be conscious and aware of thinking 
this way.  

There are many activities that we frequently do on autopi-
lot, that is, we don’t really think about what we are doing while 
we are doing them. These are perfect opportunities to practice 
being mindful. Here are a few examples.  

Eating – Most of us have no idea what we eat when we are 
eating. Our thoughts tend to be on getting to the next bite of food 
or they are on something other than the food itself. The next time 
you are eating, be mentally present with your meal. Enjoy every 
bit of it and watch what a different experience you have with the 
food.  

I invite my students to go to their favorite restaurant and 
enjoy their favorite meal. This assignment has these requirements. 
They must go alone. They can’t bring anything else along such as 
a book or a cell phone. They must eat their meal as mindfully as 
possible. I ask them to spend that time eating, totally engrossed in 
the meal, the sights, smells, and especially the tastes.  

A couple of very interesting things usually happen each 
time the students report on their experience of eating mindfully. 
The first is that, almost to a person, the students remark that they 
never realized how delicious the food is. The second is that they 
report eating significantly less food. In other words, as they fo-
cused on the food, they tended to eat more slowly, and as a result, 
they were more tuned in to their body’s satiety levels.  

Showering—When was the last time that you really enjoyed 
your shower? Where is your mind when you shower? Are you 
focusing on how great it feels to get a mini massage from the 
drops of water? If they’re warm drops, do you notice how the heat 
relaxes your muscles? Usually, our minds are thinking of every-
thing but the shower, so when we are done, we still feel stressed. 
Our mind has been focusing on the future and the past instead of 
the enjoyable present moments in the shower. Instead, just enjoy 
every aspect of the shower. Stay focused on what is happening. 
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You can’t do anything about all of those things you are thinking 
about while you are standing in the shower. For that reason, there 
is no point in dwelling on them.  

Driving—We miss so much of our environment when we 
are driving. Most of our thoughts are on where we are going or 
where we’ve been. Sometimes, our minds are so absorbed in other 
places and times that we suddenly realize we have no awareness 
of where we’ve been for the last ten minutes. Since you can only 
be where you are, you might as well keep your mind where you 
are and enjoy the drive.  

Talking with someone—Have you ever been talking with 
someone and feel like he or she isn’t there with you? Sure, she is 
there physically, but you know she isn’t listening to what you are 
saying. Have you noticed that sometimes you do the same thing 
when you are with someone else? If you really want to enhance 
your relationship with someone, be there! When you are having a 
conversation with someone, bring all of your awareness to the 
experience. Few things add more value to a relationship than be-
ing mindful.  

Falling asleep—It should take no more than a few minutes to 
fall asleep. If it takes you longer than that, something is wrong. 
Consider what you are doing when you find it difficult to fall 
asleep. What are you thinking about? If you are like most people, 
your mind is racing with thoughts of things that happened during 
today and what you need to do tomorrow. Essentially, you are 
telling your body that it should be doing something when you are 
thinking thoughts that involve doing something. Remember, your 
body doesn’t know the difference between an experienced event 
and an imagined event. As you lay there giving your body 
instructions to be involved in an activity, you aren’t giving your 
body a directive to fall asleep.  

How do we fix this? It’s easy. Just adjust your thoughts to 
something that is happening here and now and your body will get 
the message that it should fall asleep. Focus your thoughts on 
things like your breath and your physical sensations. (The relax-
ation exercises described later in the book will provide examples 
of how to do this.) Move your awareness slowly through your 
body, beginning at your feet and moving up toward your head. 
Passively observe each part of your body in a slow, effortless way. 
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You’ll soon find yourself easily drifting off to sleep. When I’ve 
done this, I have never made it past my waist. I am out like a light 
as soon as I change my focus from thoughts of my future and past 
to my body sensations. It works every time.  

As you can see, mindfulness is very practical. It means do-
ing what you are doing when you are doing it. It works in every 
situation and is a very powerful tool. Keeping our mind on the 
present moment helps us to experience reality directly. When this 
happens, we find immediate relief from much of our stress.  
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A Bundle of Emotions  

For as a man thinketh in his heart, so is he. —Proverbs  

IN THE next few sections, I’d like to focus on a few of the emo-
tions that are closely related to stress. As we go through these 
emotions, you’ll notice a common pattern that applies to each 
emotion that we have. The pattern is this: Thoughts always precede 
emotions.  

Here is how it works. Events happen in our environment. 
Next, we observe the event and interpret the meaning of the event 
and its impact on us. Then, depending on how we interpret the 
event, if there is any perception of a threat, we experience physi-
ological and emotional changes relating to the fight-or-flight re-
sponse.  

Through all this, we should always remember this: We 
never have any emotion about anything without first having a 
thought about it. For example, we never feel the emotion of 
sadness without first thinking about or interpreting a situation in 
a sad way. The same situation could just as easily create feelings 
happiness or serenity depending on how we look at it. It is always 
our thoughts that generate our emotions.  

Additionally, recall our earlier discussion on mindfulness. 
At the beginning of that section, we explored a couple interesting 
aspects of the mind. The first was that the mind can only directly 
focus on one thing at time. Though we think seemingly countless 
thoughts and it seems like they are all happening at once, in real-
ity, each thought happens in succession, one after another.  

The second aspect of the mind is that it we are free to think 
about anything we choose. We may not always feel like we have 
that kind of control, but the instant we focus and deliberately in-
tend to think about anything, we immediately realize that this 
power is ours.  

Therefore, if our thoughts precede our emotions, if we can 
only think one thought at a time, and if we can always think any-
thing we choose, then it follows that we have the capability of 
having complete control of our emotions. We may not always take 
that control, but it is within our power to do so.  

It may sound to you like I’m suggesting that if you are in 



	

88 

real control of your thoughts then you should never have any 
“negative” emotions. Not so. A fulfilling life involves 
experiencing the entire range of emotions. If we weren’t meant to 
have these emotions, they wouldn’t be part of our nature. The 
question that we want to look at is who is controlling the emotions 
that we experience? When we realize that we are in charge, then 
we can decide to select the appropriate emotion at the appropriate 
time.  
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Fear  

Every turn you fear is empty air dressed to look like jagged hell.  
—Richard Bach  

FEAR AND stress are very similar. They oftentimes feel the same. 
If we truly understand fear and get a clear picture of what is hap-
pening when we feel fear, we can oftentimes dispense with the 
need to fear things at all. We can make the fear disappear!  

In class, when we begin our focus on fear, I start with this 
ominous sounding question: “Why do you think you are here?” I 
don’t mean to ask the students why they are here in this building 
on this particular day. I ask them why they feel they are alive and 
what they are here to do. What is their purpose for living and be-
ing? They commonly respond with answers like these:  

• To learn everything I can  
• To enjoy life to the fullest  
• To make a difference in other people’s lives  
• To serve others  
• To support a family and provide a quality life for my 

kids  
• To develop my skills, talents, and natural abilities  
• To have a good time  
• To work toward and reach my goals I set for myself  
 

After some discussion, I tell the class that I would like to 
add one additional purpose that takes into account some of 
those already mentioned. I introduce the idea that one purpose 
for living is to expand. I believe that you and I and everyone that 
gets to live a lifetime on this earth are here to expand, to grow, to 
become more of who we are. We are beings with infinite 
potential and amazing capabilities.  

This desire to expand is an instinctive part of our nature. 
We may not always follow it, but inside of us, dormant perhaps, 
is this tendency, this urge, to become more of who we are. 
However, realizing that potential is a gradual process. It doesn’t 
happen in an instant. We expand in the direction of our potential 
much like a balloon expands as air is slowly blown into it.  
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In contrast to our desire to expand is our tendency to gravi-
tate toward our comfort zones. A comfort zone is any place, situ-
ation, relationship, or experience where we don’t feel any threat 
to our sense of well-being. It is where we feel safe. It is usually a 
known place or situation where we feel some control or at least 
we usually know what is going to happen. Examples of comfort 
zones include our homes, our jobs, and the things we commonly 
do every day. Our comfort zones also include the people with 
whom we spend time such as our friends or family members, the 
places we frequently go to eat, the types of food we eat, the places 
we go to exercise, the type of car we drive, and the routes we com-
monly travel to get to our various destinations. We prefer being 
in places, around people, and doing things that are routine for us, 
when they pose no threat.  

In the illustration below, the circle represents us. In it, we 
put our “comfort zones.” This is where we prefer being most of 
the time.  

 

Figure 4 - We tend to gravitate toward our Comfort Zones  
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Now comes the tricky part. In order to realize this aspect of our 
human nature, which is to expand and grow, we must leave our 
comfort zones. We must do things that feel uncomfortable. There is 
very little growth, expansion, or progress when we are spending 
our time and energy in those places we would call our comfort 
zones. Certainly, we are usually safe and tend to enjoy pleasant 
experiences there, but little expansive movement happens in our 
comfort zones. Like the expanding balloon, leaving our comfort 
zones might look like this:  

 

Figure 5 - Moving from Comfort to Discomfort Zones  

Moving out of our comfort zones doesn’t happen without 
effort on our part. Our effort produces the expansion. However, 
this effort usually involves overcoming or dealing with some type 
of fear. We could call the part outside the circle the “discomfort 
zone,” because the name implies that we don’t feel especially 
comfortable “out there.” Nevertheless, if we are to expand and 
grow, that is where we must put ourselves. Moving into our dis-
comfort zones invariably involves facing our fears.  

It important to understand what fear really is. When we 
understand what is happening in our mind when we fear some-
thing, it becomes easier to do something to change the feelings of 
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fear.  
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What kinds of thoughts are we having when we create feel-
ings of fear? Fear usually involves a focus on the future. We create, 
in our imaginations, thoughts that something in the future, an 
event or experience, is going to be painful or uncomfortable. Fear 
is the feeling of wanting to avoid imagined pain.  

This is very similar to the stress response. Recall that the 
stress response happens because we want to prepare for a threat 
that might cause us to feel pain. The body mobilizes its systems to 
supply us with power and speed. Fear is similar in that it is our 
desire to avoid pain. Rather than responding with speed and 
power, however, we respond with immobility. Fear keeps us from 
moving forward toward a specific outcome.  

Think of something you’ve feared doing. Perhaps it is in-
terviewing for a job, setting off on a new career path, or talking 
with someone you’d like to get to know. The emotion of fear prob-
ably keeps you from doing these things because you believe there 
might be pain or discomfort if you do. As you consider the fear 
attached to the thought of doing what you’d like to do, think 
about these aspects of fear, and you’ll find yourself fearing that 
thing far less.  

Nothing	in	the	world	is	inherently	fearful.		
Like stress, nothing “out there” universally causes fear for 

everyone who experiences it. Fear is entirely an internal 
experience. Many people are scared to death of snakes. Others are 
content to have the little critters slithering around their necks. The 
snake itself is not a frightening thing. The fear is the meaning we 
generate in our minds about the snake. If we have associated a 
possible pain or discomfort that we could possibly feel if we are 
around one, we do our best to avoid the slimy creatures. If we 
decide that there is no pain associated with the snake, we might 
enjoy being with it.  

Another obvious example is public speaking. Some have 
said that this is the number one social fear in our culture. I know 
many people who are scared to death when they think of speaking 
in front of a group of people. Others I know do it regularly 
without giving it a second thought. These people have no fear in 
their minds about doing it.  

These examples, and plenty others I could mention, indicate 
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to me that it isn’t the snake or standing in front of an audience that 
creates the fear, but the thoughts that we have about these things. 
If they were inherently fearful, then everyone would be afraid of 
them. But they aren’t. This understanding is useful because now, 
whenever we fear something, we can take responsibility and do 
something about it, rather than remain helpless victims.  
We do not have a genetic predisposition to fear—fears are 
learned.  

Psychologists tell us that newborn babies may have a natu-
ral fear of falling and of loud noises. Others disagree saying the 
babies are simply reacting to them; they don’t really have the 
capacity to associate a pain with an experience. The jury is still out 
on which theory is true. Even if we do inherit these two fears, this 
leaves all of the other fears that we experience without any genetic 
component. In other words, you do not inherit fearful tendencies.  

Why then would we fear anything? If our fears are not 
instinctive then we must have learned them. We learn to fear 
something from our own experiences. If a child gets a painful 
sting from a bee, he may become afraid of bees because he has 
learned that bees can cause pain. Now, he is afraid of bees because 
he remembers the pain when he was young. Therefore, he avoids 
bees.  

We also learn to be afraid of things from the experiences of 
others. If a snake once bit your best friend and hurt her badly, you 
probably come to believe that you too should avoid that pain. We 
are likely to create that fear in our own minds as much as if we 
had experienced it ourselves. We don’t have to experience that 
pain to understand that we’d rather not experience it ourselves. 
Therefore, we avoid snakes and the pain the snakes might make.  
 
If a fear is learned, it can also be unlearned.  

In the end, it doesn’t matter when or where we began our 
fear of something. If a fear is learned, then logically, it can be 
unlearned. How can we be sure of this? Because people stop being 
afraid of things all the time. In my work with people dealing with 
fears, I’ve seen people overcome their fear of heights, small places, 
meeting others, quitting jobs, beginning relationships, ending 
relationships, public speaking, and a host of others. If one person 
can do it, so can someone else. Sure, it may be challenging, but it 
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is possible.  
 
There is no real pain in our discomfort zone.  

The discomfort zone is only uncomfortable if we choose to 
make it so. Just as no event is inherently fearful, the discomfort in 
the discomfort zone is also our own doing. We create the 
perception of potential threat, discomfort, or emotional pain.  

How do we know this is true? Our experience confirms this 
fact. We can demonstrate this by looking, again, at one of our most 
highly feared events—public speaking— and determine where 
the real pain happens. Imagine that you are next to give a speech 
to a large group of people on a subject that you care about deeply 
and want the audience to feel similarly. While you’re awaiting 
your turn, you notice that your hands are cold and shaking, your 
mouth is dry, and it’s difficult to put your thoughts together.  

If we analyze this event carefully, we can ask ourselves 
what is causing our fear. Where do we find the real pain in this 
situation? There doesn’t seem to be any real pain being inflicted 
on you while you are sitting there waiting your turn. The walk 
from your chair to the podium is also a safe one once you are 
introduced. No pain there. You say a large assortment of words 
to the audience. This entire time you have remained out of danger. 
Nobody threw any rocks, sticks, or tomatoes. They may have 
looked at you in funny ways. It isn’t likely, but they could have 
gotten up and walked out of the room while you were speaking, 
but those actions don’t hurt you physically. You may interpret 
those actions to mean something awful, but you make that choice.  

As mentioned before, they can’t hurt you by their thoughts. 
Therefore, you’ve remained safe and pain free during your entire 
speech and now you are finished. You pick up your papers and 
walk back to your seat. This part seems the safest of all. Again, no 
pain.  

We looked at every aspect of what, for some people, is the 
most fearful thing they can possibly think of doing and there 
really was nothing that warranted being afraid. It was an entirely 
safe experience. We can view every other event that people find 
fearful, follow it through from beginning to end, and find the 
same lack of real pain in every aspect of it.  
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We can handle the situations that we fear.  
How can we be sure that we can handle situations that we 

fear? There is one place where we can immediately look that will 
assure us that we can handle it. That place is our past experience. 
Throughout our lives, we handle multiple situations that at first 
seem scary, but after completing them, we have found that we 
remained safe and okay. Why would this currently feared 
situation be any different? It rarely is.  
 
The only way to overcome our fears is by facing them.  

We could talk about all the reasons why we feel fear. We 
could discuss how our learned responses have apparently caused 
us to feel afraid. But until we actually step through that border of 
our comfort zone, we will never rid ourselves of any of our fears. 
As Shakespeare once said, “A coward dies a thousand deaths, a 
hero only one.” Why is it this way? It is because the coward’s fear 
keeps him from going for what he wants. This thought of fear 
repeats itself and as a result, he has immobilized himself. The hero 
just goes for what he wants. He doesn’t think about it much. He 
simply moves in the direction of the feared thing and nearly 
always finds that nothing is as painful as he thought it would be.  

In class, I ask the students to think of something that they 
fear. Not something that will barely edge them just outside their 
comfort zones, but something that they know will move them 
way “out there.” I ask them to select something that they feel they 
ought to do, something that would add real value to their lives, 
but they haven’t done because of their fear of the painful 
outcomes they have made up about it. Next, I ask them to use the 
next two weeks and actually take the steps that will move them 
through that experience or event they feared doing. They are to 
move well outside their comfort zone and do whatever it is they 
fear.  

I am always amazed, at the conclusion of this assignment, 
at the breakthroughs as well as the insights of the students who 
choose to “go for it.” Common phrases I hear sound like, “I can’t 
believe I was afraid of something so silly.” “I feel so alive and free 
since I did that.” “It’s like a huge weight has been lifted from my 
shoulders.” “What a relief to know that I can do something that I 
never thought I could, or never tried, because of my fear.”  
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There is tremendous internal power that accompanies 
breaking through our fears. Once we recognize the true nature of 
fear, we start to sense that there is so much more we can “go for” 
in life. We realize our lack of growth has little to do with the 
external circumstances in our environment.  

The final part of this assignment involves having the stu-
dents find another fear and tackle that one as well. There is tre-
mendous power in momentum. If we settle for one little victory, 
we stop the growth that we have started and go back to feeling 
safe in our comfort zone. The best thing we can do, to continue 
our progress, is to pay another visit into our discomfort zones and 
venture out again. Little by little, we realize how unreal fear really 
is.  

Recently, I was eating dinner at a restaurant with two of my kids. 
After a while, my daughter told me that she was quite thirsty and wanted 
another drink of water. I told her to ask the server to bring her a drink of 
water. Her face went sour and her eyes lowered. I could tell she didn’t 
want to. She was afraid of asking, but she really had no idea why she was 
even afraid. I suggested to her that she not let her fears stop her from 
getting what she wanted.  

Similarly, others see something that they want, but their 
thoughts of painful outcomes keep them from pursuing it. As in 
the case with my daughter, most of the things that we fear are 
based on empty ideas about what might happen to us, but usually 
don’t. There was no threat. There would be no future pain.  
It is the same with most of the things that we fear; the only pain 
that we will experience is the pain and discomfort that we create 
in our own minds.  
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Anger  

I radiate more heat than light —Neil Peart  

A BASKETBALL player dribbles the ball during a game. He 
briefly stops dribbling and then starts dribbling again. The referee 
blows his whistle, stops play while raising his alternating hands 
up and down, and then awards the ball to the other team. 

This player has just committed a violation we call in 
basketball, a double dribble. The rule states that you can’t dribble, 
stop dribbling, and then start dribbling again. If you do, you lose 
possession of the ball. This rule is a general agreement that this is 
how things ought to be when we are playing the game. Basketball 
and all other sports have many rules that establish the way each 
sport ought to be played. Over time, some of these rules are 
modified by common consent. These rules help make each of the 
sports fun, competitive, and interesting.  

Most games in life also have rules, common agreements of 
how things ought to be. The laws by which we abide are a vast 
collection of rules. These laws tend to serve the population toward 
a common good. Without these rules, we would experience chaos 
day after day. Rules of this kind bring order to our lives. Examples 
of these types of rules include beliefs such as:  

• People who drive cars in America should drive on the 
right side of the road (as opposed to the left side in Great 
Britain or Japan).  

• People should not steal from banks.  
• People who want to hunt or fish should have licenses.  
• People should have a library card to check out books 

from the library.  
• People who coach little league sports should treat the 

kids respectfully.  
• People who work in restaurants should give prompt and 

polite service.  
 
We generally have universal agreement about these rules. 

It is our belief that these are how things should be.  
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We each have individual rules, which we decide for our-
selves, that are established in our minds about how things ought 
to be. Again, these rules usually contain the words “should” or 
“must” in the statement of belief. I have a very long list of rules 
about how I maintain order and peace in my own house. Here are 
a few simple ones that are true for me:  

• Dogs shouldn’t go to the bathroom on my living room 
rug.  

• Cats shouldn’t throw up on my living room couch.  
• The room should be quiet when I am meditating.  
• The music my daughters play on their stereos shouldn’t 

be too loud.  
• Spiders should remain outside of the home and prefer-

ably create their webs several miles away.  
• The grass around our home should be alive and green 

during the summer rather than dead and brown.  
• My kids should play the piano for thirty minutes each 

day.  
 

Rules are simple everyday agreements that we make with 
others or ourselves. They are not reality. In other words, there is no 
natural or universal law that says it must be quiet in the house for 
me to meditate nor is there one that says the kids have to play the 
piano each day. There is no all-encompassing law that says the 
server at our favorite restaurant should be prompt and polite. We 
have simply decided that this is how things ought to be. We have 
made up these particular beliefs.  

This leads us to the emotion of anger. The only real reason 
why anger ever occurs is because some event has happened that 
breaks one of our rules. Someone has done something that is in 
conflict with our beliefs about how something ought to be. The 
resulting emotion that follows, which we generate by this 
thought, is what we call anger.  

It is very important that we understand this concept 
because, when we do, we can virtually eliminate anger from our 
lives. An event, of itself, does not make us angry any more than 
events can make us feel stressed, fearful, bored, or any other 
emotion. If it were the case that we had anger genes, we would 
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get mad every time the cat throws up on the sofa. But that doesn’t 
always happen, and for some people, it doesn’t bother them at all. 
The way we construct the event in our minds, what it means to 
us, always determines whether we will become angry about it. 
Let’s look at some examples to demonstrate this.  

Have you ever been in a car with someone else driving who 
experiences road rage? What this person is essentially saying ev-
ery time he gets angry is that other people should not be driving 
on the road the way they are. His attachment to this rule and his 
surety that he is “right” about his rule is precisely what sends him 
into a fit of rage when that rule is broken.  

Let’s refer to my rules about my home. One of my rules says 
my room should be quiet when I am meditating. My kids bring 
home their pals and they start making a lot of noise in the next 
room. This noise is disrupting my quiet. They are doing some-
thing in direct conflict with my beliefs about how things ought to 
be when I meditate. Their noise, however, is not what causes me 
to be angry. I actually enjoy their noise, on some occasions, 
because I know they are happy and having a great time. However, 
my rule about quietness during meditation is in conflict with what 
is currently happening. I generate my feelings of anger from that 
thought. It looks like they are the ones causing the emotion in me. 
In reality, it is my own rule that I have made up that is being 
violated. This is what creates the emotion of anger in me.  

Given this understanding, we can immediately defuse any 
fit of anger simply by reexamining our rule and being aware that 
it is our rule and not the event itself that is causing us to choose 
anger. Let’s say that my cat has thrown up on my sofa. Rather 
than letting anger cause me to do something I will probably re-
gret, I can remember it is the breaking of my made-up rule that is 
the real cause of my anger—the rule that cats should not throw up 
on the sofa. With this awareness, I can operate from a more 
positive emotional state with regard to the cat and everything else 
around me.  

You probably notice that there are those who rarely seem to 
get angry. Don’t these people have any rules in their lives? The 
difference is the degree of emotional attachment they have to 
those rules. When we are unwilling to budge on our rules, that is, 
when we need to be “right” about the correctness of those rules, 
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we feel angrier when they are broken. However, when we are 
willing to bend those rules and are willing to call them a 
“preference” rather than a “requirement,” we find that the 
situation doesn’t send us into a heated frenzy. Then we can 
experience peace of mind rather than anger.  

Guilt is an emotion that is very similar to anger. It usually 
occurs when we do something that is contrary to our own rules. 
Perhaps we have established a rule for ourselves limiting the 
amount of food we eat late at night or that we shouldn’t treat other 
people in unkind ways. When we break one of our rules, guilt 
usually follows.  

We can manage our guilt the same way we manage our an-
ger. When we realize that our guilty thoughts cause our unpleas-
ant feelings, we can choose to think differently. We can realize 
that we have violated one of our “rules” and this is the real cause 
of the guilt. We can then work on releasing our attachment to the 
rule, and experience the relief that automatically comes when we 
do this.  

Jealousy, irritation, frustration, resentment, disappoint-
ment, and other related emotions all have their roots in anger. 
Whenever we feel any of these emotions, it is because things are 
happening contrary to the way we think they should. The prob-
lem with thinking this way—that things should be going differ-
ently than they are, is that they aren’t. Regardless of how much we 
think they should be otherwise, things happen, and there’s usu-
ally not much we can do about it. By referring back to our Levels 
of Responding table, we can make the wisest decision when we 
choose to respond in peaceful, rather than stressful ways.  

Gaining	Control	over	Anger		

Here is an activity that can help you manage your anger:  
Think of something that happened that resulted in your be-

coming very angry. If it will help you, write it down in detail.  
Now that you’ve identified the incident that made you an-

gry, think of the rule you created that, once it was broken, trig-
gered your angry emotion. Write the rule on the back of your pa-
per.  

When you read your rule, it will probably include the 
words “should,” “must,” or “ought to” in the rule.  
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Next, think of a different way of interpreting that event that 
puts you in the driver’s seat of your emotions. What can you say 
to yourself that would reflect a better rule for the event about 
which you have chosen to be angry? Write it on your paper un-
derneath your rule.  

The purpose of this section on anger is not to completely 
remove anger from your collection of emotions. Anger can be a 
useful emotion that moves us to positive action. The problem with 
anger is that it too frequently drives us to do things that hurt 
others and ourselves. Abuse, in its many despicable forms, is 
usually an extension of anger. Hostility, in its many forms, has 
anger at its roots.  

Anger that leads to feelings of hostility has also been found 
to be very dangerous, not only for those who happen to be near 
the angry person, but for the cardiovascular health of the angry 
person. The “Type A personality” was once considered at high 
risk for damaging the blood vessels of the heart. However, upon 
further analysis, it turns out that the high risk isn’t so much the 
“Type A personality” as it is the “hostile core personality.” Angry, 
aggressive, and hostile behaviors are one of the leading predictors 
of heart disease and cardiovascular problems.  

Anger leads to a large number of bad outcomes. Once we 
understand our anger, how we generate it, and how we can dif-
fuse it, we will gain more control over this dangerous and very 
common emotion. In the end, everyone benefits when we are less 
angry.  
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Competition and the Real Game  

We are built to conquer the environment, solve problems, achieve goals, 
and we find no real satisfaction or happiness in life without obstacles to 

conquer and goals to achieve. —Maxwell Maltz  

RECENTLY, I was at a basketball game between two college 
teams. The rivalry between these two teams is always heated. For 
whatever bizarre reason, if you are a diehard fan of the one team 
then you automatically hate the other—it is very strange. I found 
myself sitting about six rows from the top of the stadium so I had 
a very good view of everything that was happening, not only on 
the floor, but also in the seats surrounding the court.  

The game was close, with the lead switching back and forth 
many times. In the end, the home team won the game. As exciting 
as the game was, the most interesting aspect of this game took 
place among the fans. I noticed an unbelievable energy and emo-
tion generated by the people who came to watch the game. The 
fans were screaming at each other, at the players, the referees, and 
anyone else they felt deserved a piece of their mind, even though 
nobody could possibly hear them because of the noise.  

An interesting idea occurred to me as I watched this game. 
Let’s imagine that an alien, from another galaxy, makes a short 
trip to visit us here on earth. He doesn’t know anything about 
earth life, and he happens to come to this particular basketball 
game. Imagine the curiosity this alien would have as he sees the 
many dynamics taking place during this game. There are ten men 
(plus three referees) running around on a wooden floor bouncing 
an orange ball and trying to throw it into a netted hoop. These 
players seem to be having a great time as they focus on this physi-
cal activity.  

There are also 15,000 people eagerly watching these players 
do what they love to do. These fans are not involved in playing 
the game itself, but are mere spectators. They have very little, if 
anything, to do with the action. Nonetheless, as these players per-
form, the fans in the stands get upset, excited, enraged, thrilled, 
discouraged, and exhibit many other emotions, all part of their 
attachment to the outcome of this competition.  
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This alien observes that the majority of these quickly gener-
ated emotions come about not so much by the activity on the floor 
but by the numbers showing on the scoreboard. He notices that 
regardless of how the teams are playing, supporters of the team 
with the most points are content, happy, and all is well. Fans of 
the team with fewer points generate unpleasant feelings like 
anger, hostility, depression, resentment, and sadness. Since both 
teams gain the lead from time to time, this emotional roller coaster 
ride is almost exhausting to watch, even for aliens.  

Finally, the game is over and the home team finishes with 
more points on the scoreboard than the visitors. The alien then 
observes that the home team fans magically feel superior to those 
of the visiting team. And by looking at how they are acting, the 
alien would surmise that the losing fans are inferior, and there is 
no disputing this fact because the points on the scoreboard say so. 
For the fans of the winning team, the scoreboard is all they need 
to prove their superiority over the fans of the losing team.  

This is a curious scenario from the alien’s point of view. We 
humans don’t really see it as strange because it is so much a part 
of our culture. But the wise and rational alien is shaking his head 
with stunned bewilderment. Why would anyone care about the 
numbers on an electronic box hanging high above the game? How 
could those scoreboard numbers decide the emotions of so many 
people?  

The primary purpose of competition, in our culture, is to 
decide who ends up with the highest score. Which one of us is 
going to end up with the biggest homes, the most expensive cars, 
the most money, the most wins during a season, the fastest times 
in a race, or the lowest number of strokes on a golf course? So fre-
quently, the outcome is the basis for measuring performance. We 
often think, I won, so I must have performed well.  

What does it mean to win or lose based on the points? Does 
it make me superior or inferior to others? We seem to think so. 
Why else would we be playing except to prove that we’re better? 
This manner of viewing competition has a false focus, an empty 
goal. It misses the whole point of playing the game.  

The real purpose for competition is not what we get when 
it is over. The real purpose, or what I call the real game, is our own 
improvement and the joy of participating while we are in the 
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middle of the competition. Our focus during the game should not 
be on the outcome or on what the outcome will mean to us. When 
that happens, we leave the present moment. (We learned, in the 
chapter on mindfulness, the problem with this type of thinking.) 
Our thoughts should be on what is happening while we are play-
ing. During the action, while we are participating, we are playing 
the real game.  

When I came to teach at Weber State University, I met Lynn Cor-
bridge, who is also a coach and professor. Recently, he won the world 
senior games racquetball tournament and has won many other national 
tournaments. He is a great racquetball player and one of the top athletes 
in the country for his age. I also play a lot of racquetball. I thoroughly 
enjoy the game. When I began teaching at this university, I arranged to 
play with “Corb.” We have played many times. The first year that we 
played, I was happy if I scored five or six points against him. According 
to the points on the scoreboard, he was clobbering me. But the points 
didn’t matter to me as much as the fact that I was improving and having 
a great time playing against this very skilled person. Little by little, my 
skills were improving. After many months of playing, we got to the point 
where we were playing at nearly an even level.  

As I analyzed this, it became clear to me that the strong 
competition that he provided for me was the very best thing that 
could have happened to help me improve my game. I needed him 
to play at the very top of his game. It wouldn’t have helped me 
improve if he would have shown pity toward me because I never 
won any games and therefore played softly so I could feel better, 
and so I could artificially score more points. I wouldn’t have got-
ten better. It was the stiff competition that he provided for me that 
helped me dramatically improve my game. The points were sec-
ondary. In fact, we rarely kept score when we played. It wasn’t 
the numerical outcome that moved us to play so hard. It was the 
sheer love of the game and the desire to help each other improve.  

When the focus of the game is on the points on the score-
board, we don’t play at our highest levels. We might think we do, 
but we don’t. When our focus is on doing our best, playing with 
the most love, joy, energy, and enthusiasm that we can muster, 
that’s when we usually play our best. This is the true game, the 
real game.  

When working with athletes and people who perform in 
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various arenas of life, I have found that people enter their highest 
state of performance when they are focused on the present mo-
ment and enjoy the performance for its own sake, rather than for 
the sake of having more points on the scoreboard. When the focus 
is on the win or loss and how we will stack up against someone 
else, we tighten up and our performance drops.  

When we see that we aren’t performing as well as we think 
we can, we tend to make judgments about our performance and 
our skills. These judgments often turn into criticisms about who 
we are and what we can do. “My backhand really stinks.” “I can’t 
hit a driver for the life of me.” Sadly, this often leads to judgments 
about ourselves in relation to the activity. “I am a rotten tennis 
player.” “I am really no good at golf.” These generalizing beliefs 
subsequently turn to universal judgments that we make about 
ourselves that have little basis in fact, yet we believe them any-
way. “I am a rotten person.” “I am no good.” “I am not a worthy 
person.” All of the extra baggage that we lay on ourselves occurs 
because our focus is on the false game, the one that says the points 
matter.  

The truth is the points don’t matter. We still want to com-
pete but for a different reason than we have been taught. It has 
been said, “The point of the journey is not to arrive.” We still want 
to perform at our peak, but the pure motivation that should be 
behind our performance should be an internal one. We should 
play for the pure love of performing and the desire to expand our 
skills.  

The same principle holds true in the business world. How 
often on Monday morning do you hear someone say, “Yes! I’m 
going to my job and I am going to love every minute that I’m 
there. I am so excited to have this opportunity to develop my skills 
of my chosen profession and expand my abilities while I’m at 
work today.”  

I recently had a conversation with a couple of my good 
friends who make a lot of money at their jobs. I told them about 
the things that I do, and I happened to mention that I really look 
forward to going to work on Mondays. Almost simultaneously, 
both of them commented how “lucky” I was to have a job that I 
love. I asked them why they are doing the work that they do. They 
both answered that the only reason they work at their jobs is 
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because they can make a lot of money. To them, having more 
money, just like having more points on the scoreboard, to them, 
feels like success. The problem is that their success is hollow and 
oftentimes it comes at a great cost. One of these people, as men-
tioned in the introduction of this book, is in his late twenties and 
struggles with his health because of work-related stress. There is 
no feeling of deep purpose, no sense of happiness, and no inner 
growth when the prize is an external, monetary prize.  

How then, do we break ourselves out of this pointless need 
to be better and have more? How can we return to the real game 
of life and enjoy the journey rather than always seeking the prize?  

First, we need to stop comparing ourselves to anyone else. 
We must stop needing to be better than others. Your value, in hu-
man terms, is the same as mine or anyone else’s. It is impossible 
for anyone to have any more value than another person—so stop 
trying.  

Next, we must not be so concerned about what others might 
be thinking about us. We spend far too many of our valuable mo-
ments conjuring up silly stories about what we believe other peo-
ple are thinking of us. We also waste an equal amount of energy 
trying to impress others so they will think better of us. The inces-
sant need to impress others is a very hollow and stress-producing 
way of life.  

If we want to reduce our stress levels, we must come to the 
accurate conclusion that we have no idea what others are thinking 
about us unless they tell us. Whatever we imagine others might 
be thinking about us is just that, our imaginations hard at work.  

It has always seemed very curious to me why we feel the 
need to imagine that others are thinking the worst of us. In an 
earlier chapter, I describe the classroom event where I invite one 
of the students to stand in front of the class and sing the National 
Anthem. Occasionally, I’ll ask the members of the class how many 
really were thinking bad, evil, mean, hateful thoughts toward the 
person up there. Invariably, they comment that they were think-
ing encouraging and supportive thoughts for our singer rather 
than thoughts of ridicule. In general, I find that people are kind 
and supportive toward each other, not mean and hateful. Why 
would we make believe that it is otherwise?  

And, taking this one step further, let’s assume, just for the 
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sake of the argument, that others do think mean things about me.  
If I can’t control what they think of me, why would I waste my 
time and energy allowing their thoughts to somehow affect me? 
When you look at it rationally, it’s a bizarre practice to think that 
way.  

The proper thought that solves our silly tendency to care so 
much about what other people think of us is this: “I do what I do 
and what you think about me is your concern, not mine.” Para-
doxically, as our desire to impress others decreases, our actual 
ability to impress others will increase. Those who care the least 
about what others think about them are usually those who are the 
most impressive.  

Finally, we can enjoy practicing what we learned in our ear-
lier chapter on mindfulness. That is, keep the attention on what is 
happening rather than what may happen in the future. Stay in the 
moment, consciously, and allow that moment to be full, rich, and 
exciting. Feel the thrill of body movement while performing. 
Enjoy the social interactions while working on a business deal. 
You’ll do these things better when you aren’t so attached to the 
outcomes.  

Recently, I worked with an excellent runner named Chelsea who 
was taking my stress management class. She was on the university track 
team and was on a scholarship to run for the school. She approached me 
one day with a difficult problem. She told me that her running times were 
getting slower even though she was trying harder than ever to improve. 
Things were getting so bad for her that she was facing the possibility of 
losing her scholarship.  

I asked Chelsea how she felt when she was working out with the 
team. She said that she felt very tense and nervous. She felt that she was 
under a lot of pressure to do well. I then asked her if she could remember 
a time when she ran one of the fastest times of her life. Immediately, she 
recalled her senior year in high school. I asked her what kinds of things 
went through her mind while she was running so fast. She said that in 
high school it was all just a lot of fun. She and her friends ran for the 
sheer joy of running and that’s all. She was fast, but the love of running 
was more important than beating a certain time in each race.  
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I explained to Chelsea that she needed to have that type of mental 
focus when she runs now. She was obviously a stronger, more skilled, 
and more mature runner now than she was in high school, so there was 
no physical reason why she couldn’t run as fast, or even faster. The pres-
sure she created in her mind of trying to get a certain time eventually 
inhibited her ability. This was a difficult thing for her to hear because 
everything in college sports is about the outcome. But in order for her to 
do any better, she needed to let go of her need to do reach a certain 
outcome. It is a very interesting paradox: the harder you try the 
worse off you are. When you allow yourself to enjoy the process 
and focus on the joy of the journey, the outcomes seem to take care 
of themselves. Interestingly, those outcomes are usually better 
than we had planned. The good news about Chelsea was that as 
she stopped focusing on the potential results of not running well, 
her times immediately improved.  

When I was in sixth grade, my teacher was Cory Neville. He was 
a runner who almost went to the Olympics to run in the 100-meter dash. 
Mr. Neville helped us as we all tried to get the President’s Physical Fit-
ness Award. I recall having to run the 50-yard dash in 7.4 seconds. I 
tried and tried but I could not seem to run that fast. I asked Mr. Neville 
what I should do. He told me that I needed to stop trying to run so hard. 
He told me to just relax and let my body run freely. It didn’t make sense 
to me, back then, that if I relaxed, I would do better. It seemed to me that 
I should try harder. Amazingly, when I finally figured out how to run 
more relaxed, without trying so hard, my time went down to 7.2 seconds 
and I was able to earn the President’s Physical Fitness award.  

What worked for me in sixth grade and for Chelsea on the 
university track team, also works in the other arenas of life. When 
we emotionally attach ourselves to the numbers on the score-
board, winning the game, or working just to earn more money, 
we find little satisfaction and growth. When we let go of our at-
tachment to the outcome, we get to enjoy the journey along the 
way, which is the real game.  
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Time Management  

Live your life each day as you would climb a mountain. An occasional 
glance toward the summit keeps the goal in mind, but many beautiful 
scenes are to be observed from each new vantage point. Climb slowly, 

steadily, enjoying each passing moment; and the view from the summit 
will serve as a fitting climax for the journey. —Harold B. Melchart  

WHEN I was fourteen years old, I went to California with a group of 
kids my age. We went to Santa Monica Beach to see the ocean. None of 
us had been there before so this was a real treat for us. When we got there, 
we decided to try bodysurfing. We saw others doing it and it looked fun 
and much less difficult than regular surfing. Soon, we learned how it 
was done and found ourselves out in the water preparing for the waves 
to come our way. We had a blast trying out this new sport that none of 
us had ever done before.  

When a large wave approached, I started swimming as hard as I 
could, hoping to time it perfectly. I found myself riding the waving in 
toward the shore. Suddenly, the wave pulled me down, headfirst into the 
sand under the water. I hit with a strong force, but I was okay. I gathered 
myself and came up for air only to have another wave pound me again.  

Again, down I went to the ocean floor. I lost all control. The 
only thought that came to my mind was that I needed to get above the 
water to get some air. I struggled and finally made it to the surface. 
Gasping for air, another wave knocked me off my feet and sent me quickly 
back down to the sandy sea floor. This struggle with the sea lasted two 
more waves.  

At that point, my energy was spent. Fortunately, the waves had 
pulled me close enough to the shore where my friends, who saw what was 
happening, quickly dragged me to safety. I rested for quite some time 
until I regained sufficient strength to go back out into the ocean.  

When people tell me about their days and about how they 
spend their time, it sounds a lot like my experience that day in the 
ocean. Wave after wave of stressful events knock them off their 
feet. They are barely able to come up for air when another “wave” 
hits them. Soon, they wear out, fatigued from the constant daily 
battle.  

In the many years that I have been teaching stress manage-
ment, I have observed that one of the most commonly reported 
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causes for a person’s stress is his or her inability to manage time. 
Many people haven’t figured out how to make time their ally 
rather than their enemy. These aren’t skills commonly taught in 
schools so many people just don’t know of effective ways to 
manage their time. They flounder about trying to figure out some 
system for controlling what and when to do things. Ultimately, 
they end up with something resembling a “to-do” list. When they 
don’t complete the items on the list, the resulting feelings are 
guilt, frustration, and disappointment. To make matters worse, 
the lists never seems to get any smaller. People just keep adding 
to the list without the satisfaction of completed a task. When this 
happens, they start to feel the relentless waves crashing down on 
them.  

Many books have been written on time and life manage-
ment and if you really want to get greater control of your time, I 
invite you to read one or more of them. They contain powerful 
ideas that teach us skills to gain much greater control over our 
time and our lives. The following are a few common principles 
that run through most of the books on time management.  

Principle	#1	What	is	Time?		

To begin, we must admit that time is a most peculiar topic. 
After having studied time and life management for almost twen-
ty-five years, I have concluded that I don’t understand a few 
things about time and I do understand some things about time. 
What I don’t know for sure about time is the way it moves. Our 
experience tells us that time moves in a specific direction from the 
past, through the present and into the future. However, the speed 
at which time moves never seems to be constant.  

Let’s say I am watching a movie with my wife. It is one of 
those sentimental chick flicks (which really aren’t my favorites). I 
have agreed to watch the movie with her because I love my wife 
even though I don’t particularly like the movie, and she wants us 
to be together. During the movie, time moves slowly. The end of 
the movie seems to take forever to arrive. Time, in this instance, 
moves at a much different speed than when I’m doing something 
I really enjoy doing, like playing racquetball.  

If I were to stare continuously at a watch while I partici-
pated in either of these events (watching the movie or playing 
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racquetball), I’d find that the second hand moves at the same 
speed in both instances. Why then does time speed up or slow 
down depending on what I’m doing? I’m convinced that time as 
we know it has more to do with the events themselves than some 
second hand ticking away. Time seems to separate events so that 
they don’t all happen at once. Not surprisingly, the more I think 
about this, the more confused I become.  

On the other hand, there a few things that I feel I know for 
sure about time. The first of these is the fact that most of us have 
much more spare time on our hands than we think we do. In the 
stress management class, I give my students the assignment of 
keeping a time log. In a time log, you keep track of every minute 
of every day and what you did during that time. Usually, the time 
logs lasts for two or three days or sometimes even a week. At the 
end of that time, you analyze how your time was spent.  

The students always return somewhat amazed after com-
pleting this assignment. Before doing this time analysis, they all 
believe they live very busy lives and have very little spare time. 
After this assignment, the students always conclude that they 
have far more spare time than they thought they did. They notice 
that they waste a lot more time than they had previously thought. 
If you analyze your own time in the same way, I’m confident that 
you will come to the same conclusion.  

Another thing I’m certain of regarding time is that each of 
us has the same amount in a day. Each of us has 168 hours every 
week. We each get twenty-four hours in a day. Yet we frequently 
hear people saying, “I don’t have time for such and such.” What 
they are really saying is that they have chosen to spend their mo-
ments in certain ways, and they have chosen not to spend their 
time doing all the other possible things that they could do. There 
isn’t any shortage or surplus of time.  

This reminds us of the principle we discussed earlier in the 
chapter on mindfulness. It is always now—this present moment. 
We only have this moment to live. We can’t live in our own future 
or our past. There are no exceptions to this rule. This present mo-
ment is all we ever get. 

In this present moment, we are always free to choose what 
we do. You may think that you have to do something, but you 
don’t. Nobody is forcing you to do anything at any time. There 
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are consequences for what you do, and you may not want those 
consequences, but you always have a choice about what you do.  

When I mention to my students that they always choose 
how they spend their time, they become uncomfortable. They are 
not accustomed to having that much freedom. I tell them that they 
don’t have to be in class, they don’t have to go to work, they don’t 
have to eat lunch at a certain time, and they don’t have to sleep 
the same hours of the night that “normal” people sleep. They re-
ally don’t have to do anything. They always have a choice about 
what they do with their time—always. We say that we “have to” 
do something or we “have to” be somewhere, but we don’t. What 
we do with our time is always our choice. With these ideas in 
mind, what tips and tricks could I pass along to you that might 
help you manage your time better? Based on the time 
management literature, I have found some common threads 
mentioned in the books and writings that help us gain more 
control over our time.  

First, it is very important that you spend some time each 
night or in the morning planning your upcoming day(s). The al-
most worn out maxim still applies: If we fail to plan then we plan to 
fail. Not many things of great value are ever accomplished 
without planning. Without planning, our lives feel the way I felt 
that day at the beach when I almost drowned as the waves 
crashed down on me. If we plan our days ahead of time, and 
decide the most important things to do, the waves feel much 
smaller and more enjoyable. Planning involves knowing what we 
want and deciding the appropriate steps to get it.  

A necessary component of our planning should include a 
system that prioritizes which things on our lists are the most im-
portant and should be done first. There are varieties of ways that 
you can do this. One of the easiest is simply going through each 
of the items on your list and numbering them in order of impor-
tance to you. The most important item that you need to do today 
gets a “1” written next to it. The second most important item gets 
a “2” and so on. Those who have written about time management 
have more systematic ways of prioritizing. I highly recommend 
that you consider testing them for yourself. Regardless of the 
method, it is imperative that you prioritize.  
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In addition to the need to plan is the requirement of fol-
lowing through on our plan, according to our prioritization. The 
natural inclination, with a “to do” list, is to do the easiest and most 
enjoyable items first. Most people procrastinate the difficult and 
unpleasant tasks. Sometimes, these are our high priority items 
that are also very important. If we don’t follow through on the list, 
working on the highest priority items first, then those important 
items turn into urgent and dreadful tasks that start to feel more 
like the ocean waves increasing anxiety and turning on the stress 
response.  

At the beginning of the semester, I give students an assign-
ment to read a popular book on mental and/or emotional well-
ness. The written review of the book is not due until almost the 
last week of the semester. I remind the students several times 
during the first few weeks of the semester to select a book and 
begin reading it. Not sensing any urgency, the students rarely get 
to work on the assignment until about the eighth or ninth week of 
the semester. Since they have procrastinated, they scramble to 
find a book. They rush through it so they can quickly get a review 
written by the due date. About half of the students write the 
review of their book the night before it is due, and then they 
complain about how unpleasant the experience was.  

On the other hand, if they would have planned to select a 
book early and read a little bit at a time, they would have had 
plenty of time to enjoy the book and put together a review. In this 
case, the experience would have been quite pleasant and worth-
while. The only way that the review will be enjoyable is if doing 
the book review first makes it to our planning list and, second, if 
it is acted on according to the order that it is prioritized during the 
planning session.  

If we prioritize and follow through on the important items 
of our “to do” list, the natural results are peace and happiness. 
Contentment and satisfaction occur when the things that are most 
important are done first and less important things are done last. 
Chaos, frustration, and anxiety result when we don’t plan and we 
spend our time doing the unimportant things first.  

You are probably saying to yourself that this is all well and 
good, but I am constantly being interrupted from my planned 
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schedule and sometimes those things that come up feel more im-
portant to me than the items I listed in my planning time. This 
leads to the final and very important step to time management. It 
involves the ability to be flexible when things come up that have 
still more value than those items that we planned.  

How can you tell if the interruptions are more important 
than what was planned? They are important if they lead you in 
the direction of your goals, values, and high ideals. Sometimes, 
the interruptions are of very little value and should be avoided. 
For example, if I am working on my list of prioritized items and a 
friend calls me up wanting to go to a football game or get some-
thing to eat, I should weigh the value of this unplanned interrup-
tion against the value of the items already on the list. If going to 
the football game or going to eat keeps me from finishing impor-
tant items on my list, I should forego the activity. The same is true 
if a family member or a friend is in desperate need of a listening 
ear and calls for help. If this interruption is in line with my highly 
held value of being a good friend, I could forgo the next “to do” 
item and help the person in need.  

Keep in mind that there is the possibility that I might not 
even make it back to my prioritized list today if I have spent the 
day helping a friend. I would be okay with this, plan my day again 
tomorrow, and move forward. We don’t always finish all the 
items on our lists, and when we don’t, we shouldn’t feel upset or 
disappointed because we didn’t. An unfinished list should never 
produce guilt. We should consider what’s left as part of our next 
day’s planning session. Our goal in planning and prioritizing, and 
then following through, is to keep working on those things that 
are most important rather than those things that are least 
important. That’s all.  

Finally, our planning lists should not just contain things 
that are unpleasant, hard, or very time consuming. I always 
include on my list enjoyable things like exercise (biking in the 
mountains, racquetball, playing basketball with my kids or 
friends), meditation, yoga, walks with my wife, and many other 
fun and delightful things. I decided, long ago, that having fun and 
enjoying my life is very important to me. Because of this value, I 
plan things into my days that reflect this value.  

Our time is ours to spend as we choose. If we take control 
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of our time by planning and prioritizing, and then following 
through, we will find ourselves riding the waves of the events 
rather than being thrown to the ocean floor, wave after wave.  
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Power Tools— Preventing & Reducing Stress  

Rule number one: Don’t sweat the small stuff.  
Rule number two: It is all small stuff. —Robert Elliott  

WE WILL now focus on a few very simple and potent mind and 
body activities that have proven to work to prevent and reduce 
stress. So far, we’ve explored how our thoughts often lead to un-
pleasant feelings and what we can do about them. In the next 
section, we will delve much deeper into the way our minds work 
and explore better ways to think that will bring about real peace 
and happiness.  

It is very likely that some of these concepts and practices 
will be familiar to you. If so, use them as reminders to do the 
things that will help you manage your stress and improve your 
life.  

Used together and practiced regularly, these concepts, 
ideas, and exercises that follow will build on each other 
synergistically. The more you use each of them, the more you’ll 
feel their cumulative effect moving your life into greater 
excellence and happiness. My experience is that the more 
frequently I play with these ideas, the more I tend to find myself 
feeling balanced, centered, happy, and peaceful. It’s a feeling 
worth pursuing. So read on and enjoy!  
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The Amazing Power of Our Subconscious Mind  

Visualization. It has been called “going to the movies” and it may be 
the most important part of your mental package. —Ray Floyd, winner 

of the Masters, and U.S. Open, and PGA golf championships  

THOUGH WE don’t know exactly where the subconscious mind 
is located, many have studied its amazing powers and effects. In 
relation to stress management, there are three ways that we can 
use the subconscious mind to help us reduce stress, feel better, 
and reach our goals. They include guided imagery, self-talk, and the 
use of affirmations. We will spend a little time on each of these to 
help us understand how we can use this powerful ally called the 
subconscious mind. Before we do, let’s explore what we do know 
about our subconscious mind so we can understand why these 
three ways work as well as they do.  

The	Subconscious	Mind	Partly	Revealed		
It was a very interesting day in high school when we treated the 

topic of hypnosis. Our teacher, Mr. Ward, was familiar with hypnosis, 
so we asked him to show us how it worked. Previously, he had hypnotized 
a couple of the girls in the class. Their names were Paulina and Judy. He 
informed us that they could “go under” simply when he called their 
name, counted to three, and then snapped his fingers. We didn’t believe 
this for a moment, but we played along.  

Before his demonstration, Mr. Ward asked who the strongest boy 
in the class was. Rick, who played football, was clearly the strongest of 
us all. Mr. Ward then set up two chairs about four feet apart. He asked 
Rick to suspend himself between the chairs with his head and neck on the 
seat of one of the chairs and his ankles and feet on the seat of the other. 
His body, from his neck down to his calves, was to remain suspended. 
Mr. Ward asked Rick to remain in that position for as long as possible 
without buckling or bending at the waist.  

We watched with anticipation. Within a few seconds, Rick’s body 
started to shake, especially his stomach muscles. We were timing him, 
cheering him on. He lasted about fifteen seconds in that position until he 
could hold it no longer. Fifteen seconds seemed like a long time for Rick 
to hold himself in that suspended position. Mr. Ward then approached 
Paulina and said, “Paulina, one, two, three” and then he snapped his 
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fingers. Immediately, Paulina collapsed to the floor like a rag doll. Mr. 
Ward asked Paulina if she could hear him and if she was okay (her eyes 
were closed as if she were asleep). Fascinated, we watched but we were 
pretty sure she was faking it. He then suggested to her that the next time 
he counted to three and snapped his fingers, her body would become stiff 
like a steel beam used in construction. He mentioned to her that it would 
be impossible for her body to bend. He said this to her a couple more times 
and asked her if she understood. Still with her eyes closed, she said, “yes.” 
Mr. Ward then counted to three and snapped his fingers. We watched 
with anticipation as we saw Paulina begin to straighten out her body on 
the floor. Mr. Ward asked a couple guys in the class to pick her up and 
place her between the chairs, in the same position Rick tried earlier, 
supported only by her feet on one chair seat and her neck and head on the 
other.  

Paulina was probably the smallest girl in the class. She had never 
lifted any weights, nor had she ever considered doing sit-ups to 
strengthen her abdominal muscles. We watched in absolute astonished 
amazement as Paulina remained in this suspended position for nearly a 
minute without bending. I couldn’t believe my eyes. This was superhu-
man what she was doing. There was no way she could fake this. This 
hour of class had been one of the most memorable experiences of my 
young life. I should probably add that Paulina’s muscles were very sore 
the next few days.  

A few years later, I saw a similar demonstration on television 
where a man was hypnotized and suspended between the chairs. Only 
this time, another person jumped up and down on his stomach. The sus-
pended man didn’t bend or buckle even a bit.  

Something out of the ordinary happens in the mind during 
hypnosis that makes someone suddenly able to do extraordinary 
things. The following is a simplified summary of how the mind 
works during hypnosis, why it is so powerful, and what this has 
to do with stress management.  

Consider the mind as having two parts: The conscious and 
the subconscious. We will liken our mind to a coal-powered steam 
engine. The conscious mind is like the engineer who sits in the 
front of the train. His job is to guide the train wherever it needs to 
go. He sees a hill coming up and decides that the train will need 
more power. He sees a sharp curve coming up and determines 
that he needs to slow down so the train can negotiate the turn 
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safely. The conscious mind takes in data, analyzes it, and makes 
decisions.  

The subconscious mind is like the person who shovels the 
coal into the fire. He follows the directions from the engineer and 
does exactly as he is told. The engineer says, “We need more 
power!” The coal guy (also known as the stoker) simply says, “Oh, 
okay.” He then dumps some more coal into the fire. He doesn’t 
question the command. He doesn’t consider the consequences. He 
does what he is told. He only knows to perform his task exactly 
according to instructions without question, without doubt. Such 
is the subconscious mind; it follows instructions without question 
and creates what the conscious mind directs.  
 

Figure 6 -The Conscious and Subconscious Mind  
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The subconscious part of the mind is subject to the direc-
tions given to it from the conscious part of the mind. Whatever 
the conscious mind believes, thinks, directs, and focuses on is 
what the subconscious mind will work on to make happen. The 
conscious mind creates the doubts, fears, reservations, and con-
siderations for what we feel we can or can’t do. The subconscious 
mind simply believes it. When we say to ourselves that we can’t 
learn math or that we are shy or that we can’t quit smoking, or 
that we have other limitations our subconscious mind says, “Oh, 
okay. I will make her shy.” “I will make him bad at math.” “I will 
make it really hard to give up his addiction.”  

When a person is hypnotized, an interesting thing 
happens with the conscious mind. Usually, the person hypnotized 

goes into a slightly altered state, usually more relaxed, where he 
or she is “more suggestible.” What this means is the conscious 
mind sort of moves off to the side for a little while and the 
hypnotist talks directly to the subconscious mind.  
Without the conscious mind filtering the information, the 
subconscious mind doesn’t know any limitations, so it does ex-
actly as it is told. This is why hypnosis works as powerfully as it 
does. This leads us to the ways we can use this power to help us 

 
Figure 7 -The Conscious and Subconscious Mind During 

Hypnosis  
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manage stress.  

Guided Imagery—Use your Imagination  

Using these principles of hypnosis, researchers have found 
some interesting tools that similarly tap the power of the sub-
conscious mind. One of these is imagery. The subconscious mind 
does not know the difference between a clearly imagined event 
and an event that we actually experience. If we imagine a scary 
experience, view a scary experience on television or at the movies, 
or are in the middle of a scary situation, our bodies will respond 
in the same way, as if it is really happening because the subcon-
scious believes it is real. In other words, whether we imagine it or 
actually experience it, our mind treats it in exactly the same way.  

In my class, we prove this concept with a little experiment. I ask 
the students to close their eyes and imagine that there is a big, ripe, juicy 
lemon sitting on the table directly in front of them. I ask them to picture 
the lemon including its size, weight, texture, smell, etc. I invite them to 
imagine the lemon as clearly as possible. I then ask the students to take 
the imaginary, but very sharp, cutting knife that is sitting next to the 
lemon, and cut the lemon into several pieces. I have them bring one of 
the sections up to their nose to smell it and even feel the juices of the 
lemon leaking down onto their hands. Ultimately, I ask the students to 
take a big bite out of one of the sections of lemon . . . and then another 
big bite. I have them imagine the juices of this sour lemon exploding in 
their mouths as they chew into this lemon slice. It is amazing to watch 
the students, whose eyes are closed, as they bite down on their imaginary 
lemon. Their mouth and eyes pucker up and they give very sour faces.  

I then have the students open their eyes. I ask them to tell me how 
many of them had extra amounts of saliva in their mouths. Usually, 
about four out of five raise their hands and say their mouths were 
definitely watering. I ask them how that could be if there were no real 
lemons in the room. This clearly shows how the body treats an imagined 
event the same way as a real event.  

Guided imagery is the term for the process of using the 
imagination to create specific mental pictures to improve perfor-
mance or help a person relax. The main reason why it works so 
well to reduce the stress response is that when we imagine some-
thing very pleasant, it usually lacks any perception of a threat. If 
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we don’t sense any threat, the stress response has no reason to 
turn on. If we imagine a relaxing scene where we are completely 
safe, our bodies think we are really in that safe place.  

When using guided imagery for turning off the stress re-
sponse, we usually sit or lie down in a place where we won’t be 
disturbed. The lights are turned down and the room temperature 
should be warm and comfortable. Sometimes, relaxing music is 
used to facilitate the process. (A brief list of excellent imagery mu-
sic is included in the back of this book.)  

Once situated, we begin guided imagery with our eyes 
closed. We may do some brief and simple relaxation exercises to 
calm us down such as deep restful breathing, a body scan, or pro-
gressive relaxation. Initially, you don’t need to spend more than 
two or three minutes relaxing. Then we begin to use our imag-
inations. There is virtually no end to what you can imagine to 
enhance your relaxation. Some common imagery scenes include 
visualizing yourself at the beach, in a forest, in the mountains, by 
a still lake, or by a running river. There seems to be something 
very relaxing about being out in nature.  

Anything can happen in the imagination, so you can experi-
ment until you find the most relaxing place where you are peace-
ful and serene. I worked with this for quite a while until I can now 
picture myself sitting by a very still lake surrounded by a beauti-
ful forest and huge majestic mountains in the distance. This lake 
is the focus of my imagery. I see it completely still, reflecting the 
distant scenery. The stillness of the lake creates profound stillness 
in me, as I remain focused on it.  

It is important to use as many of your senses, as clearly as 
possible, to create a calm and relaxing environment, and quickly 
bring feelings of deep relaxation to your mind and body. You may 
visualize walking on a beach with the waves lapping on the sand 
and the warm sun in a clear, blue sky overhead. You might hear 
the sounds of seagulls and feel a light breeze and touch the sand 
under your feet.  

How long you remain in this imagined place is up to you. 
A few minutes of relief from the pressures of the day can be all 
you need to relax and recharge. Certainly, there is no harm in 
“hanging out” in your relaxing place and developing it as fully as 
you desire.  
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As I mentioned before, there are no limits to what you can 
experience in your imagination. So have fun and thoroughly en-
joy the process. Be playful. Don’t take it too seriously. The more 
serious you are with the process, the harder it will be to imagine 
clearly.  

Research on guided imagery has shown that it is effective 
for improving such maladies as high blood pressure, chronic pain, 
asthma, obesity, bone fractures, headaches, and even some types 
of cancer. It has also been used successfully in such areas as sports 
performance and recovery from chemical dependencies. It is 
especially effective in producing deep relaxation in those who 
practice it regularly. (These guided imageries are available at the 
website that is described at the end of the book.)  

Self-Talk		

Another immediate way to change how we feel and im-
prove ourselves, using the subconscious, is through our habitual 
self-talk. Take a moment and just listen to the constant flow of 
thoughts that pass through your mind. Don’t try to change or 
modify them. Just passively observe them. What do you notice 
about this never-ending stream of mental chatter?  

Probably included in this stream of thoughts are images, 
judgments, evaluations, hopes, worries, concerns, doubts, day-
dreams, and a host of other types of thoughts. It’s amazing when 
we recognize the different things that seem to magically “pop” 
into and out of our minds.  

Every emotion is preceded by a thought; it is the thoughts 
we choose to focus on that create our corresponding emotional 
state. When I see my sleeping son, I dwell on the thought of how 
cute he is and I notice the positive emotion of happiness and joy 
flowing through me. The happy, joyful feelings followed the 
thought. This is how it always happens.  

Whenever we notice that we are in a negative emotional 
state, we can step in, consciously, and put a stop to those thoughts 
that are creating the negative state of mind. We have the power to 
think any thoughts that we choose, and therefore, the power to 
feel how we want to feel. We can consciously say to our negative 
thoughts, “Stop!” We can then select another stream of thought 
that is better for our emotional well-being.  
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This may sound too easy as a way of changing our pes-
simistic self-talk, but it works. By interjecting the word “stop” 
whenever we are thinking negatively, we can change our current 
stream of thoughts and redirect them in a more productive direc-
tion. It simply involves vigilant awareness of the thoughts that 
create our emotional states. If we really want to change how we 
feel, we must change the way that we think.  

Affirmations		
A third method that utilizes our powerful subconscious 

mind is through affirmations or suggestions. An affirmation is 
any statement or assertion that we believe is true about ourselves. 
When a person says, “I’m fat,” she is stating a belief about how 
she is. The more frequently the statement of belief is applied, the 
more likely it is that the message will make it through to the sub-
conscious mind. The more this happens, the more the subcon-
scious mind will believe her and begin to produce corresponding 
results. It will create the desire to eat unhealthy food, in unhealthy 
quantities, and at inappropriate times of the day, such as late at 
night.  

The subconscious mind doesn’t analyze whether or not be-
ing fat is an unhealthy state, or if it is good or bad. It creates what 
it is told to create. When she unknowingly tells the subconscious 
mind to carry out an order, that’s what it does. Strangely, the per-
son may feel as if she has little control over the situation, but it is 
she who gives the subconscious mind the directives to follow.  

I love to ask my students how many of them think that they 
are bad at math. About two-thirds of them usually raise their 
hands. The repeated affirmation, “I’m bad at math,” successfully 
yields the results of being bad at math. However, nobody is born 
with “bad at math” genes. We all have the innate ability to learn 
math just as much as we can learn anything else.  

Other examples of negative affirmations are those where 
people judge some aspect of their selves. They’ll say something 
like, “I’m . . .” followed by a perceived inadequacy. “I’m not very 
athletic.” “I’m incapable of keeping good relationships.” “I am the 
worst cook.” “I’m a horrible artist.”  

Fortunately, we can reverse these outcomes with positive 
affirmations. We change the thought to, “I’m slender and fit.” 
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“I’m athletically inclined and capable of learning any sport.” “I 
have a great relationship with many people.”  

You may find yourself arguing that the positive 
affirmations aren’t true. It doesn’t matter. Your subconscious will 
be creating your future based on what you are telling it now. So 
tell it what you want as if it has already happened. There is an old 
saying that I’ll paraphrase: If you want to know why your present 
is as it is, take a look at your past thoughts. If you want to see how 
your future will be, look at your current thoughts.  

When we are talking to our subconscious mind in the form 
of affirmations or suggestions, we always speak to it using posi-
tive statements. Rather than saying, “I am not stressed and up-
tight,” we say, “I am relaxed and peaceful.” This is because the 
subconscious mind doesn’t recognize words like “not” or “don’t.” 
So, if we say, “I’m not stressed,” the subconscious mind only 
hears the words “I’m” and “stressed.” Therefore, it is always 
better to state your affirmation in a positive way.  

Affirmations also must be spoken in the present tense—as 
if it is already happening. Rather than saying, “I will be calm and 
relaxed,” we say, “I am calm and relaxed.” Again, the 
subconscious mind believes whatever we tell it. If we project our 
desire into the future, our subconscious mind will respond 
accordingly. It will say, “I will make her relaxed sometime in her 
future, not necessarily right now.”  

It is also important that you trust your subconscious to 
complete the task that you are giving to it. Speak to it assertively. 
Rather than saying, “I sure wish I could be relaxed and calm,” say, 
“I am calm, peaceful, and relaxed.”  

Use affirmations in a variety of settings such as when you 
are falling asleep at night. During stressful moments, take full 
deep inhalations and as you are easily exhaling, speak your af-
firmation to your subconscious mind. The more often you repeat 
affirmations, the more potent they become.  
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Take Your Foot Off the Pedal  

But, of course, the instant I try to make myself relax, true relaxation 
vanishes, and in its place is a strange phenomenon called trying to 
relax. Relaxation happens only when allowed, never as a result of 

trying or making. —W. Tim Gallway  

IF ALL it took to manage stress was to control our thoughts ef-
fectively, as we have been discussing in the previous sections, our 
job would be complete. Unfortunately, we live in a world where 
even the best of us forget. Certain situations sometimes prohibit 
us from thinking about the effects of our thoughts because we are 
so wrapped up in what is happening “out there.” As a result, the 
stress response automatically turns on and we find ourselves with 
the classic symptoms of stress. If you are living a typical modern 
day life, this is almost unavoidable.  

We need to have tools that we can use to turn off the stress 
response. Unfortunately, we are not taught about these effective 
tools, so people commonly try to manage their stress with 
chemicals. Chemicals are widely available, and in the short run, 
they can work. We have all heard the phrase from the noticeably 
stressed person on TV, “I could sure use a drink.” Others head to 
the medicine cabinet for over-the-counter or prescription drugs to 
sedate themselves into a more relaxed state. But these “magic 
bullets” come with a price. All drugs have side effects. There are 
no exceptions. We don’t always know what those side effects will 
be, nor can we always control them. They may be addictive, ex-
pensive, and they may lead to other physical or emotional prob-
lems down the road. Consequently, substances such as alcohol, 
tobacco, and drugs are inefficient ways of turning off the stress 
response.  

Fortunately, there are much better tools to reduce stress. Re-
search shows that the stress response can be lowered through a 
variety of relaxing activities and exercises. These work very well 
to help people feel better mentally, emotionally, physically, and 
even spiritually. In the following chapters you will discover these 
methods that you can easily include in your busy day to help you 
reduce your stress.  

I should mention a few things as you begin trying these 
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different techniques. First, not every technique works the same for 
everyone. However, having taught these methods to many 
thousands of people, I have found that there is great variability in 
which ones work the best for each person. I suggest that you try 
each method several times. Experiment with yourself to discover 
which techniques seem to work for you.  

The techniques are powerful, they really work, and they 
never have negative side effects. The more you use them, the more 
the state of relaxation carries over into the rest of your day’s ac-
tivities. You will find that you feel calmer in situations that would 
normally upset you. You will have more energy, more content-
ment, and you will feel happier. You will sleep more deeply and 
you will fall asleep more quickly. Regular practice will also result 
in a reduction of stress-related symptoms. Your headaches will 
probably disappear along with a lot of your muscle pain. You will 
have more energy and you will feel more vibrant throughout the 
day. This is how a person should normally feel. Regular relaxation 
brings us back to normalcy.  

Some of these relaxation methods may be familiar to you, 
and others may seem quite unusual. There are a few things you 
can do to make your experience with the relaxation exercises more 
pleasant and effective. Try to include as many of the following 
into your daily practice:  

• Seclude yourself where you will not be interrupted  
• Minimize background noises  
• Practice by yourself or with someone who is also inter-

ested in relaxing. Other people not interested in relax-
ation, can be distracting.  

• Turn off the telephone, cell phone, and any device that 
might have an alarm  

• Approach each exercise without expectations; be playful 
with them. The best attitude to have when you do the 
exercises is to be okay with whatever happens. 
Sometimes relaxation exercises that seemed the least 
productive while doing them turn out to be extremely 
beneficial.  

• Use the guidance that is available by using the Stress 
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Relief* downloadable audio files to guide you through 
the exercises. 

It is not nearly as important what happens during the relax-
ation exercises. The important factor is how you feel after doing 
the exercise. You may have an unpleasant experience, or you may 
have a very blissful and serene one. It doesn’t really matter. Tune 
in to how you feel when you are finished and when you return to 
your regular activities. If you find yourself feeling terrific after-
ward, it’s a good sign that your body and mind benefited from the 
exercise. That is the real test. Don’t judge your relaxation exercises 
entirely by what happens during them.  

Some of these relaxation exercises may seem strange and 
you may be wondering how they could possibly work. Autogen-
ics and meditation are good examples of this. Even researchers 
don’t fully understand why the simple repetition of a word pro-
duces such deep and profound rest, but understanding why is 
unnecessary. It doesn’t really matter how or why they work as 
long as they do. People do not need to understand kinesiology to 
see that weightlifting changes muscle tissue. Similarly, with re-
laxation exercises, we don’t need to understand why the process 
works. We simply need to do them and watch for the results.  

The more we practice the relaxation exercises, the more the 
effects seem to flow throughout our daily activities. People find 
themselves more centered and balanced, calmer and more com-
posed, less easily irritated, and feeling better generally. The more 
we relax, the greater the cumulative effect; relationships improve, 
days are enjoyed more, and life seems to get better.  

																																																													
* Order Stress Relief: Deep Relaxation Exercises CD or DVD 
available online: http://stressmanagementplace.com  
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Take a Breath  

All things share the same breath—the beast, the tree, the man . . . the 
air shares its spirit with all the life it supports. —Chief Seattle  

THE FOUNDATIONAL component of most relaxation exercises 
is a focus on breathing. Fight-or-flight breathing tends to be 
quicker and shallower and involves muscles in the chest and 
shoulders that aren’t primarily designed for breathing. These 
muscles are recruited in the body’s attempt to get more oxygen to 
its tissues and organs quickly. Normal, relaxed breathing uses the 
diaphragm almost exclusively and the air travels to the deepest 
parts of the lungs.  

Earlier, you assessed your breathing to see how many 
breaths you took in a minute. You also found out whether you 
breathe more from your stomach or from your chest. Refer back 
to those two assessments now. The higher the number of breaths 
per minute the more your chest muscles are involved in the 
breathing process. This is likely to be the result of chronic stress.  

When we focus on deep, slow breathing, the result is that 
we interrupt the stress response and return to a more natural, 
healthier state of being. When we breathe more deeply, the 
primary breathing muscle called the diaphragm moves down, 
causing the stomach to move out. If you watch a very young baby 
sleeping, you will notice that he breathes so that his stomach 
moves in and out. The chest doesn’t move at all. Animals breathe 
this natural way when they are at rest, as well. People with 
chronic stress tend to breathe either exclusively with their chest 
or with their stomach and chest simultaneously.  
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Practice returning to a more relaxing way of breathing 
while in a seated position or lying down on the floor, a couch, or 
a bed. This is the beauty of restful breathing; you can do it 
wherever you go. It just takes a moment to put your attention on 
your breathing and feel the results.  

Relaxation	Exercise—Restful	Breathing		

Begin by closing your eyes and focusing on your breathing. 
Don’t try to change anything yet, just tune into your rhythmic 
breathing pattern. Keep your attention on your breath. If you no-
tice yourself thinking of other things, gently bring your thoughts 
back to your breathing. You may want to place your hands on 
your stomach.  

After a few minutes of attentive breathing, begin to change 
your breathing pattern by allowing your breath to go down as 
deep as possible into the lowest reaches of your lungs. When you 
do this, your stomach will naturally move outward. Don’t concern 
yourself with how quickly or slowly you inhale and exhale. Just 
focus on the depth of your inhalations and the ease of your 
exhalations. Notice your hands, if they are resting on your stom-
ach, moving out as you inhale and moving back in as you exhale. 
To help you maintain your focus on this deep, slow breathing, use 
this counting method: Start counting backward from twenty (or 
whatever number you choose). When you inhale, say the number 
“twenty.” When you exhale, say the word “relax.” Inhale again 
and say the number “nineteen.” On the next exhalation, say, “re-
lax.” Continue down this way until you reach zero.  

If you notice your mind start to wander (it very likely will), 
gently bring your thoughts back to the relaxing rhythm of your 
breathing and your counting. Your breathing will naturally be-
come slower and deeper as you do this.  

You may increase the effect by holding the breath between 
the inhalation and exhalation. When you inhale, say the word 
“twenty.” Hold the breath for three or four seconds. Then begin 
to exhale slowly. Once all of the air is expelled, pause briefly 
before your next inhalation.  
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People who have trouble falling asleep find this technique 
very useful in helping them nod off more quickly and remain 
asleep through the night. Others find that with regular practice, 
their overall breathing rates go down as their bodies return to 
their natural relaxed states. Many of my students have found de-
creases in their own breathing rate from up to thirty breaths per 
minute down to five or six per minute as they practice this type of 
breathing.  

Guided Relaxation Exercises: For those who prefer to be 
guided through the process of relaxation, this relaxation exercise 
is available at stressmanagementplace.com. It is titled, Stress 
Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises.†

 
 

																																																													
†	Order	Stress	Relief:	Deep	Relaxation	Exercises	CD	or	DVD	available	
online:	http://stressmanagementplace.com		
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Time for a Nap . . . a Power Nap  

Take rest; a field that has rested gives a bountiful crop. —Ovid  

HERE IS a relaxation exercise that I think you’ll really enjoy. 
When I learned about this particular method, I immediately fell in 
love with it. I probably use it as much or more frequently than any 
other relaxation exercise simply because it is very powerful. I call 
this relaxation exercise the Power Nap. It is a very quick nap that 
produces extremely powerful results.  

There are several reasons why this technique works so well. 
One reason is body position. The Power Nap position (see graphic 
below) redistributes blood flow throughout the body. When we 
stand and sit in our normal upright positions all day, blood tends 
to pool in the lower parts of our body. When we lie down in the 
Power Nap position, greater amounts of oxygen and nutrient-rich 
blood flow to the brain. The result is a very pleasant, fulfilling 
feeling.  

Another reason the Power Nap feels so good is it helps re-
lease tension in the shoulders and the back. As gentle pressure is 
placed directly on those muscles, they tend to relax. It isn’t the 
same as a massage, but in a small way, it has a similar effect.  

More than almost any other, the results of this relaxation 
technique include an immediate increase in energy, the ability to 
focus, as well as a general feeling of rejuvenation. In working with 
thousands of people to help them relax and recharge, I have found 
that the Power Nap is almost universally embraced as a favorite.  
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The Power Nap is a very simple exercise. The only thing 
that is required is a soft floor, a chair, a couch, or a bed, and a place 
where you will not be interrupted. The body position for the 
Power Nap looks like the following picture:  

Figure 8 -The Power Nap  

It is important that you place your body so that your thighs 
are mostly vertical to the floor. Your knees should be at a 90-de-
gree angle, and your calves are horizontal on the chair, couch, or 
bed. Once you are in this position, close your eyes and begin by 
extending your arms up over your head reaching as high as you 
can. Allow the backs of your hands to touch the floor above your 
head. Just let your arms go as far as they can and feel the stretch 
in your back as you do this. Next, place your hands on your stom-
ach with your elbows touching the floor. Begin to notice the up-
and-down movement of your stomach as you breathe deeply in 
and out.  

To enhance this focus on your breathing, place one hand up 
on your chest while keeping the other hand on your stomach. For 
just a few minutes, focus only on your breathing. Inhale deeply so 
that just your stomach hand is moving. Try to make the hand on 
your chest remain still as you inhale. Make a special effort to focus 
on your breaths, drawing air as deeply as possible into your lungs.  
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After a few minutes of concentrating on your breaths and 
the rhythm of this deeper slower breathing, try experimenting 
with your hands to see where they feel most comfortable. You 
may either keep your hands on your stomach or let them drop off 
to your sides. You may prefer having your palms up or palms 
down. At this point, it doesn’t really matter where you place your 
hands as long as your hands and arms are comfortable. As you 
continue breathing slowly and deeply, put your attention into 
your shoulders. Just allow your shoulders to release into the floor. 
Let them turn off all of their tension by consciously releasing and 
letting go of any need to keep the muscles in your shoulders in a 
tightened state. You may even visualize your shoulders like butter 
melting into the floor. Each time you exhale, allow your shoulders 
to feel a little bit more relaxed, a little bit looser, and a little bit 
more limp.  

Return your attention to your breathing and notice how it 
has become even slower and more effortless. Next, put your at-
tention into your face. Move through each set of the muscles from 
your jaw and mouth, through the middle of your face, your eyes, 
and your forehead. Consciously relax all of those muscles. Give 
your facial muscles the message to release and let go.  

Return again to your breathing. Focus on deep, effortless 
breaths. If your mind wanders, gently bring it back and focus on 
your breathing. After about ten minutes of this exercise, very 
slowly begin to return to normal consciousness. It is very impor-
tant that you take your time and not be in a hurry to return to a 
sitting or standing position. If you do this too quickly, you might 
feel a little bit dizzy. You may even feel a little irritable during the 
rest of the day. Begin moving your hands and fingers, slowly start 
to move your arms, and then begin to move your neck as if you 
are looking from side to side around the room. Very carefully, lift 
your feet up off of the chair bring your knees to your chest, and 
then roll to one side so you are lying in the fetal position, still on 
the floor.  

Spend a moment or two in this position. When you feel like 
you have been there long enough, bring yourself up into a seated 
position on the floor. After about another minute or so, you 
should be ready to continue with your daily activities.  
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This is the Power nap. Don’t underestimate its simplicity. 
People who try this in my classes and seminars love it and use it 
with great frequency.  

Downloadable guided relaxation exercise: For those who 
prefer to be guided through the process of relaxation, this 
relaxation exercise is available at stressmanagementplace.com.  
Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises.‡  

	  

																																																													
‡	Order	Stress	Relief:	Deep	Relaxation	Exercises	available	online:	
http://stressmanagementplace.com	
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Meditate on This  

Meditation is not a way of making your mind quiet. It’s a way of 
entering into the quiet that’s already there—buried under the 50,000 

thoughts the average person thinks every day. —Deepak Chopra  

WHAT IMAGES come to your mind when you think of the word 
meditation? When I ask my students, many of them think of a 
person sitting in a cross-legged position, touching their fingers to 
their thumbs, repeating a “hum” sound. So then I ask, “What 
happens when a person meditates? I commonly hear answers like, 
“It’s when a person is not thinking of anything or has a ‘still’ 
mind.” They’ll respond that meditation is simply focusing your 
mind on one particular thing. Some will say it is like daydreaming 
or guided imagery. What these responses tell me is that many 
people may be a bit leery of meditation because they really don’t 
know much about it.  

Let’s consider the possibility that meditation is the 
process of creating a still mind. Try this experiment for just a 
moment.  

Close your eyes, for about thirty or forty-five seconds and 
try to create a still mind. Just eliminate all thoughts that are 
happening in your mind for thirty or forty-five seconds. Do this 
now.  

What did you discover? Was this an easy thing to do? Most 
people who try this exercise report that it is nearly impossible. 
This is because the act of trying to make a mind go still is not 
having a still mind. “Trying” is a mental act. As we try to still our 
minds, we notice thoughts popping in and out of our heads at 
lightning speed. These thoughts come from nowhere into 
consciousness and seemingly without our control, lead to other 
thoughts, which lead to other thoughts, and so on. This is not a 
still mind. This is not meditation.  
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Many years ago, I worked in a public library. One of the delights 
of working in this library was that I had the opportunity to see a lot of 
books on many topics. One day I noticed a section of books on meditation. 
Not knowing anything about meditation at the time, I was intrigued by 
some of the claims that these books were making about meditation. Some 
of these included a decrease in blood pressure, slowing of brainwave ac-
tivity, decrease in resting heart rate, reversing of the aging process, in-
crease in intelligence, and a feeling of being more alive and more alert— 
and many other positive effects resulting from regular meditation.  

Other research has mentioned reductions in anxiety 
levels after beginning the regular practice of meditation. Many 
stress-related illnesses are alleviated through regular meditation. 
It has been found to improve the breathing patterns of patients 
with bronchial asthma and heart conditions. It helps to decrease 
bad cholesterol levels, insomnia, stuttering, blood-sugar levels in 
diabetics, and symptoms of mental illness, including depression. 
Research has conclusively shown that meditation is definitely a 
useful and effective intervention for both reducing stress and 
dealing with a wide variety of stress-related illnesses.  

One study, which really motivated me to learn more 
about meditation, described the brainwave activity of those who 
meditate. Researchers used an electroencephalogram (EEG) to de-
termine if there were any unique changes in brainwave activity 
while test subjects were meditating. They found that people who 
meditated were able to reach deeper levels of brainwave activity 
and thus enjoy deeper levels of rest in only five minutes of 
meditation. Interestingly, the meditators were awake and entirely 
conscious while they meditated. The researchers called this level 
of deep rest while meditating a hypometabolic state.  

What	is	Brain	Wave	Activity?		
Brain wave activity is measured in cycles or rhythms. There 

are essentially four levels of brain wave activity. The first and 
highest level is called beta. People who have predominantly beta 
brain wave activity are usually awake, alert and fully aware of 
what is happening. Higher beta brain wave levels correspond 
with higher stress levels. The next level of brain wave activity is 
called alpha. Alpha brain wave activity usually occurs during 
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times of daydreaming, in the early periods of sleep, in light hyp-
nosis, and during most relaxation techniques. The next two levels 
of slower brain wave activity are named theta and delta. These 
very slow levels of brain wave activity occur primarily during 
deeper sleep, while we dream, and during deep hypnosis. It is 
during these slower brain wave rhythms that our body gets its 
most restorative rest. This is when our body repairs itself; the im-
mune system works most efficiently and we get critical rest.  

During a typical night of sleep, it usually takes over an hour 
or two for our minds to settle down to these deeper levels of brain 
wave activity and allow the healing to occur. Our body needs 
some time to wind down from the day’s stress.  

In addition to the slowing of brain wave activity, other 
calming events take place in meditators. Their heart rates and 
breathing rates slow dramatically. Both of these measures indicate 
a profound decrease in the stress response. (In practicing medita-
tion, my heart rate has often been as low as thirty beats per minute 
and my breathing rate has been as low as only one inhalation and 
exhalation per minute.)  

As I read these reports and studies on meditation, I was fas-
cinated. Very few things have such a powerful and positive effect 
on the human condition without negative side effects. I decided 
to look for someone who could teach me how to meditate, but I 
had no luck.  

Then one day I was reading the local newspaper and I spot-
ted an advertisement for transcendental meditation (TM). Being 
very curious, I decided to go. The presentation echoed the things 
I had read in the books. The man in charge explained how easy 
meditation was to learn and how it was the deepest level of wake-
ful rest that was possible. I was motivated to be taught until he 
mentioned it was going to cost me $500 to learn this technique! 
My goodness! I thought to myself. Why does something as potentially 
useful as this have to be so incredibly expensive?  
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Luckily, I got a student discount and the following week I 
found myself in the room with the teacher, burning incense, rose 
petals strewn everywhere, pictures of men I had never seen be-
fore, and music that sounded like a Gandhi movie soundtrack 
playing in the background. (I was beginning to wonder if this was 
such a good idea.) I sat down and we talked for a few moments. 
He asked me to sit quietly while he began speaking in another 
language that sounded like a prayer of some kind. Toward the 
end of this prayer, he began repeating a specific word, especially 
for me to use. I didn’t recognize the word nor did I have any idea 
what it meant. He told me to start repeating it with him quietly to 
myself. His voice grew quieter and he prompted me to continue 
saying the word. Then he motioned to me to close my eyes and 
repeat the word silently to myself. I did this for about fifteen 
minutes.  

When I was through, I was astonished at how differently I 
felt. It was if I had just had a great night’s rest in less than fifteen 
minutes. This was just incredible! I didn’t understand it in the 
least, but I felt terrific! Since that first day, I have continued to 
meditate and the effects are always dramatic. I feel alert, more 
energetic, and better able to focus on what I am doing.  

I wanted to teach others this technique but didn’t want to 
go through the training that was required to be a meditation in-
structor. Then, several years later, while doing further research on 
transcendental meditation, I came upon some studies done by 
Herbert Benson and others at Harvard University. They discov-
ered that it makes no difference what word, sound or phrase is 
used during meditation. It is the process that makes it work, not 
the individual mantra. It turns out that mantra meditation (medi-
tation using repeated words or sounds) is very simple and it can 
be learned by anyone, anywhere.  

As I have since taught mantra meditation over the years, I 
have found very few things to have such a remarkable effect. Stu-
dents frequently report feeling amazingly still and peaceful. Oth-
ers say that they feel better than they have felt in a long time. Oc-
casionally, they mention surprisingly deep levels of inner silence. 
Many times, students remain in the room after class enjoying the 
stillness and serenity that they feel after meditation.  
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Learning	to	Meditate		
The power of mantra meditation is in its simplicity. Begin 

in a seated chair. It can be a recliner or any other type of chair. 
(Meditation is usually not done lying down because people tend 
to fall asleep.) During meditation, deeper levels of brain waves are 
activated, yet you will remain awake and aware. It is as if you are 
asleep but not sleeping.  

Next, choose a word that you will repeat to yourself. I have 
found that it makes no difference what the word is. It could be 
ocean, sky, or your even own name. In my classes, I usually give a 
variety of suggestions such as peace, still, one, silent, love, serene, 
happy, ocean, calm, or now.  

Once you are comfortably sitting in your chair, close your 
eyes. Sit quietly for about 30 seconds to let your mind settle before 
you begin saying the word. Repeat it softly in your head over and 
over to yourself at a very comfortable and easy pace, about once 
every two or three seconds:  

One… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… 
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… 
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… 
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… 
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… 
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one…  

I have found that ten to twenty minutes is about the opti-
mum amount of time to meditate. However, if you only have five 
minutes before an important meeting, a test, or an eventful eve-
ning, then take those five minutes and enjoy meditating for that 
long. Any amount of time meditating is time well spent.  

End your meditation by ceasing to continue repeating your 
selected mantra. Once you are through, take a while to return to 
normal consciousness. Allow yourself to remain seated; enjoying 
the peacefulness you have created for yourself. Don’t be in too 
much of a hurry to get back to daily activities or you’ll counteract 
the relaxation you’ve created.  

That’s all there is to this type of meditation. There are a 
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number of other useful and interesting ways to meditate, but I 
have found this one to be the simplest one to do and the easiest to 
teach to others. I don’t clearly understand why it works so well, 
but I stopped caring how or why many years ago. I care deeply 
that it works and this type of meditation definitely does.  

What	Will	Happen	When	I	Meditate?		
Several things will happen as you begin repeating your 

mantra. Not all of these will happen every time, but as you prac-
tice, you will usually experience one of these three things during 
every meditation.  

First, you may find it easy to remain on the word while your 
eyes are closed. You’ll just keep repeating: one . . . one . . . one . . . 
one . . . for most of time you are meditating. Sometimes, the space 
between each time you silently say your mantra might increase 
dramatically. For example, you might say the mantra just once 
every fifteen or thirty seconds. I should add here that your ability 
to continue repeating the mantra during a session of meditation 
does not mean that you are necessarily a more proficient medita-
tor. That is simply how the meditation goes sometimes.  

Another thing that might happen is you will begin repeat-
ing the word and then your mind will begin to wander. Thoughts 
of the many things that are going on in your life will come and go 
and you will forget to repeat your mantra. This is not an uncom-
mon or a bad thing. Nor is it something to be concerned about. 
When this happens, and it most certainly will, you simply bring 
your awareness back to the mantra. It might sound something like 
this: one . . . one . . . one . . . one . . . (your mind will then go to other 
things) I wonder what I should wear to the presentation tomorrow? . . . 
I hope Rick finished the report . . . He is so cool under pressure . . . He’d 
be a great coach . . . I’ve got to leave at 5:30 to make it to Matt’s soccer 
game . . . (At some point, you’ll catch yourself thinking about all 
these other things. When you do, just gently bring yourself back 
to repeating the word.) Oh yeah, back to the mantra: one . . . one . . . 
one . . . one . . . Each time your mind wanders, bring it back to the 
mantra.  

Always be very gentle with yourself. Never think that you 
are a bad meditator, or that you can’t meditate because your mind 
wanders off too much. I have practiced meditation for around 
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twenty years and I still notice my mind wandering. This is entirely 
okay. Whatever happens during meditation is appropriate as long 
as you return to the mantra when you notice other thoughts 
slipping in.  

Another thing that may happen during meditation is that 
you may fall asleep. You’ll just zonk out! If this happens (and it 
will from time to time), then as you awaken from your deep sleep, 
gently repeat the mantra for a few more minutes before you stop 
meditating. Don’t reprimand yourself for falling asleep. Be grate-
ful for the opportunity you had to get some very deep rest. If you 
regularly fall asleep during meditation, it is a good indication that 
you probably need more sleep at night.  

At some point, you will awaken if you fall asleep while 
meditating. When this happens, remember that you have only one 
intention: return to the mantra when it occurs to you to do so. The 
only mental effort that you make during meditation is this. 
Whatever else happens during meditation is to be treated like 
ducks quacking in the distance. It’s a lot of noise but you don’t 
give it too much attention. Your single objective is to repeat your 
mantra when you think of it.  

You should have only one single intention each time you 
meditate. If any of these things happen, your only directed 
thought is to return to the mantra when it occurs to you. When 
your mind wanders and gets wrapped up in other thoughts, you 
will eventually realize you are no longer repeating the mantra. 
When this happens, simply say to yourself, Oh yeah, back to the 
mantra . . . one . . . one . . . one . . . Do this each time your mind 
wanders.  

Tips	for	Successful	Meditation		

I have found that you can meditate virtually anywhere. I 
have meditated in airports, in cars (not while I’m driving), in bor-
ing meetings, in church and other places where I can close my 
eyes and silently repeat my mantra. The effects are the same no 
matter where you are. There are, however, several things you can 
do to enhance your experience while meditating.  

It is beneficial to find a place where you will not be dis-
turbed. Set your chair in a closet, or in a room where the phone 
won’t ring and no one will interrupt you (continue reading to 
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learn how to meditate if you are interrupted.). It is best, though 
not a requirement, that the lights be dimmed or off.  

The most important thing to remember is that you finish 
your meditation correctly. Have you ever been in the middle of a 
dream when suddenly the phone rang and you awoke abruptly? 
How did you feel after this rude awakening? Most of us feel out 
of balance and irritated when this happens. During meditation, 
we achieve levels of rest similar to those during deep sleep. We do 
not want to come out of meditation quickly. If we do, we may feel 
irritated and out of balance, just as we do when awakened by the 
telephone or a loud noise. We must end meditation by slowly 
returning to normal consciousness. If you are interrupted, take a 
few moments to settle your mind and return to your mantra. Once 
you have returned to a relaxed state, slowly return to normal 
consciousness.  

When ending a meditation, keep your eyes closed and start 
moving your fingers and toes. Gradually move your hands and 
feet, arms and legs. Take a few deep breaths. Slowly move your 
head from side to side. Roll your shoulders back and forth. Take 
a few more deep breaths. You may want to stretch your arms 
above your head. Slowly open your eyes. Take a few more deep 
breaths. Then, when you are ready, quietly and calmly return to 
your day.  

It is a good idea to refrain from meditating right after eating 
a meal. People are far more likely to fall asleep while meditating 
after eating because it takes a lot of energy to digest food. Falling 
asleep after a big meal often leaves one groggy and sluggish, 
which is not the purpose of meditation.  

It is good to meditate at least once a day and twice is ideal. 
This is not always possible because of busy schedules, but I sug-
gest there are two best times of the day to meditate. One of those 
is immediately after waking up in the morning. I find that it is a 
great way to jump-start my day. It is far better than a cup of coffee. 
The other time is in the afternoon, sometime between four o’clock 
and six o’clock. This is a wonderful way to be rejuvenated for 
evening activities.  

I do not recommend using meditation to fix insomnia, or to 
meditate right before falling asleep. We don’t want to associate 
meditation with sleeping. There are other, better ways of falling 
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asleep, as explained later on.  
You don’t get better at meditation. Every time I meditate, I 

do it exactly the same way I did the first time I learned it. Practice 
doesn’t make you a better meditator. However, the results of 
meditation do tend to increase and expand with practice—there 
is a cumulative effect. I’ve found that those who meditate, in-
cluding myself, rarely get headaches, get sick, get overly angry 
with other people, or struggle with so many of the symptoms of 
chronic stress.  

The quality of a good meditation is not determined by what 
happens while you are meditating. The quality of a good medi-
tation is determined by how you feel afterward. This is why it 
doesn’t matter if your mind wanders as long as you return to your 
mantra and end the meditation correctly. As long as you feel 
rested, peaceful, energetic, or more balanced, then meditation is 
having its positive effects on you.  

There are many ways to meditate and there is no clear evi-
dence that one type of meditation is superior to the others. Har-
vard researcher Herbert Benson has shown that any meditation 
practice can have a profound effect on reducing stress levels, as 
long as four factors are present. These factors are: a mental device 
(constant and repetitive intentional focus—like the mantra, but 
this could also be the breath, a candle, one’s thoughts, a dot on the 
ceiling, etc.); a passive attitude; decreased muscle activity— 
physical relaxation (facilitated by a comfortable position); and a 
quiet environment.  

Meditation is very simple and very powerful. I don’t com-
pletely understand how it works or why it works. For me, and a 
large majority of my students, few methods are as successful in 
producing the results for returning to balance and homeostasis as 
mantra meditation.  
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Progressive Relaxation  

Tension is who you think you should be. Relaxation is who you are.  
—Chinese proverb  

THE BIG bear is running toward you! The words uh-oh flash 
through your mind. This immediately initiates the flood of physi-
ological activity designed to keep you alive. One of the most 
noticeable of these reactions is an increase in muscle tension. 
Muscles contract when they prepare for, and while they perform 
work. This reaction of speed and power is natural, and it works 
well when we really are in physical danger. However, we do not 
need the extra power and strength of contracted muscles to help 
us deal with typical unpleasant events of each day. For many of 
us, these muscles seem to be contracting so much that they begin 
to hurt. This problem occurs when muscles are always tense.  

Try this experiment: Sit in a chair. Take your thumb of your 
dominant hand and push in on the middle of your thigh. Push 
quite hard for about ten or so seconds. You may even add to the 
pressure by recruiting your other thumb to push on top of the 
first. Do you notice any pain? Not much, right? Now take your 
pointer finger and middle finger of your dominant hand and use 
them to push in on your shoulders just to the side of your neck. 
Push in with some force. Do you feel pain there? If you are like 
most people, the shoulder muscles have much more pain than the 
thighs when you push in on them. Why is this? If you look at both 
muscles under a microscope, they look the same. They are the 
same type of muscle tissue. Why would the pain sensitivity be so 
different for two similar sets of muscles?  

The thigh muscles are not usually in a state of contraction. 
They tighten when it is time to walk or run, but otherwise, they 
are usually relaxed. The muscles in the shoulders however, re-
main contracted because they are more involved in the fight-or-
flight response. These muscles are quick to respond and slow to 
turn off. When they remain in this contracted state, they stimulate 
receptors that send pain messages to the brain.  

A headache works much the same way. We have muscles 
that cover our necks and scalps. When we feel stressed, these 
muscles contract. A tension headache occurs when these muscles 
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remain contracted and stimulate the pain receptor nerves in the 
head. Almost all tension headaches result from chronic tension in 
the muscles that surround the scalp.  

There is a well-known principle of muscle physiology 
called the all-or-nothing principle of muscle contraction. The 
principle states that you cannot partly contract a muscle. A 
muscle, or group of muscles, is either 100 percent contracting or 0 
percent contracting. A muscle fiber is contracting either all the 
way or not at all. You can’t partially contract a muscle.  

Progressive relaxation takes into account this principle as 
the means for creating physical relaxation throughout the body. It 
is designed to release the tension in chronically contracted mus-
cles. By consciously tensing the muscle groups in the body and 
then consciously causing them to relax, it causes the muscle to 
switch off the contraction so it is left to relax. We call this relax-
ation exercise progressive relaxation because it works progres-
sively through each part of the body from the feet to the head.  

Progressive relaxation has shown to be effective in decreas-
ing anxiety, increasing self-efficacy and reducing the effects of 
other stress related maladies including headaches, depression, 
lower back pain, muscular tension, anxiety, insomnia, fatigue, ir-
ritable bowel, muscle spasms, neck and back pain, mild phobias, 
stuttering, and hypertension. Progressive relaxation is usually 
done sitting or lying down.  

You may begin the process of tensing in your feet, your 
arms and hands, the top of your head, or anywhere else. If you 
were to begin with your feet, you would consciously tense all the 
muscles in your feet. On a scale from one to ten, ten being 
maximal contraction, you would probably tense up your muscles 
to about an eight. You do not want to create any pain with this 
method.  

Hold the contraction and notice the sensation of tension as 
you hold it. Continue holding for about seven or eight seconds. 
Then release the contraction. Consciously focus on your feet and 
notice the feeling of relaxation. Notice the difference between this 
and the tension that you felt before. Take a nice, full, deep breath 
and slowly exhale. Then move into the calves. You can flex these 
by pointing your toes as far away from you as possible. Hold this 
position for seven or eight seconds. Then, release the tension you 
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have created and focus on the feeling of relaxation in your calves. 
Take a deep full breath and exhale slowly. Continue this process 
in your thighs, your hips and buttocks, stomach, chest, lower 
back, upper back, neck, shoulders (push your shoulders up 
toward your ears), upper arms, lower arms and hands (make a 
fist), lower face (jaw, mouth, tongue), upper face (eyes, forehead, 
eyebrows), and finally, consciously tense the entire body at once. 
Hold it for about ten seconds. Relax it completely by inhaling fully 
and then exhaling slowly and effortlessly. At this point, you 
should be quite relaxed and at ease.  

You may enhance the effect by tensing and relaxing each 
part of the body more than one time. I have found that two times 
is usually sufficient.  

Progressive relaxation is a convenient technique because 
you can do parts of it almost anywhere that you happen to be. You 
can easily push your shoulders up to your ears or make a fist 
while you are sitting at your desk or driving in your car. Some 
people don’t choose this technique because they feel it is too much 
work. It may be that, but it can produce profound results for 
muscular relaxation.  

Downloadable guided relaxation exercise: For those who 
prefer to be guided through the process of relaxation, this 
relaxation exercise is available at stressmanagementplace.com. 
Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises.§

 
 

																																																													
§	Order	Stress	Relief:	Deep	Relaxation	Exercises	online:	
http://stressmanagementplace.com	
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Autogenic Training  

Everything should be made as simple as possible, but 
not simpler. —Albert Einstein  

 
WHEN I was about twenty-two years old, I was watching a 
baseball game with my friend’s father, Richard. He was a 
professor at Brigham Young University and well trained in sports 
psychology. Part of his job was to try to help athletes develop their 
mental game. Being a life-long athlete in several sports, I was very 
interested in what he had to say.  

During the game, and many times thereafter, we 
discussed some very interesting ways to help someone perform 
more proficiently in any sport. He explained that athletes need to 
find the right balance of tension and relaxation in order to perform 
at an optimum level. Most athletes, because of the way that they 
are thinking while performing, have too much muscle tension. 
This results in poorer performance.  

A golfer, for example, only needs a few specific muscles 
to swing the club and hit the ball in the precise way necessary to 
send it to the right place. All too often, more than enough muscles 
tense up due to worry or anxious thoughts. Boy, I really blew that 
last putt. . . .I don’t want to lose a ball in the water. . . .What will the 
people think about me when they see what a lousy golfer I am? . . . I never 
seem to hit the ball where I want it to go. All of these thoughts cause 
the fight-or-flight muscles to turn on. These are not the muscles 
the golfer wants contracting while he’s hitting a long drive or a 
short putt. These tension-producing thoughts lead to an imperfect 
swing and the ball to fly off in the wrong direction.  

Richard told me about an interesting technique that 
helped the athletes relax in a very short amount of time. He 
explained that European athletes were using this method with 
great success. It was very new and very unfamiliar to me. In fact, 
I had never heard of it before, but I was willing to try it.  

Richard gave me an audio tape of a relaxation exercise 
called autogenic training or autogenics. Eagerly, I went to my room, 
put the tape in my stereo, lay down on my bed, and started lis-
tening to a soothing voice suggest to me that my body felt heavy 
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and warm. I tried this technique several times and each experi-
ence was peaceful and relaxing. Sometimes, I became so relaxed I 
felt like I was sinking through my bed or floating above it. Other 
times, I felt like my body was moving in a gentle spinning motion. 
Each experience was extremely pleasant. I had no sense of panic 
or worry. I felt such deep relaxation afterward that I quickly 
decided that autogenics was another very powerful tool for man-
aging stress.  

Autogenics is done while lying on your back or seated in a 
recliner chair. Once situated, begin by focusing internally and put 
your attention on a specific area of your body. While taking slow 
deep breaths, repeat over and over (up to six times each) such 
phrases as: “My arms and hands feel heavy,” “My legs and feet 
feel warm,” or “My heart is calm and relaxed.”  

Due to the nearly hypnotic nature of autogenics, it is prob-
ably best to receive guidance while doing this exercise, as I did 
with Richard’s audio tape. With direction, you will be more likely 
to see success because the mind easily wanders as it becomes 
more relaxed and the suggestions for relaxation will cease. The 
CD or DVD mentioned throughout this book includes a guided 
autogenics relaxation exercise.  

Studies have suggested that common physiological re-
sponses to autogenics include decreases in heart rate, decreases in 
respiration and muscle tension, and increases in alpha brain wave 
activity (measured by an EEG) indicating mental calmness. 
Autogenics has been used successfully in the treatment of several 
symptoms of physical stress including insomnia, tension 
headaches, muscle tension, migraines, and high blood pressure. It 
has also been effective in helping anxiety, phobic disorders, and 
other related mental illnesses. It successfully decreases the stress 
response and the resulting symptoms of stress.  

I taught a yoga class at a fitness center in West Virginia on 
Saturday mornings several years ago. We always ended these weekly 
sessions with some type of relaxation exercise. On this particular day, I 
guided the class through a short session of autogenics. When it was over, 
a woman came up to me and told me that she had never felt so relaxed 
and peaceful in her life. She really enjoyed the yoga session, but she said 
the relaxation exercise was incredible. Then, and in a slightly guarded 
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way, she asked me if I had seen her floating. She explained to me that 
she felt like she had been floating about three feet off the floor. I let her 
know that she had remained on the floor. I asked if she felt uncomfortable 
while that was happening. She assured me that she felt terrific the whole 
time.  

I do not know how to explain why people have experiences 
like this woman. It also happens occasionally to students in my 
stress management classes. Every time someone reports these 
strange sensations, I ask them if they were uncomfortable. No one 
yet has complained or mentioned that the occurrences were un-
pleasant. I have researched this phenomenon for years and have 
not found an explanation for these unusual sensations that occur 
during relaxation, and most frequently with autogenics.  

Ninety-nine percent of the time, nothing strange happens 
while people practice relaxation exercises. However, if on those 
rare occasions you do experience unusual sensations, it is best to 
treat it in a casual sort of way. Unless it is unpleasant, just go with 
it and see what happens. Don’t resist or make a big deal out of it 
or make it more than it is. Just take what you get and observe it 
happening.  

Downloadable guided relaxation exercise: For those who 
prefer to be guided through the process of relaxation, this 
relaxation exercise is available at stressmanagementplace.com. 
Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises.** 

  

																																																													
**	Order	Stress	Relief:	Deep	Relaxation	Exercises	available	online:	
http://stressmanagementplace.com	
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Exercise  

If you’ve been telling your body all day long that you should be 
running from a bear, the smartest thing you can do is follow through 

on that message . . . and go for a run. —Michael Olpin  

THERE IS probably nothing better for our general health and 
well-being than cardiovascular or aerobic exercise. It has been 
said that there is no better health “pill” than exercise. It is unques-
tionably the best medicine. But why would we consider exercise 
to be one of the best ways to help us manage our stress? 

Think of a typical stress-filled day. Perhaps you have 
been at work and nothing seemed to go right: deadlines were not 
met, others in the office slacked off which increased your 
workload; or there was a threat of downsizing. Maybe a stressful 
day for you is at home with a fussy newborn who is struggling 
with a bad cough and is crying all the time. Perhaps it is a day 
when you were stuck in rush-hour traffic, which caused you to be 
late for work or miss a class presentation or a final exam.  

If you have ever been in similar situations that activate the 
stress response, you understand how the physical and emotional 
tension builds. As mentioned before, at a deep, physiological 
level, the body is preparing to run away from or fight that big 
bear. It doesn’t recognize the difference between a traffic jam and 
a big bear, missing a deadline and a big bear, or a screaming baby 
and a big bear. The body just gears up for action.  

Here is where we can use this knowledge to our advantage. 
When we give ourselves the messages that we should be running 
or fighting, it seems logical that the smartest thing we could do is 
what we’ve been telling our bodies to do— run. Exercise uses the 
hormones of adrenaline and cortisol that flood the bloodstream 
and every cell during the stress response. It also utilizes the in-
creased blood sugar, increased muscle tension, and a host of other 
immediate responses, thus satisfying the stress response.  

So what is the best cardiovascular exercise for managing 
stress? The answer is simple. The very best exercise is the one you 
will do! It doesn’t matter the type of aerobic activity as long as you 
will do it. I suggest that you find two or three types of exercise 
and do them as frequently as is appropriate for you. When you 
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feel tense and agitated, immerse yourself in these activities. If you 
have not jogged for quite a while and you feel so stressed that you 
think you need to run five miles, the pain that you will feel, both 
during and after the jog, will probably be worse than the stress 
itself. So, start slowly and don’t overdo it. Once you begin to in-
clude exercise in your daily activities, you will be amazed how 
good you feel.  

The other suggestion that I would make regarding exercise 
is that you find something that you enjoy doing. On one occasion, 
I was at a home where the residents had recently purchased a new 
stair-stepper machine. I got on the machine and tried it. I was 
completely bored within minutes. I even put it in front of the 
television so I could try to be entertained that way. I still hated it. 
On the other hand, I can easily ride my bike for two hours and 
enjoy every minute of it. Time flies when I play game after game 
of racquetball. When you choose something that you love to do, you 
are more likely to do it and to keep doing it, thus receiving the 
important benefits of exercise. If you can’t find an exercise that 
looks appealing, look for one where people are smiling while they 
exercise, and then do what they do.  

A good guideline for starting and continuing an exercise 
program is to determine what your maximum workout might be 
and begin at about half of that amount. If you are certain that you 
can run four miles, but it will take almost everything you have, 
begin by going two miles as your baseline. Each time you jog, add 
just a little bit of distance, and add just a little bit of intensity 
(sprint for a block or go at a slightly faster pace). Little by little, 
your body will condition itself for running. This principle can be 
applied to any exercise routine you choose.  



	

154 

The worst thing we can do after a day of telling ourselves 
we should be running from or fighting the big bear is to sit and 
fester in the stress hormones that are flowing through the body. 
On the flip side, there is nothing better for our health and well-
being than following through on the messages we have been 
giving ourselves and do some serious running and/or fighting, 
which in our day, we call exercise.  
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Yoga  

For those wounded by civilization, yoga is the most healing salve.  
—Terri Guillemets  

WHILE LEARNING how to meditate, the teacher also told me 
that if I wanted to make my meditation even better, I should do a 
little yoga right before. (This was surprising to me because I didn’t 
think meditation could get any better.)  

Based on his advice, I decided to try some yoga. The 
problem was that in the early eighties, there really wasn’t a lot of 
information about yoga, but I did find a book that had some 
simple yoga poses that I could try. Some of these strangely 
familiar poses looked a lot like the stretches that I used to do 
before playing basketball. I didn’t know I had been doing yoga. I 
tried a few of these poses and found them to be nice, but I wasn’t 
really hooked.  

My interest in yoga started to grow after I learned that two 
of the greatest basketball players in the NBA practiced yoga. Ka-
reem Abdul Jabbar and Robert Parrish credited it for helping 
extend their long and successful professional basketball careers 
(both retired in their forties). I too, want to play many sports for 
as long as I can. I don’t want to be like some players my age who 
complain that they are getting “too old” and can’t play as they 
used to. As I continue to practice yoga, I find that I am still able to 
play with the same intensity that I did twenty years ago.  

Other stories are equally motivating. While working on my 
PhD, I helped another professor teach a stress management class. 
He had asked a local yoga instructor to introduce the class to yoga. 
This person pushed us through an incredible forty-five minute 
workout. She looked like she was about fifty-five years of age, but 
she had the energy of someone in her early thirties. After she left, 
my colleague told us she was well over eighty years old.  

Other students in my yoga classes have reinforced my 
commitment to this practice. One woman in her late fifties, who 
worked in a very stressful environment, came faithfully to class 
each week. Knowing she was extremely busy, I asked her why she 
always made time to come to class. She said that she always came 
to class with a headache and she always left class without it.  



	

156 

I have found amazing results in those who practice yoga 
regularly. I have even noticed powerful results for those who only 
do it once or twice. Most comment that after doing yoga, they 
experience benefits such as feelings of peace, relief from head-
aches, reduced back pain, less agitation, and a reduction of many 
stress-related symptoms. One teenager, who had never before 
tried yoga made the comment that it made him feel “way better 
than his ADD/ADHD medication.”  

Today, you can spend countless hours studying the 
philosophies and disciplines of yoga, such as fasting, 
vegetarianism, disciplined thinking, and many others. For stress-
management purposes, I like to focus on hatha yoga. It deals with 
three primary aspects of fitness: power, flexibility, and balance. 
By putting the body into positions called poses, we develop all 
three of these fitness components.  

There are reportedly over 2,000 different yoga poses or 
postures. When I teach my yoga classes, I probably do between 
twenty and twenty-five poses in a little over an hour. Most poses 
have variations based on the skills and abilities of those who are 
practicing it. Each pose has a traditional Indian name and an Eng-
lish equivalent. It doesn’t matter very much what the poses are 
called. The value comes in trying them and seeing the benefit they 
have for personal well-being. The poses are done in a variety of 
positions including standing, sitting, kneeling, lying on the back, 
lying on the stomach, on the hands and knees, and on the feet and 
hands. The variations are almost limitless.  

Though hatha yoga appears to be mostly a physical experi-
ence, it tends to do much more than just improve the physical 
condition. Yoga is also very relaxing to the mind. By focusing on 
the breath and on the pose, it leaves the stressors of the day be-
hind. Yoga also reduces the stress response and brings us back to 
a more balanced state of being.  

Perhaps even more wonderful than these benefits is the 
knowledge that yoga helps individual development and growth. 
Yoga put us into positions where we play with our physical limits 
of flexibility. Once we find those limits, we ease back a bit and 
then allow ourselves to breathe and stretch right through them. 
To do this, begin a pose at what seems to be the maximum that 
you can go. From there, ease back just a little and then focus on 
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the breath. Inhale deeply and then each time you exhale, move a 
fraction of an inch more into the stretch. Don’t put a lot of effort 
into this. Simply ease through the limit. Yoga should not be 
painful. By doing this, your range of motion increases dramati-
cally. This is also a nice metaphor for our perceptions of our own 
limitations in other areas of our lives. When we find our limits 
and then gently move through them, we find ourselves expanding 
and growing almost effortlessly.  

Suggestions	for	Enhancing	Your	Experience	of	Yoga		

• Hold poses for at least twenty seconds, although longer is 
better. It takes about twenty seconds for the muscles, the 
tendons, and ligaments to get the idea that they are in a 
stretching mode.  

• Stretch to nearly a maximal range of motion and then ease 
back just a little. This is where you should begin.  

• As you hold the pose, allow yourself to move ever so 
slightly into the stretch each time you exhale.  

• Never, never, never, push your stretch to the point where 
you feel pain. It is okay to feel a gentle pull in the muscles, 
but pain is a sign you have gone too far.  

• Go at your own pace. Do not compare your progress or 
your flexibility with anyone else’s. Everyone has different 
body structures. Where you are, and how fast you are 
going, is just fine.  

• Breaths should be full, deep, slow and usually through 
the nose.  

• Practice yoga on an empty stomach. A full stomach in-
hibits your range of motion for many poses. It also saps 
your energy (besides exercise, there is no body process 
that takes more energy than digestion).  

• Be present—listen to your body. Yoga is a great time to 
live in the moment and become aware of your body and 
the experiences you are having.  

• Enjoy the experience. Associate pleasure with the joy of 
stretching and breathing. Your body will tell you that this 
is a very healthy thing to do by flooding you with positive 
sensations and feelings both during and after yoga.  
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What Else Can I Do?  

Besides the noble art of getting things done, there is a nobler art of 
leaving things undone. The wisdom of life consists in the elimination of 

nonessentials. —Lin Yutang  

WHILE WORKING on my PhD, I did a study that focused on 
stress management among college students. In this study, I asked 
the participants several questions relating to stress levels, sources 
of stress, and what they commonly did to reduce their stress. I also 
wanted to find out which of these things were effective at 
reducing stress.  

Analysis of the results brought some interesting conclu-
sions. First, and it really came as no surprise, college students 
have high levels of stress. Secondly, most of the things college 
students do to try to reduce their stress do not seem to work very 
well. Social activities, watching television, and leisure activities 
were the top three most commonly reported behaviors college 
students use to manage their stress (followed by exercise, naps, 
drinking alcohol, eating, time management activities, and sex.). 
Not surprisingly, this group was not aware of, or used any of the 
other, more effective methods of stress management.  

This study leads to an interesting topic of discussion in my 
stress management class. I ask the students what means (other 
than the ones found in the book) they use to deal with their stress. 
We then categorized these into a table according to how useful or 
effective we think they are. On the board, we then fill in this table 
according to the students’ understanding and experience with a 
wide variety of ways to manage stress. A typical completed table 
might look something like this:  
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This discussion usually leads to the question, “What else 

can we do on a regular basis to help us prevent or reduce our 
stress?” What follows is a brief description of some of the more 
useful activities to reduce stress similar to the way that we dis-
cuss them in class.  

Sleep/Naps: Sleep is a most necessary part of personal well-
being. The correct amount of sleep each person needs varies, but 
it appears to be an amount between six and nine hours each night. 
The best way to find out how much sleep is right for you is to try 
this simple experiment. Set apart four or five days in a row that 
you don’t need to awaken particularly early for any reason. Go to 
bed at the same time each night. Wake up in the morning without 
an alarm clock or any other distracting influences. Make a note of 
the time that you awakened each morning. The average amount 
of time that you slept for those four nights is the amount of sleep 
that you tend to need.  

It should not take any more than five or ten minutes to fall 
asleep. If you have difficulty falling asleep, review the instruc-
tions for the relaxation exercises in this book and try them. If you 
find yourself waking up during the night or not being able to fall 
back asleep, then practice the relaxation exercise at those times as 
well. Doing this will help your body wind back down and return 
to sleep.  

The reason most people find it difficult to fall asleep is be-
cause they lie in bed with their minds racing with thoughts of the 
day or thinking of things coming up tomorrow. Essentially, they 
are giving their body the signal to do something when they have 
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those types of thoughts. Remember, the subconscious mind does 
not know the difference between an imagined event and an expe-
rienced event. Therefore, when they imagine things that involve 
“doing something,” they give the body the message to be active 
instead of the message to go to sleep. It’s very difficult to be active 
and sleep at the same time.  

The best messages for falling asleep are those that focus on 
the present moment. Put your attention on something that is hap-
pening here and now, like your breathing or normal sensations in 
the body. You will find yourself falling asleep so quickly you’ll be 
astounded.  

Many people try to make up for lack of sleep with naps 
during the day. This is a good idea except that most people take 
naps that last too long. Recent research has shown that the ideal 
amount of time for a nap is only about ten to fifteen minutes. Naps 
that last a lot longer might cause the body to go into deeper sleep-
ing rhythms as they do during a typical night’s sleep. When this 
happens, people tend to feel groggy when they awaken. Accord-
ing to one study, people who took naps for ten minutes felt more 
refreshed and alert than those who napped for any other length 
of time. A nap should never last more than twenty minutes.  

Music: Think about the scariest part of any movie that you 
have ever seen. If you remove the music that is playing during 
that sequence, the movie becomes far less frightening. The dra-
matic music creates the mood that enhances the movie experience. 
Music also sets the mood for sporting events, parades, res-
taurants, shopping centers, television shows, dances, and many 
other things. Most of this music is selected because of the 
psychological influence it has on us. There are certain types of 
music that are better for reducing the stress response. The results 
of substantial amounts of research indicate that there are two 
styles of music that best promote both physical and mental 
relaxation.  
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The first type of music that is especially relaxing is classical 
music, primarily from the Baroque music period. Composers 
from the Baroque period include Bach, Haydn, Handel, Vivaldi, 
Telemann, and Pachelbel, among others. Mozart’s music appears 
to be very beneficial as well. The best relaxing music from these 
composers are the instrumental pieces that have a pace of around 
sixty beats per minute. They are called adagio or largo move-
ments. Probably one of the most well-known pieces of music from 
the baroque period is Pachelbel’s Canon in D.  

Other music I would recommend for relaxing and unwind-
ing is known as New Age instrumental music. Enya and David 
Lanz are popular in this genre as well as hundreds of excellent 
artists and composers. (Included in the back of this book is a small 
list of others who have produced classical and New Age music 
suitable for relaxing.)  

Certainly, music is very much a personal preference. What 
feels good to one may not feel quite so good to another. It is im-
portant to experiment with a variety of music to see what works 
to help you relax and feel good.  

Massage: As noted previously, we carry a lot of tension in 
our shoulders, neck, and back. The purpose of massage is to work 
on these tension-packed areas and relax the muscles directly by 
kneading and rubbing with pressure. When massage is applied, 
contracting muscles relax. They are no longer stimulating the pain 
receptor’s nerves. This results in pain relief. This also frees up 
energy that we expend in contracting muscles so it can be used 
elsewhere in the body. We feel better in many ways when we re-
ceive a massage.  

Screaming (also talking, crying, and writing): One sum-
mer, I was playing in a softball tournament. The first game was 
moving along when it became obvious that the umpires did not 
want us to win. Every call went in favor of the other team. I found 
myself growing extremely angry. We lost that first game and 
found out that the same umpires were calling our second game.  

Again, every call went in favor of the other team. I don’t get 
angry too often, but I found myself getting so angry that I thought 
I was going to explode. After losing the second game, we were out 
of the tournament. By the time we arrived home, I was seething. 
This was a very unusual feeling for me and I didn’t like it at all. 
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So I got on my bike, said a quick “good-bye” to my wife, and rode 
to a nearby area where there were no homes except for 
farmhouses separated by large spaces of land. There happened to 
be a few cows and horses, but other than that, I was alone. I found 
a long stretch of road that was about one-quarter of a mile long. 
Looking around and seeing that there was no one around, I began 
riding and screaming at the top of my lungs. I just screamed full 
blast.  

The cows didn’t seem to mind so I turned around and did 
again. I did this five times. By the end of the fifth time, I found 
that I was laughing aloud. I had absolutely no pain or negative 
energy about the tournament. All of the anger was completely 
gone.  

I later came to learn that this is known as scream therapy, 
and I have found that my students have used it with much suc-
cess. You have to be careful with this type of release of pent-up 
energy. You don’t want to be walking down Main Street and sud-
denly let out scream, nor do you want to scream at other people. 
I recommend that you scream into your pillow, or turn up the 
stereo in your car and scream to your favorite song.  

Other ways of releasing tension that we need to “get off our 
chest” are talking, crying, and writing. We all know the release 
felt when we have a sincere talk with someone who listens to us. 
Feelings of relief come when we are able to discuss our feelings 
with someone else. As feelings are expressed, they tend to dis-
sipate.  

Researchers have found that crying out those emotions 
works to release tension as well. When we cry to release emotion, 
the tears have toxins in them from our bodies. Consequently, cry-
ing also has the benefit of expelling pollutants from our body.  

In addition to these, researchers have found that writing 
our emotions seems to work the same way. If we don’t have 
anyone to talk to, we can write the painful emotions down on 
paper. Some people keep journals and others throw the paper 
away when they are through. The release is the same.  

Sex: Invariably, students mention sex as an effective means 
for diminishing the stress response. After a few moments of 
chuckles and embarrassed looks from one to another, we spend a 
moment or two discussing why this is the case. The sex response 



	

163 

looks very much like the exercise response and the stress re-
sponse. There is a period of warming up, the intensity increases, 
the physiological systems designed for maximum power and 
speed turn on. After a period, climax occurs, which is similar to 
maximal exertion in exercise (or running full speed away from the 
big bear). Soon after climax, the body naturally turns off all of 
these energy-producing systems and goes through a period of ex-
haustion, which, in the sex response, is extremely relaxing. From 
a purely physiological standpoint, sex can be a very relaxing ex-
perience, as long as it is okay with both partners. Obviously, rape 
isn’t sex, nor is it relaxing.  

Hobbies: Hobbies go hand in hand with our earlier discus-
sion on mindfulness. A hobby is any activity that a person might 
do for enjoyment, to the exclusion of everything else. When we 
participate in activities where our attention is focused, and do 
them for no other reason than to be enjoying them, we immedi-
ately feel relaxed. Remember, when the mind is able to focus on 
what is happening here and now, we get peace. When we sense 
no threat, we get relaxation.  

A short list of common hobbies includes but is not limited 
to these: art, poetry, woodworking, sports, fishing, camping, 
hiking, knitting, scrapbooking, playing or listening to music, 
genealogy, working on cars, racing, sewing, crafts, baking, 
shopping, gardening, building, traveling, and taste-testing 
different foods. Just about anything constructive could be 
considered a hobby and, therefore, be relaxing. The key is to focus 
our attention on the activity to the exclusion of everything else 
that we are not doing at that time.  

Nature: In class, we do a relaxation exercise, a guided imag-
ery, in which I invite the students to imagine that they are some-
where in nature; somewhere they really enjoy being. It might be 
in the mountains, by a lake, in a valley, at the beach, or in the 
woods. I leave it up to them to decide where they want their 
imagination to take them. I ask them to see themselves alone, safe, 
happy, and somewhere outdoors. I continue to be surprised at 
how enjoyable the students report that this experience is.  

There is something uniquely relaxing about nature. On one 
occasion, I spent about a week by myself in a cabin located in the 
mountains near a ski resort in Utah. It was summertime, so I spent 
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a lot of time outdoors walking, hiking, exploring, and enjoying 
the beauty of the mountains, trees, streams, and wildlife. I 
couldn’t check my e-mail or talk on the phone. There was a televi-
sion but I avoided watching it. I used that week to simply “be” 
without having to do anything in particular.  

The most striking aspect of this experience occurred when 
the week was over and I returned home. I was surprised and al-
most dismayed at the pace of city life. Everyone was in a hurry. 
Cars rushed everywhere. People spoke too fast. Everything felt far 
too busy. I wanted to say to everyone, “Slow down. Everything is 
just fine. Why be in such a rush?”  

After a few days, I found myself back in my regular routine 
and moving along at the same pace as everyone else. However, 
I’ll always remember that peaceful week alone in the mountains. 
When I find things overwhelming or too hurried, I like to take a 
break and get on my bike or drive to a nearby place where I can 
be alone with Mother Nature. Whenever I do this, my life natu-
rally returns to a more sane, peaceful and happy state.  

Humor and laughter: Much has been written about the ben-
eficial nature of humor and laughter. Good research has shown 
that laughing has many beneficial qualities. But we don’t need 
evidence from research studies to show us that time spent laugh-
ing is time well spent. Our experience constantly suggests that we 
benefit from smiling, laughing, and enjoying funny people and 
situations.  

In my class, I give the assignment for students to spend an 
evening watching their most favorite comedy movie, the one at 
the very top of their list. They are to do it alone or with their 
favorite people around them and just enjoy a happy evening of 
laughter. The students universally report how beneficial this was 
for them. They say it felt like a break from the chaos of their hectic 
week; sort of like a mini vacation. Laughter really is one of the 
best medicines.  

Jacuzzi: When the muscles are warm, they tend to relax, 
and a warm Jacuzzi brings heat to all the muscles in the body 
simultaneously. When people are in a Jacuzzi, they tend to 
become more mindful as their thoughts focus on how good the 
warm water feels. There is also nothing threatening in a Jacuzzi. 
As mentioned repeatedly, when there is no perception of a threat, 
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the stress response tends to turn off and we enjoy the benefits of 
a release from stress.  

Alcohol (and some other questionable substances): Alco-
hol is a depressant. By its nature it causes the nervous system to 
shut down, it causes the blood vessels to open, and the muscles to 
slightly relax. As a means for managing stress, alcohol seems to 
be a favorite, especially for college students. On television, when 
someone has had a particularly stressful day, the most common 
thing we hear is, “I need a drink.” Research has shown that some 
alcoholic beverages are good for the heart if consumed in limited 
quantities, but the benefits are largely due to other ingredients 
besides the alcohol. Alcohol itself is destructive to heart cells. If a 
person drinks more than one or two drinks per day, there is an 
increased risk of several problems well beyond the scope of this 
book. When I mention alcohol as a stress reliever to my students, 
they get very excited. Finally, someone has told them it is okay to 
drink. They cheer and shout and I become their favorite professor 
of all time. I quickly inform them that you can’t save up and 
consume all of the drinks on a Friday or a Saturday night.  

Despite all of the interesting research that suggests that it is 
okay to have a drink from time to time, as a health promoter, I will 
never recommend it as a way to manage stress. I’ve seen far too 
many problems associated with alcohol, and far too many ruined 
lives because of it. No one ever intends to become an alcoholic. 
Nor does a person immediately become an alcoholic with a few 
drinks here and there. Addiction involves the body’s needing a 
substance in order to function normally. Too many people who 
have used alcohol as a stress reliever become slaves to this sub-
stance. They are not able to do without it. There is nothing stress 
relieving about that.  

We could include with this discussion a similar sentiment 
about other drugs—legal and illegal—that people use to try to 
handle stress. Sleeping pills, antidepressants, tobacco, marijuana, 
and other chemical substances that have the ability to relax the 
body, also have the same addicting potential, not to mention the 
unpleasant side effects, such as with alcohol. Regarding any of 
these chemical substances, my suggestion is simply this: avoid 
them as much as possible, and if you must use them, do so spar-
ingly and quickly wean yourself off them. Whatever chemical 
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substance you might be using to try to make you feel more tran-
quil will not be your friend in the long run.  

Surely, dozens of other stress-reducing methods could have 
been included in this chapter. What works for some people may 
not work for others. This shows why it is wise for you to find sev-
eral ways to unwind, and use them consistently.  
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Parting Shot  

It’s over and we are done . . . or just beginning, depending on your 
perspective.  

LET ME begin with my heartfelt congratulations to you, not only 
for completing this book, but also for acquiring some cool tools to 
assist you through the rest of your life. I can’t emphasize enough 
the value they will have for you as you practice and polish your 
stress management skills. They really do make everything else 
better. I use these tools daily and I continue to feel the effective-
ness of them (and without the side effects of any drugs, which is 
very cool indeed).  

The nice thing about what you have learned is that they re-
ally do work. Although I was born in the early sixties, I still feel 
like I am twenty-five years old. I find myself still able to do every-
thing I could do at that age. I am not special, nor do I possess any 
knowledge that you don’t. I just practice daily—meditating, do-
ing yoga, thinking accurately (though not always), living fully in 
the moment (though not enough), spending thrilling time outside 
my comfort zones, and carrying a deep appreciation for this gift 
of life (and of course, exercising and eating healthy food).  

After reading this book, you are now enlightened. Feels 
good, doesn’t it? But don’t let it go to your head! (No pun in-
tended). One writer on the subject stated, “Before enlightenment, 
cut wood, carry water . . . after enlightenment, cut wood, carry 
water.” Another person said, “After enlightenment, the laundry.” 
That’s wisdom. Nothing changes, yet everything has changed.  

I wish I could meet you and get to know you personally. I 
couldn’t be more appreciative for your willingness to take the 
time to learn what I have spent many years learning. I’m honored 
that you would spend your precious time with me and I hope that 
you have found some useful tools to help you.  

In your future, feel free to drop me a line (e-mail) to tell me 
about your ongoing successes with the tools you have learned in 
this book or anything else that you think would be helpful for me 
to know.  

My final word of counsel to you is this: live mindfully and 
joyfully outside of your comfort zones. This is where life really 
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happens. And when you find yourself getting worn out because 
you’ve been running too fast—rest. Now you know how.  
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Relaxing Music  

 
FOR MANY years, I have been researching and studying the ef-
fects of music on the mind and body. People often ask me what 
music I use for stress relief exercises or as a relaxing background. 
The following is a short list of some of the more prominent au-
thors and composers whose music tends to have a calming effect. 
You’ll notice that there are two lists. One of the lists is of classical 
musicians, artists, and composers and the other list includes those 
of the New Age genre. These two lists are certainly not exhaustive 
of the great music that is available today.  

I encourage you to find the music that works best for you. 
Try it out, test it, experiment, and see what works best for your 
needs. Many libraries and bookstores carry great music. Many 
times, you can sample the music online, in the comfort of your 
own home before buying it. It doesn’t get much easier than that.  

Consider the following authors and composers for you to 
begin developing your library of relaxing music. Classical: Al-
binoni, Bach, Brahms, Handel, Haydn, Mozart, Pachelbel, Tele-
mann, Vivaldi.  

New Age: Steven Halpern, Kitaro, Carlos Nakai, Deuter, 
Enya, Vangelis, Shadowfax, Aeoliah, Tim Story, William Acker-
man, Nightnoise, David Arkenstone, David Lanz, Liz Story, Da-
vid Benoit, Michael Hedges, Mike Oldfield, Merlin’s Magic, Chris 
Botti, James Galway, Shajan, Michael Jones, George Winston, Alex 
DeGrassi, Catherine Marie Charlton, and many, many more.  
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Description of the Stress Relief Downloads  

 
SEVERAL YEARS ago, I was giving a stress management work-
shop to a group of women. We had just finished a thorough dis-
cussion about ways to relax and we ended the class with a short 
but very successful relaxation exercise. At the conclusion of the 
exercise, it was clear that the participants felt noticeably better. 

Just before it was time to end the evening’s activities, one 
of the women asked me (jokingly) if she could take me home with 
her so that I could guide her through relaxation exercises to help 
her relax during the day and fall asleep at night. Others agreed 
with her. They liked how calming my voice was and how relaxed 
they felt after the relaxation exercise. She said that she had a dif-
ficult time falling asleep and found this exercise to be very helpful. 
It became clear that I needed to create something that people 
could take home with them to help them relax.  

Soon after, I produced a stress relief video that included 
seven relaxation exercises (the Power Nap, autogenics, a breath-
ing exercise, progressive relaxation, a body scan, and two guided 
imageries).  

A few years later, I updated the video and converted it to a 
CD and a DVD. Each contains eight relaxation exercises, all of 
which are described in this book. The DVD has exactly the same 
audio as the CD. The only difference between the two is that the 
DVD allows you to view people doing the exercises as they lie on 
the floor or sit in a chair.  

Most people require some guidance as they learn how to 
relax. The CD and DVD provide this guidance by using simple 
exercises that are very easy to follow. The CD and DVD are avail-
able for purchase at the following Web site: http://stressmanag-
mentplace.com. Additional information about the CD and DVD 
can be found on the Web site or in this book.  

The CD and DVD have been sold across the country and 
around the world to people of all lifestyles and in all kinds of 
circumstances. So far, the response by those who have tried the 
relaxation exercises on the CD and the DVD has been extremely 
favorable.  

 Since then, I have converted the DVD and CD to 
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downloadable MP3 files that are downloadable from the website. 
You can easily load them to your phone iPod or other MP3 
playing device so you can listen to them with headphones, to get 
the full effect. Here are some comments from people who tried 
the specific relaxation exercises on the DVD and CD. 
 

Power Nap  
The first time I did the Power nap exercise was when I was exhausted, 
and my kids had just gone down for a nap. I was very tired by mid-week, 
however; I had a million and one things that needed to be done. Therefore, 
I was not going to take a two-hour nap. To say the least, I was exhausted. 
I started the exercise. My whole body seemed to fall asleep except I was 
conscious of what was going on. As I continued the exercise, my body 
was numb. It was a totally awesome feeling. After I finished the exercise, 
I felt like I had just taken a nap. However, I didn’t have the groggy 
yawning feeling of being awakened from a long nap. I began to do the 
things that needed to be done around the house. About an hour later, I 
never even noticed that I had been tired earlier in the day. I felt recharged. 
I fell asleep easily that night because I had not napped so long in the day. 
The second time I did the Power nap exercise was after getting home from 
work at eleven o’clock at night. I was thoroughly drained of all energy. 
After I was done with the exercise, I felt like a zombie. I walked straight 
into my room and melted into my bed. I slept exceptionally well. I didn’t 
have a problem falling asleep. When I was woken up by my children at 
seven o’clock the next morning, I wasn’t tired or ornery. I was ready for 
the day! It is amazing what those ten minutes can do for your body and 
mind.  

—April L.  
 
I love this exercise! Before I started the Power Nap for the first time, I 
was feeling really tensed up from the day. I felt good, but I felt really 
tired and ready to go to bed. I wasn’t quite as relaxed as I wanted to be. 
So, the Power Nap was a great opportunity for me to calm myself down 
before bed. I was a little apprehensive about the ordeal; I wondered what 
it would be like. During the Power Nap session, I felt so relaxed. It was 
surprising for me to feel this relaxed. I was glad that I was able to 
experience the Power Nap because I had no idea how relaxed I could be. 
I was actually only focusing on one thing at once, not a million things. 
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It was so surprising that I actually started laughing! After the Power  
Nap exercise, I dropped right into bed and slept so well! I don’t think I 
have slept that well in a long time. The whole night was relatively 
undisturbed. I woke up easily, which was so awesome because lately it 
has been SO HARD for me to wake up! I think I’ll be doing this every 
night.  

—Nikki R.  
 
Restful Breathing  

The first time I did this (breathing exercise) I was VERY STRESSED. A 
lot went on this day. My mind was going about one hundred miles a 
minute. During the breathing exercise, my thoughts were very hard to 
control, but I began to relax and think of breathing. After completing the 
breathing exercise, I felt really good. I had very little annoying thoughts 
in my brain. I was able to go right to sleep. Upon waking, I realized my 
normal tension was not there. Normally I have restless sleeps – that 
night I did not. That was a nice feeling. Second time: This night I was 
real tired. I felt overworked. I did not have as much stress going on at 
this moment— this could be as a result of doing the other breathing exer-
cises. During the exercise, I felt very relaxed and was able to keep any 
thoughts coming in at bay. I was very aware of my breathing. 
Immediately afterward, my feelings were of inner peace and relaxation. 
I was ready to hit the sheets, so I did. When I woke up I felt 
GRRRREAT—as Tony the Tiger would say—I had a great night’s sleep. 
I am going to do this one again with my husband.  

—Yvonne A.  
 
Before I began the breathing exercise for the first time, I was stressed out 
over an assignment for another class that I did not understand. During 
the exercise, I noticed a tension in my shoulders and as the exercise 
continued I felt the tension slowly reduce until it was gone. After the 
exercise, I felt energized and ready to attack the assignment again. This 
time I had a better understanding of the things in the assignment that I 
did not understand before and I got a better score on the quiz. The second 
time that I did the exercise was right before bed. I had a day that was 
stressful as usual and during this exercise, I felt my body relax until I 
was ready to sleep. After I ended the exercise, I went right to sleep. Usu-
ally I toss and turn until I get comfortable and then I fall asleep, but I 
went to sleep much faster using this exercise.  
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—Alicia B.  
 
This breathing exercise was extremely relaxing and relieving. I was so 
exhilarated, and relaxed at the same time upon first completing it. Before 
the exercise, I was feeling tired from a long day, yet ready for another 
relaxation technique. It was amazing how easily I was able to feel the 
energy come into my body from simple, deep breathing. I noticed how 
my breath got deeper and more relaxed with each count down to zero. It 
was so awesome! Right after, I went right to bed, and slept well all night. 
I was up late that night, yet I woke up feeling great. It was an awesome 
technique. The second time I did it, it felt as though my breaths got even 
deeper and more relaxed. I found that I was able to fully concentrate on 
one thing. The first time, it was difficult to keep my mind from 
wandering, but the second time it was easier. Because I was able to fully 
concentrate on the air going in and out of my lungs, the second time was 
more natural. Before the exercise, I was pretty grouchy and tired. Yet, I 
didn’t have the desire to be all relaxed. But I did it anyway, and I was 
glad I did! Right after, I felt energized and happier. About an hour later, 
I still felt good. Things didn’t bother me as much as they had earlier in 
the day.  

—Julie R.  
Autogenics 
Before I began I was very awake and I didn’t think that I would be able 
to do this exercise. This first time that I tried the autogenics exercise, I 
thought itwas going to be a waste of time because of how I felt at the 
time. I was really surprised that this exercise gave me the deepest 
relaxation that I think I have ever experienced and I felt like going to 
sleep. I felt so heavy and relaxed. I was very surprised of how this 
exercise turned out. An hour later I felt very good and completely 
rejuvenated.  

—Jeff D.  
 
Total relaxation is what I could call this one. I first did this at night with 
one of my roommates. Talk about melting into the floor! I had a hard time 
at first concentrating and feeling heavy. But it worked and man did my 
body ever feel good after we were finished. The second time I did it right 
before bed. I had a lot better experience with this, I was able to con-
centrate more and get more of the effect that I think I was supposed to 
have. I went to bed right when I got finished and once I was in bed my 
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body didn’t want to move; it still felt heavy but so relaxed, I probably 
stayed in the same position all night long. I really enjoyed this technique.  

—Linsey J.  
 
This exercise has been my favorite so far. Before the autogenics exercise, 
I felt normal. I didn’t feel tired, hungry, or stressed. During the exercise, 
I felt myself relaxing so easily. My body felt so limp. I was so relaxed that 
I fell asleep. I woke up and felt like I was on top of the world. The second 
time doing it the same thing happened. I feel so good after I do that 
exercise. For the rest of the day I felt so easygoing and that I could do 
anything. It just felt like I had so much energy.  

—Jennifer M.  
 
Before I began the exercise the first time, I noticed that I had some tension 
in my lower back area. During the exercise, I still noticed the tension in 
my lower back but my arms, and legs were starting to feel warm and 
heavy and I began to focus my attention on that instead of back. As I 
continued to focus on my body feeling warm and heavy, the tension be-
gan to fade out of my back. Immediately after the exercise, I was very 
relaxed and began to yawn but did not go to sleep. About an hour later, 
I still was feeling tension in my lower back but it was not as intense as 
before I started the exercise. The second time performing the exercise I 
was able to feel the warmth and heaviness at a higher level. After doing 
the exercise the second time I was so relaxed that I went straight to bed. 
I woke the next morning with no stiffness and felt great.  

—Mathis S.  
 

Progressive Relaxation  

I loved doing this relaxation exercise. Once again, I had my friend do this 
one with me, and afterward he couldn’t quit saying to me just how great 
that he felt. I could do nothing but agree. I never really thought that 
tensing your muscles and then releasing them would make them so 
relaxed. It was just a normal day like any other when I decided to do this 
exercise so I wasn’t really tense, but I could always use a little relaxation. 
During the whole thing, I was just getting more and more relaxed. I 
really enjoyed this exercise and it put me in a good mood to just release 
that tension in my muscles. I think that this is one of the relaxation 
techniques that could be used anytime or any place. I felt good afterward 
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and believe it or not this one didn’t put me to sleep.  
—Shantelle T.  

 
The progressive exercise was different and really interesting. It was so 
helpful for me to see the differences between tension and relaxation. I 
know my body is tense a lot and my muscles are always sore from 
football. But I never really take the time to feel what it is doing to my 
body and to feel the immediate difference between tension and relaxation. 
When I would tense up my hands into a fist, my hands and arms were 
so tight and as soon as I breathed out and released all of the tension, I felt 
overwhelming relaxation. I really noticed a difference in my face and 
neck as well. My neck is always tense and my face, especially my eyes 
and jaw muscles are constantly strained. When I would allow the 
relaxation to take over my body, I loved the feeling of heaviness in my 
muscles and the calm and peaceful feeling I had. This was a really good 
exercise.  

—Tyler G.  
 
My experience while doing the progressive relaxation was very nice. I 
did it once after work and once before bed. I found it to be most relaxing 
after work because I get tense while I am working. Obviously, I was 
feeling very tense and tight when I started it after work. As I began the 
exercise, the first muscles we tensed were the hands and forearms. After 
I did that it was like that part of my body was gone, sunk into the carpet. 
As I continued to do each muscle they seemed to disappear and after I 
had done every muscle it felt like I was sunk down into a giant pillow. 
The comparison of contracting and releasing makes your body seem so 
light. I felt totally relaxed and there was no tension whatsoever in my 
muscles. My favorite muscle group to do was my thigh area. After it was 
completed, I felt completely released of the tension I had gathered 
throughout the day. When I did it before bed, it made it very easy for me 
to fall right asleep. Every time I have done any of these (relaxation) 
exercises, it has made it easier for me to fall asleep. I usually have a hard 
time falling asleep because I have so much on my mind.  

—Carli S.  
 
This was a very nice and relaxing exercise for me. I usually have tight 
muscles because of the work I am involved in doing daily. I use my 
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muscles a lot. Before the video started I was tight from lifting weights. I 
really noticed a big deal of relaxation on my forearms and hands. They 
seemed to benefit the most. The other part that I enjoyed was the leg and 
buttocks relaxation part. That felt really good. When I did this exercise 
before I went to sleep I noticed that it was easier to find a comfortable 
position to sleep in. I usually have a difficult time doing this. Doing this 
exercise also helped me fall asleep fast and easily. I plan on using this 
exercise more often because it seems to help my body out a ton.  

—Eric W.  
 
Before I did the exercise the first time I was a little tense in my neck and 
feet. During the exercise it was amazing to feel the sensation. I felt totally 
relaxed and calm. Immediately after the exercise I felt like I had a long 
nap and an hour after the exercise no parts of my body felt tense; I felt 
refreshed and renewed. Before I did the exercise before I went to sleep, I 
wasn’t very tired, but I was tense all over. The exercise again made me 
feel very calm and I almost went to sleep before I finished the exercise. I 
slept like a rock the whole night, and woke up rejuvenated.  

—Brittany H.  
 
Guided Imagery  

Before my first attempt, I was stressed! It was the end of the semester 
and I felt like I had a million school things to take care of not to mention 
all of my family/personal things that needed my attention. During the 
guided imagery, it felt like a sanctuary! It was nice! I felt like I was on 
vacation. Immediately after the exercise, I had a complete stress level 
makeover, that is, until I remembered my economics assignment was still 
due! An hour after the guided imagery, I was focused and able to easily 
understand my economics reading and assignment. This is by far one of 
my favorite stress-relieving exercises. Before I started my second 
experience with guided imagery I felt out of control. I felt ready to rip 
my hair out. I swear my economics teacher is from another planet. I felt 
so overwhelmed and frustrated, almost to the point of tears. During the 
exercise, I felt relieved, although I was still anxious. As I was starting 
out I felt my mind and body begin to relax. I felt more centered and 
comfortable.  
Immediately after this second attempt I felt much better. I still felt 
frustrated but I definitely felt more in control. An hour after the exercise 
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I felt better. I have the hardest time letting go of stress. I could still feel 
the anxiety lurking but I felt calmer and better able to handle the day and 
any situations that may come up.  

—Jamie S.  
 
Well, all I really have to say about this exercise was that it was pretty 
fun. The first time I did the guided imagery, it was Thanksgiving week 
and I was at my in-laws. Chaotic was the only word for the atmosphere. 
I slipped away for a little while and listened to the instructions for the 
guided imagery. At first, I had trouble imagining the scene that was 
being set. After a while, my mind started to wander, but I gently led it 
back to what it was supposed to be on. When it was over, I felt absolutely 
marvelous, almost as if I had had a complete body massage. An hour 
later, I was full of energy. I was even able to help do dishes by hand and 
cook some dinner. My next experience was pretty much the same except 
that I fell asleep during the exercise and didn’t wake up for about two 
hours. When I did wake up, I was a bundle of energy and felt very relaxed 
and well rested.  

—Shalon M.  
 
The first time I felt so overwhelmed, stressed out, and impatient. As I 
tried the imagery I became relaxed and calm. All the feelings I had before 
turned into peaceful, calm, relaxed feelings. I did this at night and the 
next morning I woke up happy, ready for the day, and relaxed. The 
second time was in the morning, so I felt happy, but a little nervous for 
the day ahead. During the video, I became aware of the beautiful scenery. 
It relaxed me and made everything full of serenity. I felt joyful after and 
energized to proceed with the day.  

—Ashley H.  
 
Before I did the guided imagery, I was feeling quite normal. During the 
session, I was very relaxed and felt very peaceful. After the exercise, I 
still had the relaxing feelings and I was calm. About an hour after the 
guided imagery, I was still feeling quite relaxed and was not having any 
stressful feelings. Before the second time I did the guided imagery, I was 
feeling normal again. During the exercise, I was very calm and at peace 
in the beautiful mountains and lake. After the session, I was very relaxed 
and calm. About an hour after the session, I was feeling normal but I was 
not stressed by any means.  
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—Jadda H.  
 
I love doing this relaxation exercise (guided imagery). I have found that 
it takes me to a place that I need to be sometimes. It can make you feel as 
if you are free from weight on your shoulders and screams in your life. I 
do this exercise when my son is napping. I find that when my son wakes 
up I can be a better parent to him. I have the energy and the restfulness 
to handle the stresses of being a mom.  

—Brianne A.  
 
Here are some additional comments from people who 
practiced the relaxation exercises: 

After the exercises, I feel really peaceful. I kind of describe it as a clean 
high. —Derek B.  
 
Very relaxing . . . hard to describe how good I feel. —Matt S.  
 
I always feel rejuvenated after I do one of these relaxation exercises. —
Bryan S.  
 
I felt less tired. I felt refreshed. My eyes were no longer tired and my body 
felt like it was humming. I don’t know how else to explain it. I definitely 
felt better.  

—Karri B. 
  
All weekend long I had a tension headache. I even went to the doctor and 
this was his diagnosis. I was in a lot of pain and so I tried one of the 
relaxation techniques rather than take the four Advil four times a day 
prescribed by the doctor. The exercise was very productive. It relieved 
most of the tension I was feeling in my neck and shoulders. After the first 
time (trying the exercise), I was very relaxed and each of the two times 
after this the tension seemed to go away.  
Prior to this, I would go to the doctor and try several doses of Tylenol 
and acetaminophen. There was no relief after any of the medication was 
taken. I truly believe the relaxation exercise helped with my tension 
headache. —Billie Jo P. 
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After doing the relaxation exercise, I felt as if I was ready to do 
something. I was up and ready to go. I felt almost wired. I was also in a 
better mood. Before, I felt as if I was biting people’s heads off. The day 
went by a lot smoother after the relaxation exercise. This helped me a 
great deal. I am going to try to do this daily. —Leslie S.  
 
I relaxed with my plants. My whole day was very calm, beautiful and 
enjoyable. My household is starting to benefit by my taking time for 
myself. This is a good thing. I am starting to look at a lot of things in my 
life differently. My reactions are not so compulsive. I seem to have more 
energy at the end of the day. —Kelly D.  
 
After relaxing, I felt completely relaxed. I almost hated to get up and go 
deal with anything else. My mind was clear and the stress just seemed 
to disappear. —Joe S.  
 
This (relaxation) exercise is great! When I finished, I felt wonderful. My 
friend and I went mountain bike riding. I had so much energy. We biked 
about eight miles and it didn’t faze me. I recommend it to anyone who 
has not tried it. —Tee W.  
 
After doing the exercises, I always feel more relaxed and more at ease. 
Once, I even started with a headache and it was gone at the end of it. 
Overall, I really enjoy relaxation and plan to make it an everyday event. 
—Russ H.  
 
The guided relaxation exercises are available online at:  
http://www.stressmanagementplace.com  
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Contact Information for Dr. Michael Olpin  

Michael Olpin  
831 E. 3400 No.  
No. Ogden, UT  84414  

molpin@weber.edu  
www.stressmanagementplace.com  

Send Your Stories  

Please send Dr. Olpin your stories related to stress man-
agement and stress relief either because of reading this book, at-
tending one of Dr. Olpin’s seminars or classes, or things you have 
done on your own that might be of interest to other readers. E-
mail them to: molpin@weber.edu  


