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Our First Stress Management Coaching Session
Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.
—Einstein
My name is Dr. Michael Olpin and I am excited to be your stress management “coach.” It's sort of
like a wellness coach, but this time, we are just going to work with your stress. As we do this, you
will notice obvious improvements in your overall health and wellness.
Throughout these workbooks, I will be talking with you, the same as I do with my students or clients
with whom I have worked. I will explain some things about how to keep stress from getting the best
of you. I will encourage you to try some new and interesting activities, and from time to time, we will
check your progress together to see how you are doing.
We won’t spend too much time, in these workbooks, describing stress or how it affects your life. We
cover that in the book Sam Bracken and I recently wrote titled Unwind! If you want even greater
detail regarding stress-related information about problems associated with stress, feel free to read
my college textbook titled Stress Management for Life: A research-based experiential approach. It’s
a good one. In these workbooks, however, we’re going to remain focused on eliminating stress and
all the unpleasant symptoms of stress, from your life.
What I know for sure is that the things I am going to share with you work. They reduce and possibly
eliminate your stress. But you must try the things that I share with you. Just knowing about them is
nice, but it doesn't work very well to make the changes you would like to see.
Stress Management Coaching is a two-way street. component
Here are the things that I am committed to seeing happen on my end
•

•

I am going to present to you the very best information on the planet to help you reduce your
stress. I've been studying, teaching, writing, and presenting this stuff for more than thirty
years. I have searched through thousands of sources, studies, and stories—for the best tools.
I'm including them here in these workbooks for you to try.
I will guide you through the best ways to make stress relief happen for you and walk beside
you every step of the way. It's a fairly complex journey, but the bottom line is this: there are a
few simple principles and practices that seem to work for everyone.

Here are the things that you need to commit to happen on your end
•

You will need to read, ponder, self-reflect, try and then report. It is often in the reflecting that
new ideas or insights come that will help you. But you must walk with me along this path,
trying everything in the ways that I guide you. That's your part of the deal.
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•

Your job is to experience the things we talk about and watch what happens. It's sort of like
lifting weights to get stronger. You can know all there is about the physiology, the chemistry,
the kinesiology of weightlifting, but until you pick up the weights and do the reps required to
build muscles, nothing will change. It's the same with stress management.

What I have learned, after working with thousands of people, is good things will happen for you
when you do this. Your stress levels will noticeably go down. Your symptoms of stress will decrease
or disappear: you will sleep better, your unexplained pains will go away, you will have more energy,
and you'll be a lot happier. Essentially, you are going to feel a lot better by the time we're done
working together on your stress.
It's you and me for the next little while. And as we proceed, I’m confident you will notice profound
improvements. It's pretty fun when that happens.
So, let’s begin our journey together. I'm so excited to be working with you.
These Workbooks are like Cairns
I love to bike, hike, and run, especially in the hills and mountains of northern and southern Utah. I
love the workout of going up. I love the thrill and speed of coming down. Best of all, I love the
magnificent views I get when I reach the tops of the trails.

I particularly enjoy one trail that begins only a few short minutes from my home. The beginning of
this trail extends up the mountain for about 2 miles. It rises in elevation about 1500 feet. On this
path, it feels like no city exists as I disappear into undeveloped terrain.
My journey along this path is always varied and changing. On occasion, it winds through forests;
other parts are more like the desert. A brief bit of the trail near the top even feels almost tropical.
Sometimes there are a couple of streams when the snow is still melting from high up the Rocky
Mountains. At the top is the most marvelous scenery, the most beautiful rocks, and air that is clean
and fresh. It is a place that is peaceful and serene.
When I first began running or riding my mountain bike on this trail, I would find myself getting lost.
There are many side trails that lead to other sidetracked trails, winding here and there sometimes
even coming to dead ends where dense forest makes the path impossible to continue.
After a while of traversing these trails, I started to notice that there were stacked rocks placed
intermittently along the trail. At first, I wasn’t sure why they were there, but it became evident that
previous hikers had placed them there to mark the path. They were trail markers called cairns
telling me to continue along this specific path if I wanted to reach the top. When the trail came to a
fork, a quick look at the cairn would show me the right path to take.
I really appreciate that someone has gone before me, has found the best trails, and has stacked
the stones along the way so I don’t have to guess which way to go. I simply enjoy the thrill and
magnificence of the journey to the top.
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What These Workbooks Mean for You
That is what I hope these workbooks will be for you—trail markers; something that you can refer to
when your journey varies and changes, or you can’t figure out what trail to take to feel good and
enjoy what is around you. I hope these workbooks help keep you on the right path of less stress,
and optimum levels of health and wellness, for many years to come.

The path to the top, where the best views are, might seem challenging at times—you might
encounter resistance in the form of worn-out, dysfunctional beliefs, stale thinking patterns, or
frustrating habits. Change can be difficult.
If you want to feel differently than you do, you must do different things.
Remember, if you continue to do what you’ve always done, you’ll keep getting what you’ve always
gotten.
I love the words of Emerson:
"A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds."
So, start right now
We’re going on a new path that will invite you to notice your patterns of thinking, to make minor
adjustments to those patterns, and see what happens. No matter how hard it may seem, I’m certain
it will be worth the effort: Clean fresh air, majestic views, energizing return trips down the hill.
So, get on the path. Proceed through these workbooks and think of them as Cairns, beautifully
stacked stones, to guide you along your way.

How Is Your Stress?
First Things First
Before we start on the path, we need to see what we are up against so we can bring the right gear.
It is important not only to understand what stress is but how it is affecting your well-being.

Consider these ideas about stress
•

A certain amount of stress is useful, appropriate, and actually helps us accomplish things at a
high level. It’s like a violin or guitar string—too loose and you get bad sound, too tight and it
might even snap. A certain amount of stress can energize and motivate you to deal with the
important issues in your life.

•

Too much stress gets in the way of enjoying excellent health and performing optimally. Chronic
stress is the root of many unwanted health outcomes in our society, and probably for you
personally. Stress may not be the “cause” of most chronic health conditions, but too much
stress makes every health problem or condition worse. In many cases, it is the component that
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turns a curable condition into an incurable one.
•

Few people in our culture have a clear idea of how stress really works. There is a prevalent belief
that stress happens to us, sort of like a virus or some bacteria that comes into our bodies from
somewhere outside of our bodies and inflicts destruction on our health.

•

The truth about how stress happens is that we activate the stress response entirely by the way
we think about things. All stress is self-inflicted; nobody does it to us.

•

That might seem like just one more thing to get stressed about, that you did it to yourself. This is
very good news. If it’s true that you did it to yourself, you suddenly acquire the power to do
something about your stress; with this awareness, you are no longer at the mercy of forces
outside of you to control your stress.

•

If this weren’t true, if stress really was something that just happened to you, then you would be
doomed. You would continually be dependent on conditions to be favorable, for things to go your
way before you could feel good about them. But unpleasant events take place all the time and
not everyone experiences stress when they happen. This demonstrates that stress starts from
within.

•

You can prevent the stress from happening in the first place before problems start. This is
possible and simple. What’s exciting about knowing how this is done is that you’ll immediately
begin to feel more in control, more peaceful, and your symptoms of stress will go away.

•

You can turn off your stress. It might seem like stress is a constant part of being alive; Life is
stressful! However, the stress response can be deactivated; it can be turned off. In these
workbooks, you will learn powerful tools and techniques that work to deactivate the stress
response and return you to a calm, relaxed and peaceful state.

Throughout these Workbooks, I'm going to give you opportunities to think deeply about and apply
the things you’re learning. As you encounter these, I urge you to carefully read through them and
take time to ponder them before giving your responses. You’ll find great insights and ideas to help
you reduce or prevent your stress if you do.
Reflective Questions: On a scale of 1-10 (1 being not very confident at all, 10 being extremely
confident), how confident do you feel that you can do something to reduce your stress? Why do you
think you feel that way? What do you think you can do to increase your level of confidence?

Write your answers in the space provided.

Michael Olpin PhD
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Stress Self-Assessments
The first step in doing something about your stress is to find out how stressed you are right now, by
taking a look at your stress-related symptoms. Not surprisingly, if you are experiencing a lot of them,
regularly, it’s most likely that your stress response is kicking in more frequently than it should.

So, take a moment to complete some self-assessments to measure your baseline level of stress.
Note: Don’t read too much into them. If your scores indicate that you are highly stressed, know that
your body is designed to heal and regenerate. The good news is that the strategies you are about to
learn will help bring you into balance so that healing can happen naturally. Whatever you discover
about yourself and your symptoms, get excited: You are on a path that will lead you toward better
health and a happier, calmer outlook
Measure Your Resting Heart Rate

After you have been sitting or relaxing for at least 10 minutes:

● Find your pulse (your radial pulse can be found on the thumb side of your wrist; your
carotid pulse on your neck, just under your jaw).
● Count the number of beats for 60 seconds using a smartphone or clock with a
second hand.
● Record your number in the Resting Heart Rate line of the Assess Your Stress worksheet
below.

Notice Your Breathing Patterns

Next, sit in a chair so that your back is straight up and down against the backrest. Place one
hand on your stomach with your palm covering your navel and the other hand on your chest.
• Sitting up straight, focus on your breath, noticing as it naturally goes in and out.
• Take several breaths and notice which hand is moving more—the one on your chest
or on your stomach? Which part of your torso seems to move the most as you inhale
and exhale—your stomach, chest or both?
•

Record your response noting which hand moves more or if both hands move the same on
the Breathing Pattern line of the Assess Your Stress worksheet.

Gauge Your Breathing Rate

While sitting, breathe normally and naturally.

• Set your smartphone to 60 seconds (or use a clock or watch with a second hand) and
count how many natural, effortless breaths you take in a minute; each inhalation and
exhalation cycle equals one breath. This is called your respiration rate.
Michael Olpin PhD
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• Indicate your number of breaths per minute in the Respiration Rate line in the Assess
Your Stress worksheet.
Stress-O-Meter – Reflect on the stress in your life

Think back over the last month, considering the highs and lows of the past 30 days. All
things considered, think about how stressed you’ve been during this time.
● Rate your month on the “Stress-o-Meter” scale between 1 and 10, 1 suggesting that
your life has been relatively stress-free and that generally, you’ve felt in calm, in
control and in balance, 10 indicating that you’ve mostly been in a state of high
anxiety and that your month has been packed with extreme stress.
● Record your response on the Stress-O-Meter line in the Assess Your Stress

worksheet.
Assess Your Stress Worksheet
Resting Heart Rate ______ beats per minute

Breathing Pattern ______ Abdomen ______ Chest ______ Both
Respiration Rate ______ Breaths per minute
Stress-O-Meter ______
Stress-O-Meter 1☐

2☐

3☐

4☐

5☐

6☐

7☐

8☐

9☐

10☐

Symptoms of Stress
Next, let's look at a few common symptoms that have been shown to accompany higher stress
levels. Understanding how often you experience these symptoms will give you a clear sense

of where you are—and where you need to go.
Circle the amount of time that seems to be most accurate when you experience these stress-related
symptoms.
Headaches
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never
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Tense muscles; sore neck & back
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never
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Fatigue
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Bouts of Anger/Hostility
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Anxiety
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Boredom, depression
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Difficulty Falling Asleep
Every Night
Almost every night
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Eating too much or too little due to stress
Almost everyday
2-3 times every day
Every Night
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Irritability
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never
Insomnia
Every Night
Almost every night
2-3 times per week
Once a week
2-3 times a month
Once a month
Never
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Diarrhea, cramps, gas, constipation
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never
Restlessness, itching, tics
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never
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Difficulty concentrating
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

Grinding teeth, clenching jaw (especially
during sleep)
Almost all day every day
2-3 times every day
Once per day
2-3 times per week
Once a week
Once a month
Never

You’ve taken all the self-assessment tests! Congrats! Now it’s time to put your results together so
you can get a clearer, overall picture of the level of stress in your life.
What Do Your Scores Mean?
While certain scores may suggest that there’s a high level of stress in your life, keep in mind that
stress is not the only reason these symptoms occur. Only you can decide if your symptoms are
stress-related, or due to other physical or emotional conditions.
What your heart rate means:
A normal resting heart rate ranges from 60 and 72 beats a minute. If yours is higher, that might
indicate higher stress levels. Or, you could simply be out of shape. If that's the case, you may want
to consider stepping up your exercise.

What your breathing means:
Chest breathing, rather than abdominal breathing, usually indicates a chronically activated stress
response. If you noticed that your chest hand moved more than your stomach hand, you could have
chronic stress.
What your respiration rate means:

The average respiration rate is 12–16 breaths per minute. If yours was faster, it may be an indicator
of higher-than-desired stress levels.
What your Stress-O-Meter score means:
The average Stress-O-Meter score is about 6, which suggests that most people rate themselves as
fairly stressed. If your score is higher than a 3 or 4, then you probably have more stress in your life
than you need.
What your stress symptoms indicate:

Michael Olpin PhD
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The more stress symptoms you have and the more often you have them, the more likely it is that
you feel chronically overwhelmed. Not healthy.
Of course, stress—and the symptoms it can produce--manifests differently for everyone. Some
stressed-out people may experience many physical and emotional issues; others just one or two.
Some people report feeling very high levels of stress, yet not suffer any symptoms at all. But for
now, use your assessment scores as a baseline to measure your progress as you move through
these missions. When you're finished, take the tests again and see if your answers change—you
may be pleasantly surprised at the results.
For now, these assessments will give you a baseline on which to base your progress. As you proceed
through these workbooks, refer to these self-assessments and watch how much your answers
change—in positive, healthier directions. I’m pretty sure you’ll be surprised at the changes that will
occur.
Reflective Questions:
After taking each of these stress self-assessments, think about the big picture that you’re seeing
with your stress. Are the results in line with what you think your stress levels are? Are they different?
Do you recognize symptoms of stress in yourself that you would like to eliminate or change?
Write your answers in the space provided.

Now that you have a better idea of where you are stress-wise and the changes you’d like to make,
let’s start looking for the path that’s right for you. The first step is an important one. You first need
to understand why you get stressed to figure out how to stop or manage it. I think the answer will
surprise you.

The Real Reason that You’re Stressed
Why does stress happen in the first place? Stress is nothing new. In fact, it has been around for
eons and is crucial to survival. It's stress that causes you to spring into action when danger is afoot.
That's why it's important to understand when stress is necessary and you need to harness it—and
when it's time to let it go. Just understanding why something happens can create a positive change.
Michael Olpin PhD
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Recently I was teaching a group of university bookstore directors from the
mountain west in Park City, Utah. After the morning class, I was visiting with
several of the participants. One woman stopped to tell me that in over 50 years,
she had never learned about stress, and how and why it happens in such a simple
and concise way.
She mentioned that after listening for the little bit of time that we were together,
she was confident she knew what she needed to do to stay motivated to remove
all the possible stress from her life. And she felt totally empowered to be able to
do just that.
The things I taught that class on that quiet July morning in the mountains of Utah are exactly what
I'm going to share with you.
Consider this
Think about the symptoms of stress on the stress self-assessment you did earlier.
For most people these maladies are a result of out of control stress levels: headaches, irritability,
difficulty concentrating, losing your memory, muscle pain, ulcers, various skin conditions, getting
sick more frequently, and many other problems.
Why would this be the case?
•
•

Why, when we are stressed, would the body generate sore muscles, headaches, fatigue,
irritability, and a host of other unpleasant conditions?
If it is so detrimental to our well-being, why do we have this experience of stress in the first
place?

To understand this, it is very important that we learn the real (and only) reason why stress happens.
Pay close attention.
Our Ancestors Did It to Us
Let’s transport ourselves back in time, many, many generations ago, and observe what life was like
for our ancestors. We want to look specifically at how our ancient relatives dealt with dangerous
conditions, and life-threatening situations.
Try this
Imagine that we are living many centuries ago in a place where we find no trace of modern
conveniences. We have no nice homes, no cell phones or television, no indoor plumbing, no
electricity, no food in the cupboards, no cars, nothing to keep us in relative comfort; it’s nothing like
the environmental conditions in which we find ourselves today.

Michael Olpin PhD
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For the sake of this illustration, 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, feeling calm and peaceful, and having a
fun time. We’re having a nice relaxing time together.
As you picture this scene, you’ll notice that the place where I live happens to border a forest thick
with trees, bushes, and shrubbery. It’s a very beautiful and natural setting.
While we are “hanging out” together we notice some ruffling of the bushes of the nearby forest.
Suddenly, charging mightily toward us is a huge, hungry bear! This enormous creature has smelled
our delicious picnic and wants some of it for himself. This large, menacing creature could easily put
us out of commission with a single swipe of his powerful paw.
Can you picture this scenario?
Here comes the bear charging at us. He's hungry and wants our food.
What is the very first thought that races into your mind when you see the big bear?
You might think your first thought would be
•
•

"Run!"
"Get the heck out of here!!"

That’s almost right, but there’s another thought that precedes it.
“Run!” is your second thought.
Your first thought would be some variation of these words
•
•
•
•

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 is Really BAD!

Thoughts like these happen very quickly, in a fraction of a second.

Next Comes the Stress Response

Michael Olpin PhD
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Almost as quickly, this initial thought is followed by the next thought:
•
•

RUN!
I need to get away because if I don't, I’m dead!

You might also have another thought that follows the initial “Uh-Oh!” thought. It sounds something
like
•
•

FIGHT!
I need to kill this creature to protect my family, my friends, and myself!

The immediate result of either of these thoughts is a physiological response that gears up your body
to either run with incredible speed and/or fight with incredible strength.
This immediate physiological response is commonly known as the “fight-or-flight response.” We’ll
also call it the “stress response.”
Let's explore what happens when the body turns on the stress response.
What Happens Next

A flood of physiological activity in the body automatically and precisely launches anytime we have
the original thought of “Uh-oh! I’m in danger! This is very bad!”
The immediate result of either one of these thoughts is an automatic physiological response that
gears you up to run—or fight—like you’ve never run or fought before. This is the well-known “fight or
flight response,” AKA the stress response. It releases a flood of physiological activity in the body,
enabling you to run from or take on the bear, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increased heart rate
Increased breathing rate
Increased metabolism – to produce more energy for the muscles
Increased oxygen consumption
Increased oxygen to the brain
Increased blood pressure
Increased blood sugar
Increased secretion of the hormones adrenaline and cortisol into the bloodstream and to
every cell in the body
Increased muscle contraction—especially the running and fighting muscles
Increased blood clotting ability
Blood thins
Pupils dilate

Michael Olpin PhD
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•
•
•

Body hair stands on end
Increased beta brainwave activity
Heightened sensory awareness

What is the single purpose of all these immediate physiological reactions?
The ONLY reason for these reactions (and many more) is to help you save yourself from the bear.
But what’s interesting is that while many physiological processes are ramped up in fight-or-flight,
other body processes stop working normally, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Slowing of the immune response
Slowing of the reproductive system
Slowing of the digestive system
Decreased perception of physical pain
Cessation of higher order thinking
Some blood vessels constrict, partially obstructing normal blood flow to certain areas of the
body such as the extremities and some organs
The excretory system turns off
The endocrine system modifies its normal functioning

That’s because the body is channeling all of its energy into ramping you up for maximum power and
speed, recruiting ammunition from various body systems to achieve this result.
Fight-or-Flight Kicked in – Just in Time

On one of my favorite mountain bike trails, I had been riding for about an hour and
a half. It had been a terrific ride, but I was pretty exhausted (this trail has lots of
hills to climb).
I was coming to the end of the ride, but I had to go up one last hill before I coasted
home. Ascending up the hill, I rounded a corner. Next to the trail was a large bush.
As I rode near the bush I suddenly heard, somewhere near the ground, a loud
rattling and hissing sound.
I immediately knew what it was. There are plenty of rattlesnakes in the mountains
of northern Utah where I live and one had decided it was going to spend the day
underneath this bush.
I clearly recognized this sound and instantly I bolted up the hill about 75 yards in
nothing flat. It was the fastest I had gone all day, including the downhill parts of
the ride. By the time I arrived a really safe distance (10 yards would have been
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plenty), I turned back to see if the snake was following me. It wasn’t. I realized I
was safe again.
I immediately noticed how exhausted I was—breathing heavily, muscles in pain,
even feeling a bit shaky—for the amount of energy I had just spent getting away
from that snake as quickly as possible.
Even though I had seemingly no energy left after my long ride, the fight-or-flight
response probably saved me some from some very unwanted pain.
Reflective Questions: Now, think back to a time when you were in real danger, a time when you had to

react quickly to stay alive by running from or fighting something that was legitimately dangerous.

Take a few moments to consider how you felt as this was happening. What emotions did you notice?
If you did need to run or use more power to deal with the situation, did you find yourself running
faster or feeling more powerful? In what way? How did you feel after this situation ended?

Write your answers in the space provided.

The Stress Response is NOT Designed to Work for Very Long.
The stress response, or “fight-or-flight” response, helps us either fight the bear or escape from it. It
creates maximum power or speed, but for a very short time—probably little more than 30-60
seconds. Our bodies simply don’t have the energy reserves to support maximum energy output for
much longer than that.
Think about this

How long would you be able to keep going if you were running the hundred-yard
dash at top speed? No one can sustain that high speed for very long. After a very
short while, you would become very tired. Such is the case when we run from the
bear.
The Important Thing to Understand About the Stress Response
Fight-or-flight reaction, or the stress response, really has only one purpose. It functions to help us
do one thing, and only one thing, very well. It helps us SURVIVE!

Michael Olpin PhD
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This enormously imbalanced physiology works to keep us alive or avoid physical pain. That’s it!
There is no other reason for us to have the stress response than this.
Consider this
• Anytime you have an “I’m in danger. This is bad!” thought, this flood of physiological activity
happens automatically, without your conscious direction.
• It turns on all those systems in the body that will help you be able to run a lot faster and be a
lot stronger.
• It also turns off, or down, all those systems that your body doesn’t immediately need to help
you run from or fight the big bear.
In the short run, this response is a powerful and useful process. We’re very glad we have it for those
legitimately dangerous, but very rare occasions when we need that extra burst of speed or strength
to get us out of physical danger.
In the long run, however, if it is kept “on” or activated for much longer than the short burst needed
to save you from the bear, this physiological imbalance can produce serious health problems.

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

Let’s Review
• When you are in homeostasis, like when you are having fun and enjoying things, nothing is
threatening to you and you feel good.
• When something happens in your environment that you perceive as a threat, like the big
bear that emerges from the forest, you immediately have the “Uh-oh!” thought.
• This thought automatically triggers the fight-or-flight response.
• Essentially, every system, every organ, every cell of your body turns to a state of enormous
imbalance to create immediate high energy for that short amount of time it takes to escape
the big bear.
• Once you sense no more danger, the fight-or-flight response turns off and you experience
exhaustion and fatigue because you have expended a tremendous amount of energy while
running or fighting.
• You may be worn out even though the stress response is no longer on.
• When you feel safe again, all the functions in your body that were activated by the stress
response gradually return to normal.
• Soon, you return to homeostasis and you are ready to enjoy things once again.
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How Often Are You Really Stressed?
Let me ask you an important question.

If the fight-or-flight response has the single purpose of keeping you alive when you are in actual
physical danger, how often are you really in danger?
Try this
Think back over the last week, reflecting on as many waking moments as you can. How much of this
time were you in actual danger. Were there any moments when you could have died or suffered real
physical harm?

If you are like most people, you were most likely in real danger less than 1 percent of the time. Now,
think back to the past week again. How often did you experience a stress response (i.e. increased
heart rate, more rapid breathing, muscle tension, etc.)? How long did it last? How long did it take
you to calm down again?
Most of us live in environments that are so nicely set up that you and I are in comfortable, or at
least generally safe conditions, for virtually everything we do. If you analyze your situation
accurately, you’ll recognize that you don’t live, or spend most of your time, in dangerous places.

What Happens When You Stay Stressed?
In the last section, we looked at the physiology of stress and discussed what happens immediately
and automatically when you say to yourself anything that sounds like
“Uh oh! Something bad has happened, is happening, or is going to happen!”
Remember our model?
Stress begins with a threat thought and then the fight-or-flight response turns on.
Chronic Stress
This stress response is only supposed to last about 30-60 seconds. Then it’s supposed to be over
and you go back to homeostasis.
When the stress response remains activated for longer periods it becomes what we call chronic
stress. This is when the problems start. Building on our Stress Response Model, chronic stress
looks like this:
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Consider This
• What happens when you stay in the fight-or-flight response for a longer amount of time than
it is designed to work?
• Why is that dangerous?
• What is the connection between chronic stress and almost all the health problems that
people have today?

Before we explore the answers to these questions, I want to focus for a moment on one thing that I
think is really cool about human beings.
What is your body telling you?

Have you ever gone to a place like an all-you-can-eat buffet, where you could eat as much food as
you wanted, and you did? Or, have you ever gotten really drunk, just smashed because you drank
too much alcohol?
Did you listen to the feedback your body gave you?
How big is your stomach?
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It’s about the size of two fists together, right? Not that large. Now think about how many times you
went back for more food . . . three, maybe four servings? I mean, if it’s all you can eat, you might as
well eat a lot, right? Your stomach really stretches to fit all that food in there.
Now, let me ask you if you ate way too much food, how did you feel when the meal was over? Do you
remember?
Most people say they want to throw up, they feel tired and bloated. Not a good feeling.
What about too much alcohol?
If you have ever been quite drunk, how did you feel either later that evening or the next morning
when you had a hangover?
Most people say they felt sick: they couldn't get out of bed, they felt nauseous, sweaty, light-headed,
and with a headache. Again, it’s not a good feeling.
So, what does this mean?
These feelings, these yucky sensations, according to my holistic view of health, are the body's way
of telling us we overdid it.
It doesn’t mean you are not a good person. Your body is just telling you something.
By the feedback it’s giving you it’s probably saying something like
•
•
•

“That was too much.
“It’s not a healthy thing for you.
“Don’t do that again.”

Your body seems to know what is good for it and what isn’t, and it gives you signals to let you know.
What about the opposite?
We can go to the other end of the spectrum and ask questions like:
•
•
•
•

How do you feel when you go eat a salad or something healthy?
How do you feel when you go to work out, play racquetball or do something fun like go for a
swim?
How do you feel when you serve somebody in need or help someone out who’s really
struggling?
How do you feel when you meditate or practice yoga?”
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Are these feelings different than the ones you have when you “overdo” things? Yes, doing these
things generally cause people to feel good.
It doesn’t make us any better of a person because we have those feelings. It’s just our body’s way
of telling us, “That’s a good call. Do more of that.”
Consider This
What’s one of the primary reasons why people love to exercise every day? Sure, they are interested
in staying healthy, but as much as anything, there are terrific feelings that naturally come from the
exercise.

You have probably felt that when you have been jogging or hiking, for example. After a while, you get
this huge flood of, “Oh man! This feels so great!”
Why does that happen?
Your body is essentially saying, “This exercise stuff is good for you and I’m going to reward you by
giving you these great feelings so that you’ll want to do it more!”
Our body knows what is good for our well-being.
Chronic Stress Messages
The reason why I mention this is because the body also sends us messages about stress.

Whenever we do something that activates the stress response and keeps it in a state of imbalance
longer than the amount of time that it’s designed to be on (30-90 seconds), our body will start to
give us feedback, letting us know of the imbalance.
The Body Sends a Warning Instead of a Reward
Under long-term or chronic stress, the body sends different messages.
•
•
•

“This is not healthy.”
“There is an imbalance.”
"Here's my feedback to you so you'll do something different."

Chronic Stress "Feedback" Signals
Virtually every system in the body functions differently when the stress response is activated for an
extended period. This includes the immune system, the digestive system, the reproductive system,
the nervous system, the endocrine system, the muscular system, and every other body system and
their related organs. Each body system changes its normal functioning for the sole purpose of
providing the body with immediate speed and power to survive a physical threat. And as I
mentioned, the body will also send signals that there is an imbalance and that changes need to be
made. We commonly call these signals “Stress Symptoms.”
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What are the common signals the body uses to tell us to turn off the stress button? There are many
of them.
Here are just a few:
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 contracting—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. Tension headache pain is feedback that our muscles
have been contracting too long. They need to relax. A tension headache is usually a simple thing to
fix. Relax those muscles and the pain goes away.
Fatigue
Another effect of prolonged muscle contraction is fatigue.

Have you ever come home from a rough day at work or school and found 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. Even though the body has remained mostly inactive because it hasn’t
followed through on that message, it is fatigued because the muscles have still been tensing up in
preparation for activity – All Day.
Try This
Clench your fists as hard as you can and see how long you can maintain this before your arms and
hands become tired.

Under this type of stress, it is easy for muscles to experience fatigue. They become exhausted.
The same is true when the muscles involved in fighting or running continue contracting, all day long.
It is physically draining! It is no wonder we are worn-out at the end of the day.
Consider This

A psychologist walked around a room while teaching stress management to an
audience. As she raised a glass of water, everyone expected they'd be asked the
"half empty or half full" question. Instead, with a smile on her face, she inquired:
"How heavy is this glass of water?"
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Answers called out ranged from 8 oz. to 20 oz.
She replied, "The absolute weight doesn't matter. It depends on how long I hold it.
If I hold it for a minute, it's not a problem. If I hold it for an hour, I'll have an ache in
my arm. If I hold it for a day, my arm will feel numb and paralyzed. In each case,
the weight of the glass doesn't change, but the longer I hold it, the heavier it
becomes."
She continued, "The stresses and worries in life are like that glass of water. Think
about them for a while and nothing happens. Think about them a bit longer and
they begin to hurt. And if you think about them all day long, you will feel paralyzed
– incapable of doing anything."
Moral of the story: Remember to put the glass down.
Or in our case: Remember to turn off the stress response.
Difficulty falling asleep
Sleeping is a natural experience. 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.

However, as we lie there trying to fall asleep, and our minds are absorbed on the events of earlier
today or those that will happen tomorrow, our body interprets this mental activity as a signal to
prepare for action, not for sleeping. It’s tricky to relax or sleep, and run or fight, at the same time.
Colds, the flu, and other illnesses
The immune system is responsible for preventing many health problems including cancers,
diseases, and infections caused by menacing microbes (viruses, bacteria, etc.).

Since you don’t need the immune system to run from the big bear, it scales down its activity. As a
result, health problems that normally would have been handled with ease with a strong immune
system may now gain the upper hand.
The number of health problems that occur because of a compromised immune system is
substantial. Some people never seem to get sick while others get sick every time a new cold or flu is
“going around.” Though there are several factors that affect immune function, such as diet,
exercise, and sleep, among others, we can say with some confidence that there is a direct
relationship between stress and immune function. As stress goes up, the immune system’s
strength goes down. As stress goes down, the immune system functions more effectively.
Reflective Questions: Have you ever noticed that some people tend to get sick more often than
others, even though they spend their time in the same environments? Based on this discussion of
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the immune system and stress, think about people you know who never seem to get sick and others
who get sick quite frequently. How would a person’s chronic stress levels explain the differences
between those who get sick quite frequently and those who don’t?
Write your answers in the space provided.

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 escaping a dangerous situation. As a result, during stress,
the body won’t competently coordinate all the different processes necessary to break down food
and absorb it into the bloodstream.

Essentially, every activity in the digestion process functions in unbalanced ways while the stress
response is on. This can result in a whole host of digestive problems.
Appetite and obesity
When people feel stressed, a very interesting thing happens when it comes to their desire for food.
Some people find themselves wanting to eat more food, while others find the food very
unappetizing.

Why do both possibilities exist? First, let’s consider what happens to the digestive system upon
activation of the stress response.
Why we eat less:
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 immediately 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.
Why we eat more:
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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 when they ate, their bodies stored that energy in the form of stored fat.
The same mechanism works today as it did back then. 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 soon. As a result, we eat more food and store it more easily, as fat.

•

There's another, a 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 (blood sugar) and muscle glycogen (stored sugar in the muscle) as our primary
sources of quick energy. Essentially, blood glucose and muscle glycogen are the brokendown forms of regular sugary foods (carbohydrates) that we eat. During the stress response,
there’s a natural craving for sugary foods 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 normally remains unused
unless we participate in some type of activity. Many times, people do not exercise when they are
stressed; they just sit there thinking about things. When that happens, the excess blood sugar is
quickly converted and stored in the body as fat.
The more energy we eat but don’t expend through activity, the bigger we get.
Today, we have a major obesity epidemic and stress plays a key role in this problem.
Reflective Questions:
When you feel stress, or any of its symptoms, which do you tend to do: Eat more? Eat less? In what
way(s) does this help explain why both scenarios of eating are natural when a person has an
activated stress response?

Write your answers in the space provided.
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Ulcers
When a person has the continued belief that he is in trouble and the stress response stays on, the
digestive system slows down. Many times, however, the person continues eating.

Food travels first to the stomach on its way to the intestines. Powerful stomach acids do their best
to try to break down the food. Once the food makes its way to the small intestines, additional
chemicals enter from the pancreas and liver to further aid digestion.
Since the body is on high alert, these powerful substances may flow into the stomach and
intestines in abnormal amounts, maybe too much for what’s necessary to break down the food,
maybe not enough.
•

When these digestive juices are out of balance, they tend to damage the lining of the
stomach and small intestines. Over time, the acid continues eating away the lining of organ
walls and an ulcer may develop.

Heart Disease
More people die from diseases of the heart and circulatory system than any other cause. Recent
reports indicate that approximately 600,000 people die each year from heart disease just in the
United States.

When you think of the risk factors for heart disease, those that immediately come to mind include
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 risk
factors.
How then, can we account for the rest of those who die from heart attacks? Let’s look at what
happens to the heart and blood vessels during the stress response.
Blood Vessels, Clotting, and Increased Risk for Stroke
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 can
flow through them.
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This constriction and other features of the stress response increase blood pressure. If you need to
run from the big bear, blood pressure naturally rises to provide more energy and oxygen to the
running and fighting muscles. However, chronically high blood pressure tends to weaken and
damage the walls of the blood vessels.
•

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 you 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, especially flowing through the blood vessels
that surround the heart or those that run through the brain, there is an increased risk 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, it causes damage to the arteries and we are setting
ourselves up perfectly for a heart attack or a stroke.
Anytime there is damage to the walls of the blood vessels, the body tries to heal itself:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

First, a clot forms in the damaged blood vessel, just like when you skin your knee or cut your
finger.
In time, scarring may take place. As a result, 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 narrowing an artery, or a blood clot gets carried through
the bloodstream and lodges in a narrowed artery.
This closes off all future 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.

High Resting Heart Rate
There is a definite relationship between perceived stress levels and higher than normal heart rates.

•

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 as
quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, most of the time that we feel stressed, we aren’t doing anything physically active. So,
the heart is working much harder than is necessary. It is like leaving your car parked in the driveway
but revving its engine all day!
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Fibromyalgia
Fibromyalgia is a condition characterized by widespread pain in the muscles accompanied by
fatigue, sleep, memory and mood problems. Only thirty years ago, not many people had heard of
fibromyalgia. Unfortunately, many people now suffer from this condition.

One student of mine suffered from fibromyalgia so intensely that at times, she could not put on her
clothes because her muscles hurt so badly all over her body. (Interestingly, as soon as she learned
how to meditate—see the Stress Reduction Workbook—her pain reduced, and she started to feel
better.)
Fibromyalgia is a lot like chronic fatigue. You can’t really pinpoint any specific problem. Heart rate’s
fine. Blood pressure’s fine. All the tests indicate there’s no problem. I’ve had students who have
had doctors tell them, “You’re making it up. It’s all in your head.”
It’s not in your head.
How might fibromyalgia be associated with chronic stress?
Think about what’s going on again, in the muscles.
If you’re in the fight-or-flight response, (stress response), what’s one thing that happens to your
muscles? They are seriously contracting. After prolonged periods of contraction, your muscles just
say, “Bag it. This is too much tension and I'm going to let you know by creating pain.”
Other Diseases, Illnesses, and Conditions
We can say with confidence that nearly every chronic disease or 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 the following chronic diseases and
ailments:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alcoholism
Allergies
Angina Pectoris
Arteriosclerosis
Asthma
Atherosclerosis
Autoimmune problems
Birth defects
Breast Cancer
Bruxism
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Burnout
Cancer
Carpal Tunnel Syndrome
Cholesterol levels elevated
Chronic backache
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome
Chronic tension headaches
Chronic Tuberculosis
Cold sores
Common cold
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

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
Rheumatoid arthritis
Shingles
Stroke
Systemic Lupus Erythematosus
TMJ (temporomandibular joint
syndrome)
Ulcerative colitis
Ulcers

That's a pretty long list.

Consider This
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 are not designed to be in the escape and survival mode for extended
periods of time.
When we live our lives with the continued message that we are in trouble, severe and long-lasting
imbalances occur.
The Good News Is – We can do something about it.
The object and design of these Workbooks, and my other stress managing tools, which you’ll learn
about later, is to bring you back into equilibrium. More than anything, I want to help you restore your
mind/body to a positive and holistic state of dynamic balance.
And once in balance, the body tends to activate all its healing energies. Essentially, it opens the
doors of your inner pharmacy and allows the production of the right chemicals, hormones, enzymes,
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and other physiological reactions, in the right doses, at the right places, and at the right times to
produce healing. But you must be in balance. As you can see, chronic stress is a very unbalanced
state.
What are Your Symptoms of Stress?

Try This
Think about a health concern that you, or someone you know, might be experiencing right now in
which stress has likely played a part in its development. This health problem may be a headache,
insomnia, or something more serious like depression or ulcers. Answer each of these questions:
•

What is the condition?

•

What signals or warnings has the body given that things are out of balance?

•

Based on what you have read in this section, explain how chronic stress may be a primary
contributor for the condition.

Reflect on what your body is telling you about the way you’ve been treating it.
•

How do you feel when you have these messages and warnings?

Intentionally participate in a healthy behavior.
Examples might include going for a pleasant walk with someone you love; eating a balanced healthy
meal but eating a little less than you normally would; doing something that you thoroughly enjoy
with no other motive than to involve yourself in that activity; or helping someone who needs some
assistance without letting anyone else know about it.
Focus on the way your body feels during and after doing the healthy activity that you selected.
•

What signals does your body give you indicating that it was a beneficial activity?
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Contemplate how frequently you listen to the feedback your body gives you.
•

When were the last times you felt terrific?

•

When was the last time your body/mind felt completely centered, balanced, harmonious,
and whole?

•

How you can do more listening to the wisdom of your body to make choices that help you
feel tremendous rather than terrible.

Why Does the Stress Response Turn On, If We Are Not in Danger?
If we are always safe, why does the stress response turn on? Why are so many people running
around in fight-or-flight mode? Why are people suffering from the symptoms of an imbalanced
system due to the stress response?

As you ponder this, keep in mind—absolutely don’t forget—the only real reason for activation of the
stress response is to help you escape from or fight a physically dangerous situation. The stress
response has no other purpose for being a part of our physiology—none.
Reflective Questions: Think about those questions for a few moments. Why are so many people
stressed, if there isn’t any danger? Why do so many people struggle with so many stress-related
health problems, if they never need the stress response to help them stay safe?

What answer(s) come to your mind?
Write your answers in the space provided.
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Think back to the self-assessment you took earlier, specifically consider the Stress-O-Meter.
Did you give yourself a number any higher than a 2 or a 3? If so, you are probably activating the
stress response far too much for your current survival needs.
You're probably thinking, well I must be different than everyone else because I really do feel stress.
My stress is very real.
Your stress is definitely real.
It just didn't happen for the same reason it did for your ancestors, that is, due to a real threat to
your physical well-being.
Reflective Question
If you are never really in danger, as the math above indicated, does this insight help you to rethink
how much stress you need to feel for most of the events of your life?

Write your answers in the space provided.

Here’s the best news you’ve heard all day: You don’t have to experience stress. It’s actually a
choice—you can choose to evaluate a potentially stressful situation differently. Consider this
situation that would be stressful for most people
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Imagine that you have been asked to sing the National Anthem at the beginning of the next Super
Bowl (without any musical accompaniment). Imagine, too, that you are unable to carry a tune—
which will be obvious to the millions of viewers around the world listening. Stressful, right?
Of course, if you were at home alone, doing chores or taking a shower, you might not think twice
about singing out loud, whether or not you can actually stay on key.
Now, consider this: In both situations, whether in the football stadium and on camera or at home
alone, In both places, at your home or in front of 85,000 excited football fans, you are doing exactly
the same thing: singing a song. That's it. So why is it that one scenario feels stressful and the other
doesn’t?
What's the difference?
If you don’t take anything else away from the course, remember this definition of stress: the
physiological survival response of the body to any perceived threat.
The most important word in that definition is perceived. Let me explain.
How Our Perceptions Activate the Stress Response (Fight-or-flight Response)

•
•
•

Your hypothalamus, your endocrine system, your adrenal glands and your nervous system
are always listening to your thoughts.
They always follow through on directions you give them, based on what you are thinking.
When the brain sends the message that danger is present, it always sets in motion electrical
and chemical activity that creates the fight-or-flight response.

Your hypothalamus, your endocrine system, your adrenal glands, and your nervous system, however,
aren’t watching your exterior environment.
•
•
•
•

They are only listening to your thoughts.
If you have a thought that sounds like, "This is bad. I'm in danger!" They immediately go to
work.
They have no idea if the danger is real or not.
They just follow directions.

And the only way they know how to handle any kind of a threat—perceived or real—is by activating
the fight-or-flight response.
So, all you have to think is "Uh-Oh. This is bad!” for any reason at all, and you immediately activate
the stress response.
•

Over 99% of the time, the Uh-Oh's that we think have nothing to do with real danger.
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•
•

We make them up.
Sure, they might be important, and sometimes even urgent, but very rarely are they lifethreatening.

It's your perception of a threat that sets it off, every time. We call this interpretation of a threat your
"threat thought."
Try this - Is the threat real or imagined
Consider the following situations that people commonly perceive to be stressful. Ask yourself
whether the event is one that warrants activation of the stress response to escape and stay alive.
Circle “Yes” if the situation involves a direct physical threat” or “No” if this is not a potentially lifethreatening situation.”
Is this a direct physical threat?
Yes or No

Taking a test for your job or at school

Yes or No

Having an argument

Yes or No

Escaping from a house fire

Yes or No

Arriving late for work

Yes or No

Being chased by a mugger

Yes or No

Giving a prepared speech to a group of people

Yes or No

Sliding down a steep mountainside while hiking

Yes or No

Being rejected when asking someone for a date

Yes or No

Getting a bad score on a test

Yes or No

Getting ready for a very important ball game

When you look at these examples, you begin to realize the clear distinction between a threat that
could possibly hurt you and a threat that you might make up about a situation.
The First Step in Stress Prevention
The first thing you must do, if you want to dramatically reduce the stress that you feel, is to
differentiate between real, life-threatening situations, which truly deserve the help of the stress
response and all the other situations where you are not in any kind of immediate danger.

The best way to do this is to ask yourself questions related to how you think about things.
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Let’s explore together what I mean by this.
Consider a few situations that are commonly perceived to be stressful.
Perhaps it is one’s personal finances, or not having enough time to do everything—too much on your
plate. Maybe you experience a lot of stress because of your kids, or your neighbor’s kids. It doesn’t
really matter what we name as our stressor, it’s still going to be the same discussion.
Let me ask you this question:

Is it possible to have your current financial situation or your many things to do, and not feel any
stress about it? It may not seem likely, but is it possible?
Next question:

Are there people in the world, even in your community who have similar financial situations or a
similar number of things on their plate who DO NOT feel stressed out about them?
You might think that those people are abnormal, but they aren’t. They just look at things differently;
they interpret things in a different way.
Let me give you some more examples to help clarify this.
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, and even be
late for something important, and not feel anxious about it?
The answer is, yes, it is possible. It always depends on how you think about it.
What about Road Rage?

Is it possible to NOT get angry at all the crazy drivers on the highway?
It must be possible because there are plenty of people who don't get upset with the crazy drivers.
You may be one of them.
What about Tests?
Consider the student who is taking an important test. This is a very stressful situation. Right?
No. That’s wrong! The reality of an exam is that it has no power, to turn on the fight-or-flight response. It is merely a piece of paper with words printed on it.
There is nothing dangerous about it.
The stressfulness of the test comes from how we interpret it and what the test means to us.
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Different Perceptions Mean Different Stress Levels
If I were to consider the test as a university professor, I would interpret it as questions to help
determine what students were learning. My son in early elementary school would interpret it as a
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.
He believes that a low score may pose a threat to his well-being.
In other words, blowing it might be painful!
But, there are other students who take the very same test and don’t stress about it at all.
This is not to say that the test is not important. It is. It is also NOT going to result in physical danger,
no matter the results.
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?
When he is shooting to win the game! If he misses, his team loses.
The stress response is activated when he anticipates feeling pain if he misses. 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 friends.
What’s the Difference?

He is doing the same thing in both situations—at the end of the “important” game or in his
backyard.
The only reason one situation is more stressful than the other is that he has interpreted the
meaning of one differently than he has the other.
During the important game, he is thinking of all the negative 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
(remember, his hypothalamus and his nervous system don’t know where he is, they only follow
through on the directions of his interpretations).
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While shooting in his backyard, he doesn’t anticipate any negative consequences for missing the
shot. Again, if there is no perception of potentially negative (painful) consequences, there is no
stress response.
No threat thought—no stress.

The way he has interpreted the event determines whether it is stressful for him.
Picture this:
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 where it would be impossible for you to pass me. Imagine that you are late
for a very important work meeting and you may lose your job if you are late. You are in a definite
rush. I, on the other hand, am on a leisurely drive in my convertible with my wife and kids. We are in
no rush; we are simply out for a fun drive.
Now imagine 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 things, he probably hasn't been in any hurry
for years. I slow down so I don't run into him, and you are also forced to slow down even more. As I
look in my rearview mirror, I notice that you are clearly upset; I see you 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 Is
You make yourself upset by the way you interpret 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
gentleman and I am not feeling upset or any stress.
Why not?
Because I have interpreted this situation differently than you. 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 potentially painful.
Remember This
When you sense the possibility of 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.
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This is true even with the Big Bear

Imagine that you are camping in the woods. You see the big bear running toward you. Your
immediate reaction would be to want to run at great speed or fight with great power because you
view this bear as an immediate threat to your 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 you or kill you, that causes you to feel
stress.
We know that the bear itself isn’t stressing you out because we have all visited a zoo, watched
bears from a close distance away, and not felt any need to run or fight. You are the same distance
from the bear at the zoo as you are when you are camping.
The difference is the bear at the zoo poses no threat to you due to the fence that prevents the bear
from doing you any harm. At the zoo, you are certain that you aren’t going to feel any pain and, as a
result, the stress response doesn’t turn on.
The Key Point 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. Understanding this is one of the grand keys to
managing stress more effectively:
It always depends upon how you interpret the event, rather than the event itself, that causes the
activation of the fight-or-flight response. Every single event that you and I 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 on us some pain, which may be
physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual. Or, we might see it as a threat to our sense of well-being
and comfort.
There are no exceptions.
The world is not a stressful place.
There are many stressful appraisals of false emergencies in a very safe place.
Reflective Questions: Think of a recent event that you interpreted as stressful. How could you have
interpreted it differently in a way that wouldn’t have included a threat thought? (Write your answers
in the following area)
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That Doesn’t Mean Things Are Not Important
They are.

However, we don’t need to view most situations with the accompanying threat of a potential pain –
a false emergency – which activates the stress response. We don’t need the “threat thought” to
help us with most things that we want to do.
With this understanding, we recognize that we can do everything we normally do,
without the stress!
How Do We Take the Stress Out of Our Thinking?
This might be an easy concept to accept intellectually. It is quite another thing to make it a working
principle in our lives. We are not 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 you are responsible for the stress that you experience is extremely
important.
It is important because
•
•
•
•

Whenever you feel stress, you can then remind yourself that you are interpreting this
situation in a way that results in feeling stressed.
It is your own doing.
This understanding also gives you complete power to undo it.
When you notice that you are feeling stress, you can immediately take positive measures to
do something about it.

You are in control!
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Dr. Stephen Covey made an extremely important comment in relation to this idea.
He said,
“If you think the problem is outside of you, that thought is the problem.”
Consider this cool little story about a man who comes upon his friend who is outside of his house
on his hands and knees frantically looking for something. The man asks his friend what he’s doing.
He replies that he lost his car keys. “Oh, well tell me about where you think you lost them and I’ll
help you try to find them.” “I lost them somewhere inside the house,” his friend replies. “Well then
what are you doing looking for them out here?” He answers, “Because it’s lighter out here.”
Take a minute to let Dr. Covey’s insight and this little story sink in. If you’re ever going to get the
upper hand on stress, you need to find the solution in the right place. And it has very little to do with
what is happening in your environment.
In Workbook 2 – Preventing Stress, we will more thoroughly explore this idea.
Try this
Let’s discover what the real root of the pain or discomfort is in a stressful event or situation.
Remember, almost every stress that you feel involves the thought of the pain that you must either
prepare for (fight) or try to avoid (flight), even if it is one that has already happened.

Directions
Think of a situation or event that you find very stressful—one that you have personally experienced,
or one that you think you might experience at some future point in time.
When you have one in mind
•
•
•
•

Think about each element of that event or situation from its beginning to its natural end.
Assess where any real pain happens at any point during the situation.
Do not include psychological or emotional pain that you make up about it.
Focus only on any real physical pain that happened to you or is currently happening.

If you're thinking of a future event, follow it through to the imagined point where you feel there might
be a pain. For example, if you don't meet a deadline for an important project at work, what real
pain have you imagined might happen? Follow this through to its logical end in your mind.
•
•

Write in the space provided the stressful event or situation that comes to mind.
What real pain has occurred, is occurring, or might occur?
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•

What steps will lead to the final real pain that you are trying to avoid? (For example, if you
don't complete the project, this may lead to getting reprimanded by your boss, which may
lead to getting fired, which may lead to… etc.) Write this in the space provided here:

•

Assess the likelihood that the final real pain that you imagined will really happen. (For
example, if the real pain of turning in a project later than its due date is losing your job,
assess the true likelihood of that happening).

Consider This
Once you analyze the situation

•

•
•

You’ll probably recognize that there is no need to activate the stress response because there
is no physical threat. Yes, it might be an uncomfortable situation, but it’s not a physically
dangerous one.
You realize you are safe rather than threatened by some future “pain” that probably won’t
happen.
Yes, you still need to deal with the consequences of the late project.

However, now you can do it without turning on the stress response.
You can do it without the stress!
Now you know …
-That stress is the activation of the fight or flight response or stress response

-Exactly what triggers it
-What happens when it turns on
-How often it should be on
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-What happens in the body when it is on
-It's dangerous long-term effects
-And that you can control it, you can turn it off

You are ready to learn how to turn it off!

Join me in the next workbook.
You're well on your way to a much more productive, pain-free, peaceful life!
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Goals for these Workbooks
Sure, one of my main goals for you is to see you return to a state of mind/body balance so you can
experience homeostasis again. I want to see your unpleasant symptoms of stress go away. That’s
clearly a good goal.
However, I believe there is an even higher goal on your way to preventing and reducing your stress. I
believe it is possible for you to take your well-being to a much higher level.
As you become familiar with the things you’ll learn in the other workbooks, you’ll not only feel
balanced, physically, psychologically and emotionally, but you’ll also feel tranquil and serene.
Over the years, so many people have told me that they have never felt so good, so clear-headed, so
balanced, so healthy and happy.
These stress management skills can go beyond balance and on to tranquility. This is what I want to
happen to you.
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If you do what I invite you to do, it will. So, let’s get going with the next Workbook!
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