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Anyone who has driven in rush-hour traffic, argued with someone they care about, been given a less-than-expected evaluation by someone they respect, or faced any of a hundred daily challenges knows exactly what stress feels like. The truth is that stress is an ever present fact of life. The myth is that all stress is bad and that we can some​how com​pletely avoid it. Traditional macho philosophy recom​mends that we "gut it out"; New Age per​spectives suggest that enlight​enment is the path to a stress-free life; folk wisdom guides us to "be a duck" and let it roll off our backs. Unfor​tunately, none of these methods is entirely effective as abiding strategies for stress man​agement.

Some degree of stress ap​pears to be needed for healthy living; in fact, studies on stress and performance indicate 

that manageable levels of stress can even enhance our productivity. Further, some stressors are fun and exciting ("eustress"), like weddings, births, promotions. But, "distress" is what comes to mind most often when talking about stress. Un-fortunately, for most of us, effec​tive stress management is not a tool we were born with.

Unmanaged stress can have a dark side. While addictions relate to a wide variety of per​sonal and cultural factors, they also appear to be attempts to manage stressors from work, relationships, feelings, etc.  Fur​ther, as anyone in recovery from an addiction knows, stressful times can trigger old patterns of maladaptive coping by practicing that addiction.

The costs of unmanaged stress are varied and high. Medically, millions of Americans experience heart and blood-vessel diseases, hypertension, heart attacks, ulcers, colon and bowel problems. Recently, the New England Journal of Medicine reported a study linking stress with the development of the common cold (for which we still have no cure). Psychologically, de-pression, anxiety, relationship and work problems appear related to stress. Economically, our nation loses billions of dollars each year on stress-related absenteeism alone.

So, the bad news about stress is that it appears to be everywhere and is unavoidable. The good news is that each of us already has the abilities to man​age stress well and even use it to our benefit.  While we already have the capa​bilities to manage stress, we may still need to develop or revitalize our skills for doing so.  To do this, let's first learn a little more about stress.

Stress can be thought of as com​ing from three interrelated areas: environ​mental, physical, and cognitive.  Environ​mental stressors include such things as the weather and pollu​tion of all types; less obvious sources of environmental stress are time pressures and any source of perceived threat to our physi​cal and/or psycho​logical well-being.  Physi​cal stressors are factors such as growth and devel​opment, aging, illness, physical reactions to envi​ronmental stress​ors, and a set of factors which affect our wellness such as the lack of proper exercise, nutrition, and sleep.  The third source of stressors, cognitive factors (how we think), generally have to do with how we appraise situa​tions: do we perceive threats in the envi​ronment; how dangerous do we think they are; what re​sources do we think we have to cope with these perceived threats. Notice that all of these sources of stress hinge on how we PERCEIVE and APPRAISE situa​tions. The way we think mediates between the perceived external stressor and the degree to which we experience stress. While many things and situations appear stressful, the degree to which we feel stressed depends upon what happens "between our ears";  how we think about things deter​mines, in large part, how stressed we will feel.

Since thinking mediates our stress level, we can directly affect how "stressed out" we are by practicing effec​tive cognitive coping strategies (plans for action).  There are three primary areas in which we can develop these strategies: situations, our own thinking and behavior, and use of support.

SITUATIONS
Coping with situations most often entails dealing with change: job,  marriage, divorce, kids, and so forth.  It may also involve coping with things like tasks, hassles, conflicts, etc. A prime rule for managing situational stressors is to tackle them head on.  Deny​ing situational stressors is like turning your back on an angry bull; it may be out of sight but it will still "get you in the end." In tackling situational stressors, you may find three sets of skills most helpful:

SET LIMITS:
• establish priorities

• simplify tasks

• schedule necessities

• choose battles carefully

• refuse unreasonable demands

TAKE CHARGE:
• take responsibility for

    your predicament

• do something specific

• reduce uncertainty by seeking

    more information

• face choices

• make decisions

• be assertive

MINIMIZE CHANGE:
• stay put

• keep to a schedule

• postpone major decisions

• cruise in neutral for a while

THINKING AND BEHAVIOR
Stress never occurs with​out our "co-operation." Thus, our re​sponse to stressors significantly affects the level of stress we experience. Most often we have more control over ourselves (our thinking, feeling, and behavior) than we do the circumstances in which we find ourselves. In fact, in many situations, we may have more control than we think we do. The following skill areas use our think​ing and be-havior to mediate our perceptions of stressors:

TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF:
• get adequate rest

• slow down

• utilize deep breathing

• relax regularly

• develop present-awareness

• establish a daily routine

• find quiet time

• monitor your physical health

GET AWAY FROM IT ALL:
• change your environment

• find a new spot to think, work,

    play, live

• develop outside interests

• give yourself rewarding breaks

• exercise regularly

STRENGTHEN YOUR

RESISTANCE:
• use antidotes to stress

• learn to tolerate uncertainty

• identify your wants and

    preferences and learn to

    satisfy them

• revise your unspoken rules and

    negative self-messages

GET YOUR MENTAL HOUSE IN ORDER:
• anticipate change

• develop your skills and

    competencies

• resolve your conflicts

• clarify your values

• focus your attention on what

    really counts

SUPPORT
The final area in which develop​ing coping strategies can be helpful in managing stress involves our willing-ness to seek out and use outside support. For most of us, our environ-ments are full of potential support, such as friends, partners, groups or orga​nizations. However, we may not utilize those around us for fear that others will judge us as "crazy," "weak," or just plain "stupid." Often, we don't seek support because we don't want to "bur​den others." Stress in isolation multiplies; stress, shared, decreas​es. The following skills are helpful in utilizing support for mediating stressors:

UTILIZE YOUR ENVIRONMENT:
• reach out for resources

• work within your context

• take advantage of your 

    surroundings

• let your space protect and

    comfort you

• search out beauty

SHARE YOUR BURDEN:
• lean on someone you trust

• talk it out

• ask for help

• accept the comfort and

    encouragement of friends

• find a support group

CALL OUT THE CAVALRY:
• connect with experts

• seek counsel and advice from

    professional resources

• search out resources in the

    community or workplace

DON'T SUFFER ON THE SIDELINES:
• create a support group where

    one doesn't exist

• participate in regular group

    activities

• share others' experiences

• support someone else

• make connections

• form new relationships

While stress in life cannot be avoided, practicing these tech​niques and "customizing" them to fit you can help in leading a happier and more productive life.
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