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x

Preface

A little knowledge that acts is worth infinitely more than much  

knowledge that is idle.

—Kahlil Gibran

Stress Management for Life is more than just another book about stress. It is an experience. 
This book will teach you what you need to know about stress—and it doesn’t stop there. You 
will find a toolbox of skills you can apply immediately to prevent and manage stress in your 
life. You will learn about stress; you will learn and practice specific techniques; and you will 
be inspired to continue a life-long program of stress management. Stress Management for 
Life provides information, inspiration, and application—a powerful approach to a healthy, 
balanced life.

Listen to what this student says about Stress Management for Life:

This book really helped me to get in touch with myself and the way I view a variety of things in 

my life. What I learned will help me well into my future and the book should be required reading 

for every student. The book was very inspirational in motivating me to take action to live a better, 

stress-free life. The materials and activities were beyond good. With all the perceived stress we 

experience in our daily lives, on top of the rigorous academic studies, it is easy to let things get to 

us. This book would help everyone put things into perspective. The book opened my eyes to the 

variety of stress-relieving exercises I can use throughout my daily life. The things I learned will 

last a lifetime.

You too can learn to replace unhealthy stress with life-enhancing energy. The best news 
is that it’s up to you! You are in charge of the choices you make every day. Through read-
ing, thinking, learning, and actually practicing the numerous strategies presented in Stress 
Management for Life, you will be on your way to a healthier, more balanced, and more 
productive life. The real power of this book will be found in the action you take. You will learn 
to experience the benefits of energizing relaxation immediately. And you will be prepared to 
develop a lifetime plan to assure that these benefits will continue long after your class is over.

Stress Management for Life is:

●● A practical guide for incorporating stress management into your daily life.
●● A holistic approach to prevent, reduce, and manage unhealthy stress.
●● A “how to” book with clear instructions on stress management techniques that work.
●● A book that will change your life, enhance your health, and improve your quality of life.

Overview of Stress Management for Life
Part I: Getting Started In this introduction to stress management, you will begin 
thinking about the most common sources of stress facing college students in today’s world. 
Stress Management for Life is written to provide you with a holistic approach to stress man-
agement so that you will be inspired by learning how each dimension of health—physical, 
intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and social—can be managed for a more balanced approach 
to stress management. You will personalize the information by completing a variety of stress 
self-assessments that will help you understand your own individual stressors and how you 
handle them. Unique to this book is this comprehensive assessment at the beginning of the 
book. Students often report that this assessment of their stress captures their attention about 
the need for better personal stress management and sets the stage for their motivation to 
learn and change.

You have complete 

control over three things 

in your life: what you 

think, what you say, and 

how you behave. To 

make a change in your 

life, you must recognize 

that these gifts are the 

most powerful tools you 

possess in shaping the 

form of your life.

—Sonya Friedman
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Part II: Understanding Stress Part II explores the physical and psychological im-
plications of stress—how the body and mind communicate. Learn about psychoneuroimmu-
nology and other exciting research on the connection between mind and body. You might 
be surprised by the comprehensive list of physical symptoms and diseases caused by stress. 
Could stress be contributing to your chronic headaches, frequent colds, or difficulty sleep-
ing? Find out in Part II.

Part III: Stress-Prevention Strategies Part III offers some concrete and effective 
tools that you can incorporate into your life with immediate results to prevent stress in the 
first place. By applying the POPP formula or living “A Day Above the Line,” you will learn how 
changing how you think about things can prevent stress and dramatically improve your day. 
You will receive some proven tips for eliminating stress by managing time and organizing 
your schedule. You will read about how to control emotions including anger, fear, and worry. 
Values clarification, spirituality and stress, financial management, and a healing environ-
ment are just a few of the interesting topics covered here.

Part IV: Stress-Reduction Techniques Despite our best efforts to prevent stress, 
we know that stress happens. In Part IV you will learn a wide variety of techniques designed 
specifically to help you reduce stress. You will be amazed to find that simple techniques such 
as the Power Nap, breathing exercises, meditation, autogenics, and yoga can leave you feel-
ing relaxed and energized. You will learn about massage, guided imagery, the latest in com-
plementary and alternative approaches, and other powerful stress-reduction techniques.

One of the selling points for Stress Management for Life is that you will benefit from the 
information while you are reading the book and also will be preparing to reap the benefits for 
a lifetime. You will be able to incorporate the techniques that work best for you and that fit 
your lifestyle, values, and goals into a plan for life.

New in the Fourth Edition
Each chapter has been revised and updated to keep you current on the latest in stress-
management advancements and to help you stay abreast on current stress-related issues. 

New to this edition:

●● The results are in: The latest National College Health Assessment statistics show students 
rate stress as their number one factor affecting academic performance, followed by anxi-
ety at number two.

●● Working at a job while going to school can be stressful. Learn about the burden of job 
stress and specific strategies to prevent and reduce job stress.

●● There’s an app for that. Need some help managing your time and organizing your life? 
Check out some of the best and freely available apps and online tools to help you become 
more productive and better organized in every area of your life.

●● For help in improving your dietary habits, check out MyPlate for specific guidelines and 
tools to reduce stress through healthier eating.

●● Find new tips for reducing test anxiety. Who doesn’t need help with test stress?
●● Read about new research on the relationship between stress and diabetes.
●● Yoga is growing in popularity. Find the current statistics indicating more people than ever 

are practicing yoga for stress reduction and improved health. 

Features
Stress Management for Life is written in a clear and easy-to-understand style. The reading 
level and content are geared for university students like you. This book doesn’t try to cover 
everything about stress. Instead, it covers everything that matters to successfully prevent and 
manage stress in your life.

Who said a textbook has to be boring? The authors of Stress Management for Life teach 
stress-management courses to university students every semester. They have taught stress 

Copyright 2016 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Prefacexii

management to thousands of students, and they know from experience that the best learning 
happens in an interesting, engaging, challenging, and positive environment. This book has 
many features to make this a positive and engaging experience for you including:

●● Chapter quotations for inspiration and insight.
●● Student Objectives to clearly guide you in your learning.
●● Key words, bolded in the chapter and tied to definitions in the Glossary.
●● Frequently Asked Questions to capture your interest about things on your mind to which 

you want answers.
●● Real People, Real Stories, beginning each chapter with true stories that bring the infor-

mation to life.
●● Author Anecdotes scattered throughout the chapters, which describe the authors’ own 

experiences to help you better understand and relate to the content.
●● Research Highlights throughout the book to keep you informed on the latest and most 

relevant research on topics involving stress and stress management.
●● FYI (For Your Information) tidbits of motivational and interesting information scattered 

throughout the chapters.
●● Stress Busting Behavior checklists for quick, interactive application of content.
●● Culture Connections that will open your mind and increase your awareness of stress top-

ics from divergent cultures around the world.
●● Time Tips with specific, proven suggestions from students just like you to help prevent 

stress by managing time.
●● Key points and a list of key terms at the end of each chapter to reinforce the chapter’s 

most important content and terminology.
●● Stress Management Labs at the end of each chapter to provide you with an opportunity 

to review and apply important learning.

In addition to all the book has to offer, Stress Management for Life comes with an access code 
for the book’s CengageBrain website, which includes several resources to help you develop 
your stress-management skills:

●● Stress Relief Activities: Audio files for relaxation exercises that go along with Part IV of 
your textbook. A narrator will guide you through each technique. So not only will you 
read in the chapters about how to deeply relax, but you will also get to practice as you 
experience each stress-management technique. Each audio file relaxation technique is in 
MP3 format so that you can download it to your computer and then transfer it to an MP3 
device, such as an iPod or MP3 player.

●● Student Activities Manual: An online companion where you will find engaging activities, 
handouts, stress assessments, chapter outlines, and other resources to help you achieve 
the benefits of stress management.

To the Instructor
The authors of Stress Management for Life are full-time professors who teach stress-
management courses every semester, both face-to-face and online, to hundreds of students 
each year. Over their many years of teaching stress management to students across the 
country, they searched high and low for just the right book for their students. They wanted 
a book that would:

●● Emphasize experiential learning by clearly explaining the “how to” of stress management 
and prevention.

●● Cover the important aspects of stress management without going into so much depth that 
students get lost and lose interest.

●● Capture students’ interest by presenting the information in a clear, interesting style with a 
variety of attention-grabbing features throughout the book.

●● Include topics that are sources of stress for college students today—finances, time man-
agement, relationships, spiritual stress, and many others.

●● Provide motivation and inspiration along with facts.
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●● Build on a strong foundation of well-researched information.
●● Provide opportunities for students to practice relaxation techniques while they are learn-

ing the content.
●● Be teacher-friendly and include a comprehensive Instructor’s Manual and test bank.
●● Include easy-to-use ancillaries and supplements, including guided relaxation exercises 

and a journal for student reflection.

The authors wrote Stress Management for Life to meet these needs.
Stress Management for Life is written so that the chapters can be assigned in the order 

that works best for you and your students. Combining an activity chapter from Part IV with 
a chapter from Parts I, II, or III is an especially effective teaching strategy. Students get to 
start practicing relaxation techniques immediately. You will find a sample 15-week semester 
schedule in the Instructor’s Manual to get you thinking about scheduling options.

Ancillaries A deliberate goal of Stress Management for Life and the accompanying ancil-
laries is to provide you with a ready-to-go package to make your job easier. The authors are 
teachers, just like you, who know what makes the job easier.

CourseMate: Cengage Learning’s Nutrition CourseMate brings course concepts to life 
with interactive learning, study, and exam preparation tools that support the printed text-
book. Watch student comprehension soar as your class works with the printed textbook and 
the textbook-specific website. Nutrition CourseMate goes beyond the book to deliver what 
you need!

Global Health Watch: Updated with today’s current headlines, Global Health Watch is 
your one-stop resource for classroom discussion and research projects. This resource center 
provides access to thousands of trusted health sources, including academic journals, maga-
zines, newspapers, videos, podcasts, and more. It is updated daily to offer the most current 
news about topics related to your health course.

Stress Relief Activities The unique collection of Audio Relaxation Exercises included 
on the book’s CengageBrain website provides clear demonstrations of many stress-
management techniques presented in Part IV of the book. Techniques available on the web-
site include the Power Nap, autogenics, progressive relaxation, restful breathing, a mindful 
relaxation, and three guided imageries. This collection of Relaxation Activities was devel-
oped specifically to supplement the content in Stress Management for Life. The students 
will be able to read about the methods and also will have the opportunity to practice the 
techniques for optimal results.

Guided practice creates powerful experiential learning for effective relaxation. Students 
who have practiced the relaxation exercises often comment that the exercises became one 
of the most helpful and useful tools in their stress-management course, enabling them to 
achieve effective relaxation at home. Many instructors use the Stress Relief Activities in the 
classroom to assist them in teaching these methods for relieving stress.

Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions The CengageBrain website also contains crit-
ical thinking/discussion questions to get your students really thinking and to engage them in 
lively classroom discussion.

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero Cengage Learning Testing Pow-
ered by Cognero is a flexible, online system that allows you to:

●● author, edit, and manage test bank content from multiple Cengage Learning solutions
●● create multiple test versions in an instant
●● deliver tests from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you want
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Without stress, there would be 

no life.

—Hans Selye

REAL PEOPLE, REAL STORIES

Nicole’s Story Nicole was about to graduate, but reflecting on 

her first year of college still brought some painful memories. Here is 

Nicole’s story.

* * *

My first year of nursing school proved to be more stressful and 

more challenging than I had bargained for. It wasn’t just the 18 

credits and 6 lab hours that had me floundering. I was also working 

20–30 hours per week at a local grocery store and trying to maintain 

a social life.

Early in the semester I began to feel the stress. I began cutting 

back on my social life because I needed to study or work. Day after 

day I kept reminding myself that this situation was “just for this 

semester,” and “I can get through this.”

My stress started affecting me physically. By the first week in 

October, I had lost 5 pounds and was starting to have stomach 

cramps nearly every day. My weight loss and stomach cramps were 

caused mainly by my not eating. I would get stressed out and skip 

meals. My sleep patterns started changing, too. I needed more and 

more sleep just to be able to function.

1/Stress in  
Today’s World
Is stress always bad?

Stress seems to be everywhere. Can 
I really do anything about it, or is it 
just an inevitable demand of living in 
today’s world?

Was I born with a certain capacity 
to handle stress? Is successful stress 
management a result of heredity or 
environment?
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2 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World 

Some days I slept 14–16 hours but still felt tired. Other days  

I couldn’t sleep at all. By Thanksgiving break I had lost 10 pounds 

and was taking prescribed muscle relaxants and ulcer medications.

My emotions started changing, too. I cried at the drop of a 

hat, sometimes over nothing. I took long, hot showers so my 

roommates wouldn’t see me crying. I also became angry easily. I 

couldn’t seem to get happy about anything. I quit caring about my 

appearance, so I stopped wearing makeup and fixing my hair.

School was the main stressor, and my grades began to 

show it. As my grades initially began to slip, I became even 

more stressed out. I was worried that I would fail a class and be 

out of the nursing program, so I spent more time studying.

I tried so hard to conceal my problems because I didn’t want 

to admit I couldn’t handle things. I didn’t want people to think I 

was stressed out and such a mess. How could I ever be a good 

nurse and help other people if I couldn’t even help myself?

It was really difficult for me to do, but I finally told my family 

and friends what I was going through. With their help, I made 

several changes in my life. The first major change came with 

the end of my busy, class-loaded semester. When registering 

for classes the next semester, I cut back my class load. I also 

found a new job that paid more per hour so I could work less. 

My parents helped me out financially as much as they could. My 

boyfriend maintained a 24/7 “hotline” for me, and he encouraged 

me to call him whenever I felt stressed. I started riding my 

bicycle and doing yoga to “de-stress.” I also set aside time each 

day just for myself, when I could do anything I wanted.

I’m still learning how to handle my stress, but my first year in 

nursing school taught me a lot about myself and how I handle stress. 

I learned what my limits are and what can happen if I don’t deal with 

my stress appropriately. I’ll graduate in a month, and I know I’ll still 

have stress, but now I know how to deal with stress in a healthier way.

Student Objectives Study of this chapter will enable you to do the following:

1. Define the terms stress and stressor.

2. Define and explain the difference between eustress and distress.

3. Differentiate between acute, acute episodic, and chronic stress.

4. Relate stress to the five dimensions of holistic health—physical, intellectual (also 
referred to as mental), emotional, spiritual, and social.

5. Discuss some of the most common stressors affecting college students today.

Got Stress?
Students’ self-ratings of emotional health dropped to a record 25-year low 
in 2012, according to the 2012 CIRP Freshman Survey conducted by the 
Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA. The annual survey is based 
on the responses of nearly 200,000 first-time full-time students entering 
four-year colleges across the United States. Findings include the following:

 ● Fewer students than ever before are reporting above-average 
emotional health.

 ● Students feel increasingly overwhelmed before entering college.  
 ● Differences between men and women persist. The percentage of 

incoming first-year women who report feeling “frequently” overwhelmed 
is at its highest point, 40.5%, since the question was first asked in 1985. 
This is more than twice the rate of incoming first-year men (18.3%).

“Stress is a major concern when dealing with college students,” lead author 
and CIRP Director John H. Pryor said in a statement. “If students are arriving 
in college already overwhelmed and with lower reserves of emotional health, 
faculty, deans, and administrators should expect to see more consequences 
of stress, such as higher levels of poor judgment around time management, 
alcohol consumption, and academic motivation.”

Source: The American Freshman: National Norms. Fall 2012, UCLA Higher Education 
Research Institute. Retrieved January 25, 2014 from www.heri.ucla.edu/monographs 
/theamericanfreshman2012.pdf.

F
Y

I Stress in Today’s 
World
“It was the best of times, it was the worst 
of times,” Charles Dickens wrote of 
18th-century France in his masterpiece, 
A Tale of Two Cities. Could the same be 
said for you, today’s college student? 
Never before have college students been 
faced with such vast opportunities, such 
freedom of choice, and such an array 
of information. Yet these opportunities, 
the numerous choices, and the informa-
tion overload can leave you feeling over-
whelmed and stressed.

Will this be the best of times or the 
worst of times for you? With the proper 
skills and the right information, you will 
be in control of your destiny. Stress Man-
agement for Life is packed with infor-
mation that will help you do more than 
merely survive your college years. These 
can be the best of times for you. The deci-
sion is yours.
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Stress: What Is It?
Stress, stressors, eustress, distress, good stress, and bad stress. What is stress all about? Hans 
Selye, the noted stress researcher, once said: “Stress is a scientific concept which has suffered 
from the mixed blessing of being too well known and too little understood.”

Coming up with an accepted definition of stress is not easy. Nurses and physicians, psy-
chologists, biologists, engineers, and students may have different meanings in mind when 
they talk about stress. Here is one useful definition: Stress is a demand made upon the adap-
tive capacities of the mind and body.1 This definition helps us understand the following three 
important aspects of stress:

1. How you experience stress depends on your personal view of the stressor, and it can be 
both a positive and a negative factor in your life.

2. Your reaction to events in life, rather than the actual events, is what will determine 
whether the outcomes will be stressful or not.

3. Stress is a demand upon the body’s capacity. When your capacity for handling stress 
is strong and healthy, the outcome is positive. When you lack the ability to handle the 
demands, the outcome is negative.

We can relate managing stress to building muscle. To build bigger biceps, you faith-
fully perform arm curls with gradually increasing weight. Over time, your muscles 
respond to the overload and become bigger and stronger. The key is finding the proper 
balance. Too little weight will not produce the desired results, and too much weight 
may result in fatigue and injury. You need to overload the muscle just enough to make 
it stronger. So it is with stress: Too little stress leads to boredom and lethargy, and too 
much stress leads to physical and emotional breakdown. The right balance leads to a 
productive, healthy life.

Although we often think of stress as negative, keep in mind that stress can be stimulating 
and helpful. Think of how boring life would be without some changes and challenges to push 
you along, to provide opportunities to learn and grow, and to provide the impetus for accom-
plishing your goals in life! (see Figure 1.1)

Yerkes–Dodson Principle
Harvard physicians Robert Yerkes and John Dodson first described the relationship 
between stress and performance in 1908.2 The Yerkes–Dodson Principle implies that 
to a certain point, a specific amount of stress is healthy, useful, and even beneficial. In 
addition to enhanced performance, this usefulness can be translated into one’s health 
and well-being.

Activation of the stress response is often essential for success. We see this in situations 
such as sporting events, academic pursuits, and even in creative and social activities. As 
stress levels increase, so does performance. This relationship between increased stress 
and increased performance, however, does not continue indefinitely. Stress or arousal can 
increase performance but when stress exceeds one’s ability to cope, this overload contributes 

FIGURE 1.1 Feelings 
Associated with Perceived 
Stress . . . Finding the Balance
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4 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World 

to diminished performance, inefficiency, 
and even health problems.

A good image to remind us that we each 
have an ideal amount of stress is the ten-
sion in the strings of a guitar. When a guitar 
is strung too tightly (too much tension), the 
string will sound a note higher than desir-
able. The guitar string, when tightened to its 
maximum, is likely to snap. The same string, 
if not tightened sufficiently, will play a note 
that is lower than is desirable. If it is strung 
without any tension, no sound at all will 
come from it. The proper tension results in 
the desirable note. The same image can be 
used to illustrate how healthy we are, and 
how we feel, with too much or too little stress.

The Terminology of Stress
Stress can be good or bad, acute or chronic. These and other variances of stress are explained 
in the following definitions.

Good and Bad Stress A stressor is any event or situation that an individual per-
ceives as a threat that causes him or her to either adapt or initiate the stress response. (The 
stress response will be explained in detail in Chapter 3.) Therefore, a stressor is a stimulus, 
and stress is a response. To think of it another way, the stressor is the cause and stress is  
the effect.

Hans Selye, one of the first people to study the effects of stress, coined the term eustress 
to explain the positive, desirable stress that keeps life interesting and helps to motivate and 
inspire. Events such as going off to college, getting married, starting a new job, or having a 

baby can be happy, joyous, and stress-producing. Eustress also involves man-
aging stress successfully even when dealing with a negative stressor. Notice in 
Figure 1.2 that eustress is represented on the curve where stress level, health, 
and performance increase simultaneously. Eustress implies that a certain 
amount of stress is useful, beneficial, and even good for our health, much like 
the perfectly strung guitar string.

Distress refers to the negative effects of stress that drain us of energy and 
surpass our capacity to cope. Often when we are talking about stress, we are 
referring to distress. Notice the place on Figure 1.2 where stress continues to 
increase yet performance and health begin to decline. This downward curve 
represents distress. For optimal performance and well-being, you want to 
stay on top of the curve.

Acute and Chronic Stress Stress can be acute or chronic. Acute 
stress results from a short-term stressor. It appears suddenly, is usually quite 
intense, and then disappears quickly. Imagine being out for a leisurely eve-
ning stroll when suddenly, from out of nowhere, a large, mangy dog leaps 
from the bushes, growling, with teeth bared. Your response would fit the defi-
nition of acute stress.

Have you ever been cruising down the highway, relaxing to your favorite 
tunes when you glanced in your rearview mirror to see the flashing lights of 
a police car bearing down from behind? If so, chances are you experienced 
acute stress at that time.

If you have ever parachuted or participated in other exhilarating activities, 
you will understand that when you manage acute stress well, it can help you 
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many stressors. What is your #1 
stressor?

Getting married is an example of a positive 
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The Terminology of Stress 5

think clearly and perform optimally. Acute stress can be exciting and invigorating in small 
doses—but too much is exhausting.

People experiencing episodic acute stress seem to be perpetually in the clutches of acute 
stress. These are the people who make you say “What now?!” when you see them racing 
toward you. They seem to be always in a rush—but usually late. If something can go wrong, it 
will. They can’t seem to get their act together 
or organize the many self-inflicted demands 
and pressures that clamor for their attention. 
They often blame their problems on other 
people and external events.

People who have frequent episodes of 
acute stress tend to be over-aroused, short-
tempered, irritable, anxious, and tense. They 
may describe themselves as having “a lot of 
nervous energy.” As you can imagine, the 
symptoms of episodic acute stress are the 
symptoms of extended over-arousal includ-
ing persistent tension headaches, migraines, 
digestive problems, hypertension, chest 
pain, and heart disease.3

Chronic stress  is  long-term stress 
resulting from those nagging problems 
that just don’t seem to go away. This is the 
grinding stress that can wear you down day 
after day, year after year. Chronic stress 
can result from credit card debt that keeps 
growing, long-term health problems, emo-
tionally draining relationships, or staying 
in an unfulfilling, energy-draining job. 
Chronic stress can be a result of unrelent-
ing demands and pressures that go on for 
an interminable time.

The danger of chronic stress is that 
some people get used to it,  lose hope, 
and give up searching for solutions. As 
their physical and mental resources are 
depleted, they are overcome by feelings 
of apathy, hopelessness, and fear. Chronic 
stress can actually kill—through suicide, 
heart attacks, and violence. You will learn 
in later chapters that this chronic, long-
term stress is what results in stress-related 
disease and reduces the quality of life.

FIGURE 1.2 Relationship among Stress, 
Health, and Performance

Source: “Relationship among Stress and Health and 
Performance,” Figure 12.1 from Lifetime Physical 
Fitness and Wellness, 11th ed., by W. K. Hoeger and 
S. A. Hoeger (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Cengage 
Learning, 2011, p. 385).
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High Stress 
The soothing sound of the engine hummed in my ears as the small Cessna 
airplane slowly climbed to 3,000 feet over Lincoln, Nebraska. I was about 
to make my first parachute jump—and I was feeling anything but soothed. 
I have a list of “Things to Do Before I Die,” and parachuting was on the list. 
At this moment I couldn’t for the life of me remember why.

My heart was racing, my jaw was clenched, and I was having trouble 
thinking clearly. Suddenly the small door flew open and a blast of noisy, cold 
air brought me to my senses. I knew what I had to do. Rather awkwardly 
I maneuvered my parachute-laden body so I was sitting in the doorway 
with my legs dangling in the wind. I tried not to think about the fact that 
3,000 feet separated my dangling boots and the earth below. I eased for-
ward slowly to balance precariously on the extremely small step and held on 
for dear life to the bar attached under the wing of the airplane.

Every cell in my body was shouting, “Whatever you do, don’t let go of 
this airplane!” Somewhere in the distance I heard my jumpmaster, Gary, 
shout over the tremendous wind, 
“Margie, let go!”

There it was—the moment 
of decision. With a deep breath 
I released my grip, pushed off, 
arched my back, spread my arms 
and legs, and began to fall.

Seconds later my parachute 
popped open and there I was, float-
ing in the sky. It was exhilarating!  
I have never felt more alive. My 
stress response was fully engaged. 
The powerful stress hormones were 
surging through my body. As  
I touched down, my knees shaking,  
I fully understood the feeling of an adrenaline high. My body had served me 
well in this experience of acute stress.

—MH

Author Anecdote 

Acute stress can be exhilarating!
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6 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World 

Holistic Health
Understanding Health To understand how stress affects you and to learn how to 
increase your capacity for handling the demands of life, you will have to understand the rela-
tionship between health and stress. Two important points about health are as follows:

1. Health is more than just the absence of disease. The focus of this book is on more than 
just controlling stress to prevent disease and the other negative consequences of stress. 
The focus is on increasing your capacity for dealing with stress so you can enjoy optimal 
health and well-being, both today and in the years to come.

2. Health relates to more than just the physical dimension. Holistic health encompasses 
physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and social dimensions. An imbalance in any 
of these dimensions will affect your health. Even broader definitions of health include 
occupational and environmental dimensions. In later chapters we will discuss these last 
two dimensions and how they relate to stress. The important message here is that the 
holistically healthy person functions as a total, balanced person.

Dimensions of Health
Figure 1.3 depicts the five dimensions of health—physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual, 
and social.

Following is a brief description of each of the dimensions of health and an explanation of 
how stress relates to that dimension. Understanding each of these dimensions will help you 
plan a more balanced approach to managing stress.

Physical Health When the cells, tissues, organs, and systems that function together to 
form your body are in working order, you can claim to be in good physical health. You are 
able to minimize disease and injury and function optimally. Physical qualities include body 
weight, visual acuity, skin integrity, and level of endurance, among others. Examples of pro-
moting health in the physical dimension are taking care of your body by eating healthy foods, 
exercising, getting adequate sleep, spending appropriate amounts of time in the sunshine, 
avoiding alcohol and drugs, and getting regular health screenings.

Physical health and stress are closely related. Stress is a risk factor for many of the serious 
health problems that plague us today. Stress has been shown to weaken the immune system, 
resulting in increased susceptibility to a variety of health problems. A strong, healthy body is 

better able to resist many of the damaging physiological changes 
that otherwise might result from excessive stress. It works both 
ways: Stress can cause disease and illness, and disease and illness 
can cause stress.

Intellectual Health Intellectual health, also called men-
tal health, relates to the ability to think and learn from experi-
ences, the ability to assess and question new information, and an 
openness to learning new things. Your mind—how and what you 
think—has a powerful impact on your health and well-being. In 
this text you will learn about exciting new research that sheds light 
on the connection between the body and the mind.

Learning about stress is an important first step in preventing 
and managing it. Intellectual understanding of the physical and 
psychological aspects of stress and wise decision-making skills 
will allow you to process the information you learn. You will then 
be able to apply this information to a plan that will improve your 
health and well-being. In this book you will learn a variety of stress 
prevention and management techniques. Through critical thinking 
and informed choice, you will decide on the tools and techniques 
that work best for you. Your ability to process and act on this infor-
mation will strengthen the intellectual dimension of your health.

Modern man is sick 

because he is not whole.

—Carl Gustav JunG

Physical

Intellectual

Social

Emotional

Spiritual

FIGURE 1.3 Dimensions of  
Health
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Dimensions of Health 7

Emotional Health In contrast to mental health, which encompasses thoughts and 
the mind, emotional health pertains to feelings. It involves experiencing and appreciating 
a wide range of feelings and the ability to express these feelings and emotions in a healthy 
manner. An indication of emotional wellness is the ability to remain flexible in coping with 
the ups and downs of life.

Stress and emotional health are strongly related. Everyone is affected by feelings such 
as anger, fear, happiness, worry, love, guilt, and loneliness. Emotionally healthy people use 
healthy coping skills to keep from becoming overwhelmed by these feelings. Dealing suc-
cessfully with stress means taking control of your emotions rather than letting your emotions 
take control of you.

Spiritual Health Spiritual health relates to the principles and values that guide a per-
son and give meaning, direction, and purpose to life. A conviction that life is meaningful and 
a belief that your life is guided by a reality greater than yourself are indications of spiritual 
health. Spiritually healthy people believe that their life has value and that they are here for 
a reason. The spiritual dimension may be the foundation for all other dimensions of health.

Stress, especially chronic stress, often arises from a sense of aimlessness or lack of pur-
pose. It can happen when someone feels worthless or has a low self-esteem. Much of the 
stress in today’s society relates to being out of touch with our principles, values, and beliefs. 
Making choices that are not consistent with your core values can be stressful. For example, 
if you have a high value for family and find that the demands of work and school leave little 
time for family, you likely will experience distress. In later chapters you will learn how tech-
niques such as values clarification can contribute to spiritual peace.

Nurturing your spiritual dimension through introspection, religion, volunteer work, 
nature, art, or music will most certainly reduce stress and promote health. Spirituality as a 
key component in stress management will be discussed further in Chapter 10.

Social Health Social health refers to the ability to relate to others and express care and 
concern for others. The ability to interact effectively with others, to develop satisfying inter-
personal relationships, and to fulfill social roles is important for social health. Relationships 

A man too busy to take 

care of his health is like 

a mechanic too busy to 

take care of his tools. 

—spanish Proverb

The support of family and friends 
is vital for health in the social 
dimension.Ra
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8 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World 

with others, particularly family and friends, affect social well-being. When you are socially 
healthy, you feel accepted by others and see yourself as an important part of your world.

A strong social support system increases the capacity for handling the demands of life. As 
you will learn in Chapter 13, many studies show that people who have the support of friends 
and family are better able to deal with the ups and downs in life.

Holistic Health: Putting It All Together Upon reviewing Nicole’s story in the 
opening vignette, you will readily see that stress affected every dimension of her health. Phys-
ically, she had trouble eating and sleeping. She developed ulcers and required medication 
for muscle tension. Intellectually, as she became more overwhelmed by all the demands, her 
grades began to drop. Emotionally, she was overwhelmed by all the pressure, was depressed, 
and felt like a failure. Spiritually, she began to question her purpose and meaning in life. 
She doubted her value as a person, saying to herself, “How can I ever be a good nurse and 
help other people if I can’t even help myself?” Nicole initially withdrew from her friends and 
family, cutting back on her social life so that she could study and work. She had difficulty 
admitting that she needed help and support from others. Table 1.1 is a summary of how 
stress negatively affects every dimension of health.

You will find in this book a toolbox of various techniques and strategies for managing 
stress, and you will determine what works best for you. Understanding the holistic model of 
health will guide you in assessing all dimensions of health.

Nature or Nurture
Everyone is unique. Genetic variations may partly explain the differences in how we react 
to stressors. Some people are naturally laid-back, while others react strongly at the slightest 
hint of stress. Life experiences also may increase your sensitivity to stress. Strong stress reac-
tions sometimes can be traced to early environmental factors. People who were exposed to 
extremely stressful events as children, such as abuse or neglect, tend to be particularly vul-
nerable to stress as adults.4

Your unique genetic makeup, life experiences, and environment as you were growing and 
developing all play a part in your individual reactions to the inevitable stressors of life.

Stress is an individual experience representing a personalized physiological, psychologi-
cal, and spiritual response to the presence of a stressor. Many factors affect our experience 
with stress. Table 1.2 lists some of the factors influencing the impact of stress. The impor-
tant point is to remember your uniqueness. Stress affects each person differently. Getting in 
touch with your individual circumstances will help you determine the stress management 
techniques that are most effective for you.

TABLE 1.1 Negative Effects of Stress on Each Dimension of Holistic Health

Physical Intellectual Emotional Spiritual Social

Muscle tension Forgetful Anxiety Lack of meaning Isolated

Headaches Poor concentration Frustration Lack of purpose Lashing out

Teeth grinding Low productivity Nervousness Lonely Clamming up

Fatigue Negative attitude Worrying Depressed Lowered sex drive

Insomnia Confusion Tension Low self-esteem Nagging

Backaches No new ideas Mood swings Loss of self-worth Fewer friends

Stomach  
 problems

Lethargy Easily  
 discouraged

Feeling abandoned Using people

Boredom Inability to love

Colds Crying spells

Neck aches Irritability

Loss of sex drive Anger

Nausea Hostility

Shoulder pains Fear

Drug use 
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Students reported that time management is so important to stress manage-
ment that they want tips in every chapter to help them develop healthy time 
management habits. We listened. In addition to an entire chapter on time man-
agement (Chapter 11), we asked our students to share their proven time tips 
with you. Watch for these time management tips, from students to students, in 
every chapter.

Time Tip: “Triage ruthlessly! Triage is a term I learned in nursing school to 
describe the process of determining the priority of patient care based on the 
severity of their condition. This rations patient treatment efficiently when resources 
are insufficient for all to be treated immediately. How does this relate to time 
management and you? Invest your time and energy where it matters most. 
You have a limited number of hours in the day. Ration your time so you spend it 
on your priorities. Apply triage to the things you want to accomplish today.” 

—Evan H.

       TImE TIP

Stress and the Developing Brain

W e know, from a plethora of research, that the early months 
and years of life are crucial for brain development. Still, 

the question remains: How do early 
influences act on the brain to pro-
mote or challenge the developmental 
process? Researchers have suggested 
that positive and negative experi-
ences, chronic stressors, and various 
other environmental factors may af-
fect a young child’s developing brain. 
Now, studies involving animals reveal 
in more detail how this may happen.

One important line of research 
has focused on brain systems that 
control stress hormones such 
as cortisol. Cortisol and other stress 
hormones play an important role in 
emergencies: They help make energy 
available to enable effective 
responses, temporarily suppress 
the immune response, and sharpen 
attention. Excess cortisol may cause 
shrinkage of the hippocampus, a 
brain structure required for the for-
mation of certain kinds of memory.

In experiments with animals, sci-
entists have shown that a well-defined 
period of early postnatal develop-
ment may be an important determi-
nant of the capacity to handle stress 
throughout life. In one set of studies, 
rat pups were removed each day from their mothers as briefly as 
15 minutes, and then returned. The natural maternal response of 
intensively licking and grooming the returned pup was shown to 
alter the brain chemistry of the pup in a positive way, making the 
animal less reactive to stressful stimuli. Although these pups were 

able to mount an appropriate stress response in the face of threat, 
their response did not become excessive or inappropriate.

Striking differences were seen in rat pups that were removed 
from their mothers for 3 hours a day—a model of maternal 

neglect, compared to pups that were 
not separated. After 3 hours, the mother 
rats tended to ignore the pups, at least 
initially, upon their return. In sharp 
contrast to the pups that were greeted 
attentively by their mothers after a short 
absence, the “neglected” pups showed 
a more profound and excessive stress 
response in subsequent tests. This re-
sponse appeared to last into adulthood.

Another study reported that infant 
monkeys that were raised by mothers 
who experienced unpredictable con-
ditions in obtaining food showed a 
pattern often seen in humans with 
post-traumatic stress disorder and 
depression. The distressed monkey 
mothers, uncertain about finding food, 
behaved inconsistently and sometimes 
neglectfully toward their offspring. 
The affected young monkeys were 
abnormally anxious when confronted 
with separations or new environments. 
They also were less social and more 
subordinate as adult animals.

It is too early to draw firm 
conclusions from these animal stud-
ies about the extent to which early life 
experience produces a long-lived or 

permanent set point for stress responses. Nevertheless, animal 
models that show the interactive effect of stress and brain devel-
opment deserve serious consideration and continued study.

Source: National Institute of Health, Stress and the Developing Brain (NIH 
Publication No. 01-4603) (Bethesda, MD: NIH, 2001).

Research HIGHLIGHT

Monkeys deprived of love and support as babies 
become less social and more anxious as adults.
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9Nature or Nurture

TABLE 1.2 Factors Influencing the  
Impact of Stress

Heredity

Environment

Number of stressors

Magnitude of the stressor

Subjective meaning of the stressor

Developmental level of the individual

Availability of social support
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