
The Wellness Mandala: 
Holistic Stress Management

Part 1

© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION



© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION



The Nature of Stress “Tension is 
who you think 
you should be. 
Relaxation is who 
you are.”
— Ancient Chinese 

 proverb
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Are you stressed? If the answer is yes, then con-
sider yourself to be in good company. Several 
recent Harris and Gallup polls have noted an 

alarming trend in the psyche of the American public 
and beyond—to nearly all citizens of the global village. 
Across the board, without exception, people admit 
to having an increasing sense of anxiety, frustration, 
unease, and discontent in nearly every aspect of their 
lives. These problems include personal finances and 
long-term debt, domestic terrorism, political disgust, 
and the sustained impact of environmental disasters. 
As such, the face of stress can be found just about 
everywhere. Sadly, episodes of suicides, opiod addic-
tion, school shootings, and personal bankruptcies are 
now so common that they no longer make the headline 
news as they once did. Ironically, in a country where 
the standard of living is considered to be the highest 
anywhere in the world, the Centers for  Disease Con-
trol and Prevention estimates that nearly one-quarter 
of the American population is reported to be on anti-
depressants. Estimates also suggest that one in three 
people suffer from a chronic disease, ranging from 
cancer and coronary heart disease (CHD) to diabetes, 
lupus, and rheumatoid arthritis. For a country with one  
of the highest standards of living, something is very 
wrong with this picture.

Furthermore, since the start of the Great  Recession  
in 2008, a blanket of fear has covered much of the 
country, if not the world, keeping people in a  perpetual, 
albeit low, state of anxiety. Global problems only seem 
to intensify our personal stressors. It doesn’t make 
a difference if you’re a college student or a CEO of a 
multi-national corporation, where you live, or how 
much money is in your checking account; stress is the 
equal opportunity destroyer! But it doesn’t have to be 
this way. Even as personal issues collide with social and 
planetary problems creating a “ perfect storm” of stress, 
we all have choices—in both our attitude and behav-
iors. This text will help you connect the dots between 
mind, body, and spirit to create  positive choices that 
empower you to navigate your life through the turbu-
lent waters of the human journey in the 21st century.

 ▸ Times of Change 
and Uncertainty

Today the words stress and change have become synon-
ymous and the winds of change are in the air. Changes 
in the economy, technology, communications, infor-
mation retrieval, health care, and dramatic changes 
in the weather are just some of the gale forces blow-
ing in our collective faces. By and large, the  average 

person doesn’t like change (particularly change they 
cannot control) because change tends to disrupt one’s 
comfort zones. It appears that the “known,” no matter 
how bad, is a safer bet than the unknown. Change, it 
should be noted, has always been part of the human 
landscape. However, today the rate of change has 
become so fast and furious, without an adequate ref-
erence point to anchor oneself, that stress holds the 
potential to create a perpetual sense of uneasiness in 
the hearts and minds of nearly everyone. Yet it doesn’t 
have to be this way. Where there is change, there is 
opportunity.

At one time, getting married, changing jobs, buy-
ing a house, raising children, going back to school, 
dealing with the death of a friend or close relative, 
and suffering from a chronic illness were all con-
sidered to be major life events that might shake the 
foundations of anyone’s life. Although these major life 
events can and do play a significant role in personal 
upheaval, a new crop of social stressors has added 
to the critical mass of an already volatile existence, 
throwing things further out of balance. Consider how 
these factors directly influence your life: the rapid 
acceleration of technology (from software upgrades 
to downloadable apps), the use of (if not addiction 
to) social media (e.g., Facebook,  Instagram,  Snapchat, 
and Twitter), the proliferation of smartphones and 
Wi-Fi use, an accessible 24/7 society, global eco-
nomic woes (e.g., gasoline prices, school loans, rent, 
food prices), global terrorism, carbon footprints, and 
public health issues from AIDS and West Nile virus 
to the latest outbreak of contagious staphylococcus 
infections. Times of change and uncertainty tend 
to magnify our personal stress. Perhaps the biggest 
looming concern facing people today is the issue of 
personal boundaries or lack thereof. The advances 
of high technology combined with a rapidly chang-
ing social structure have eroded personal boundar-
ies. These boundaries include, but are not limited to, 
home and work, finances, personal privacy, nutri-
tional habits, relationships, and many, many more, 
all of which add to the critical mass of one’s personal 
stress. Even the ongoing war on terrorism appears to 
have no boundaries! Ironically, the lack of boundar-
ies combined with factors that promote a fractured 
society, where people feel a lack of community and 
belonging, leads to a greater sense of  alienation and 
isolation and this also intensifies our personal stress 
levels. Believe it or not, life wasn’t always like this.

The stress phenomenon, as it is referred to today, 
is quite new with regard to the history of  humanity. 
Barely a household expression when your parents were 
of your age, use of the word stress is now as common as 
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the terms global warming, iPads, and smartphones. In 
fact, however, stress in terms of physical arousal can be 
traced back to the Stone Age as a “ survival mechanism.” 
But what was once designed as a means of  survival is 
now associated with the development of disease and 
illness that claims the lives of millions of people world-
wide. The American Institute of Stress (www.stress 
.org) cites the following statistics:

 ■ 43 percent of all adults suffer adverse health effects 
due to stress.

 ■ 75 to 90 percent of all visits to primary care physi-
cians are for stress-related complaints or disorders.

Stress has been linked to all the leading causes of 
death, including heart disease, cancer, lung ailments, 
accidents, cirrhosis, and suicide. Some health experts 
now speculate that perhaps as much as 70 to 85 percent 
of all diseases and illnesses are stress-related.

Comprehensive studies conducted by both the 
American Psychological Association (APA) and the 
Harvard School of Public Health provided a host of 
indicators suggesting that human stress is indeed a 
health factor to be reckoned with. Prior to 1955, the 
leading causes of death were the sudden onset of ill-
ness by infectious diseases (e.g., polio, rubella, tuber-
culosis, typhoid, and encephalitis) that in most cases 
have since been eradicated or brought under con-
trol by vaccines and medications. The post–World 
War II era ushered in the age of high technology, 
which considerably altered the lifestyles of nearly all 
 peoples of every industrialized nation. The start of the 
21st   century has seen the influence of high technol-
ogy on our lifestyles. The introduction of consumer 
products, such as the washer, dryer, microwave oven, 
television, DVD player, laptop computer, and smart-
phone, were cited as luxuries to add more leisure 
time to the workweek. But as mass production of 
high-technology items increased, so too did the com-
petitive drive to increase human effort and productiv-
ity, which in turn actually decreased leisure time, and 
thus created a plethora of unhealthy lifestyles, most 
notably obesity.

Currently, the leading causes of death are dom-
inated by what are referred to as lifestyle diseases—
those diseases whose pathology develops over a 
period of several years, and perhaps even decades. 
Whereas infectious diseases are treatable by medi-
cation, lifestyle diseases are, for the most part, pre-
ventable or correctable by altering the habits and 
behaviors that contribute to their etiology. Previ-
ously, it was suggested that an association existed 
between stress and disease. Current research, how-
ever, suggests that there may, indeed, be a causal 

factor involved with several types of diseases, par-
ticularly heart disease, obesity, and auto-immune 
diseases. Regardless, it is well understood that the 
influence of stress weakens the body’s physiologi-
cal systems, thereby rapidly advancing the disease 
process. The most notorious lifestyle disease, CHD, 
continues to be one of the leading causes of death 
in the United States, far exceeding all other causes. 
The American Heart Association states that one 
person dies from heart disease every 34 seconds. 
Although the incidence of CHD has decreased over 
the past decade, cancer—in all its many types— 
continues to climb the statistical charts as the 
 second leading cause of death. According to 2012 
statistics from the American Cancer Society (www 
.cancer.org), cancer claims the lives of one out of 
every four people in the United States. Alarm-
ing increases in suicides, child and spouse abuse, 
self-mutilation, homicides, alcoholism, and drug 
addiction are only additional symptoms of a nation 
under stress. Today, research shows that people still 
maintain poor coping skills in the face of the per-
sonal, social, and even global changes occurring 
over the course of their lives.

Originally, the word stress was a term used in 
physics, primarily to describe enough tension or 
force placed on an object to bend or break it. Relax-
ation, on the other hand, was defined as any non-
work activity done during the evenings or on Sunday 
afternoons when all the stores were closed. On rare 
occasions, if one could afford it, relaxation meant a 
vacation or holiday at some faraway place. Concep-
tually, relaxation was a value, influenced by several 
religions and represented as a day of rest. The word 
stress as applied to the human condition was first 
made popular by noted physiologist Hans Selye in 
his book The Stress of Life, where he described his 
research: to understand the physiological responses 
to chronic stress and its relationship to disease (dis-
ease). Today, the word stress is frequently used to 
describe the level of tension people feel is placed on 
their minds and souls by the demands of their jobs, 
relationships, and responsibilities in their personal 
lives. Oddly, for some, stress seems to be a status 
symbol tied to self-esteem.

Relaxation, meanwhile, has been transformed 
from an American value into a luxury many peo-
ple find they just don’t have enough time for. With 
the current economic situation, some interesting 
insights have been observed regarding work and 
leisure. The average workweek has expanded from 
40  to 60 hours. The U.S. Department of Labor and 
Statistics reports that, with more service-related jobs 
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being created, more overtime is needed to meet the 
demands of the customers. Not only do more peo-
ple spend more time at work, they spend more time 
driving to and from work (which is not considered 
work time). Moreover, leisure time at home is often 
related to work activities, resulting in less time for 
rest and relaxation. Downtime is also compromised. 
Since 2001,  Expedia has conducted an annual survey 
on vacations (called the Vacation Deprivation Study). 
The 2009 results revealed that one out of every three 
 Americans don’t use all of their vacation time. One in 
five respondents cited work responsibilities/pressure 
as the  primary reason for canceling a vacation. A new 
word entered the American lexicon in the summer of 
2010; the staycation, where people simply stayed home 
for vacation due to financial and/or work constraints. 
Those who do head to the mountains or beaches for 
vacation often take their work (in the form of smart-
phones, iPads, and laptops) with them—in essence, 
never really leaving their job. It’s no surprise that 
staying plugged in doesn’t give the mind a chance to 
unwind or the body a chance to relax. In compari-
son to other countries, Americans take less vacation 
time than other global citizens. (Germans, on average, 
take 4–6 weeks/year.) “The stress associated with the 
current economy makes the need for time away from 
work even more important than ever, and it’s unfortu-
nate that one-third of Americans won’t use all of their 
vacation days this year,” said Tim MacDonald, general 
manager of Expedia.com. The “dividend” of high tech-
nology has proven to be an illusion that has resulted in 
a stressed lifestyle, which in turn creates a significant 
health deficit.

 ▸ Definitions of Stress
In contemporary times, the word stress has many 
connotations and definitions based on various per-
spectives of the human condition. In Eastern philos-
ophies, stress is considered to be an absence of inner 
peace. In Western culture, stress can be described as 
a loss of emotional control. Noted healer Serge Kahili 
King has defined stress as any change experienced by 
the individual. This definition may be rather general, 
but it is quite correct. Psychologically speaking, stress 
as defined by noted researcher Richard Lazarus is a 
state of anxiety produced when events and respon-
sibilities exceed one’s coping abilities. Physiolog-
ically speaking, stress is defined as the rate of wear 
and tear on the body. Selye added to his definition 
that stress is the nonspecific response of the body to 
any demand placed upon it to adapt, whether that 

demand  produces pleasure or pain. Selye observed 
that whether a situation was perceived as good (e.g., 
a job promotion) or bad (e.g., the loss of a job), the 
physiological response or arousal was very similar. 
The body, according to Selye, doesn’t know the differ-
ence between good and bad stress.

However, with new psychoneuroimmunological 
data available showing that there are indeed some 
physiological differences between good and bad 
stress (e.g., the release of different neuropeptides), 
specialists in the field of holistic medicine have 
expanded Lazarus’ and Selye’s definitions as follows: 
Stress is the inability to cope with a perceived (real 
or imagined) threat to one’s mental, physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual well-being, which results in a 
series of physiological responses and adaptations. 
The important word to emphasize here is perceived 
(the interpretation), for what might seem to be a 
threat to one person may not even merit a second 
thought to another individual. For example, not 
long ago a raffle was held, with the winning prize 
being an all-expenses-paid one-week trip for two 
to a beach resort in Bermuda. Kelly, who won the 
prize, was ecstatic and already had her bags packed. 
Her husband, John, was mortified because he hated 
to fly and he couldn’t swim. In his mind this would 
not be a fun time. In fact, he really wished they 
hadn’t won. Each perceived the same situation in 
two entirely different ways. Moreover, with the wis-
dom of hindsight, our perceptions often change. 
Many episodes that at the time seemed catastrophic 
later appear insignificant, as humorously stated by 
Mark Twain when he commented, “I’m an old man 
and I have known a great many troubles, but most 
of them never happened.” The holistic definition of 
stress points out that it is a very complex phenome-
non affecting the whole person, not just the physical 
body, and that it involves a host of factors, some of 
which may not yet even be recognized by scholars 
and researchers. As more research is completed, it 
becomes increasingly evident that the responses to 
stress add up to more than just physical arousal; yet 
it is ultimately the body that remains the battlefield 
for the war games of the mind.

 ▸ The Stress Response
In 1914, Harvard physiologist Walter Cannon first 
coined the term fight-or-flight response to describe 
the dynamics involved in the body’s physiological 
arousal to survive a threat. In a series of animal stud-
ies, Cannon noted that the body prepares itself for one 
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of the two modes of immediate action: to attack or 
fight and defend oneself from the pursuing threat, or 
to run and escape the ensuing danger. What Cannon 
observed was the body’s reaction to acute stress, what 
is now commonly called the stress reaction. Addi-
tional observations suggested that the fight response 
was triggered by anger or aggression and was usu-
ally employed to defend territorial boundaries or 
attack aggressors equal or smaller in size. The fight 
response required physiological preparations that 
would recruit power and strength for a short dura-
tion, or what is now described as short but intense 
anaerobic work. Conversely, the flight response, he 
thought, was induced by fear. It was designed to fuel 
the body to endure  prolonged movement such as 
 running away from lions and bears. In many cases, 
however, it included not only fleeing but also hiding or 
withdrawal. (A variation on the flight response is the 
freeze response, often noted with post- traumatic 
stress disorder, where a person simply freezes, like 
a deer staring into a car’s headlights.) The human 
body, in all its metabolic splendor, actually prepares 
itself to do both (fight and flight) at the same time. In 
terms of evolution, it appears that this dynamic was so 
advantageous to survival that it developed in nearly all 
mammalian species, including us. (Some experts now 
suggest, however, that our bodies have not adapted to 
the stress-induced lifestyles of the 21st century.)

In simple terms, there are four stages of the 
fight-or-flight response:

Stage 1. Stimuli from one or more of the five senses 
are sent to the brain (e.g., a scream, the smell of fire, 
the taste of poison, a passing truck in your lane).
Stage 2. The brain deciphers the stimulus as either a 
threat or a nonthreat. If the stimulus is not regarded as 
a threat, this is the end of the response (e.g., the scream 
came from the television). If, however, the response is 
decoded as a real threat, the brain then activates the 
nervous and endocrine systems to quickly prepare for 
defense and/or escape.
Stage 3. The body stays activated, aroused, or 
“keyed-up” until the threat is over.
Stage 4. The body returns to homeostasis, a state of 
physiological calmness, once the threat is gone.

It is hypothesized that the fight-or-flight response 
developed primarily against threats of a physical 
nature, those that jeopardized the survival of the 
individual. Although clear physical threats still exist 
in today’s culture, including possible terrorism, they 
are nowhere near as prevalent as those threats per-
ceived by the mind and, more specifically, the ego. In 
a theory put forward by a disciple of Selye’s,  Simeons 

(1961), and repeated by Sapolsky (1998), it is sug-
gested that, in effect, the fight-or-flight response is an 
antiquated mechanism that has not kept evolution-
ary pace with the development of the human mind. 
Consequently, the stress response becomes acti-
vated in all types of threats, not just physical intim-
idations. The physiological repercussions can, and 
do, prove fatal. The body enters a state of physical 
readiness when you are about to receive your final 
exam grades or walk into an important meeting late, 
just as it does when you sense someone is following 
you late at night in an unlit parking lot. Moreover, 
this same stress response kicks in, to the same degree 
and intensity, even when the threat is wholly imagi-
nary, in reaction to everything from monsters hiding 
under your bed when you were 4 years old, to the 
unsubstantiated idea that your boss doesn’t like you 
anymore and is out to get you.

Cannon noted the activation of several physiolog-
ical mechanisms in this fight-or-flight response, affect-
ing nearly every physiological system in the body, for 
the preparation of movement and energy production. 
These are just a few of the reactions:

1. Increased heart rate to pump oxygenated blood 
to working muscles

2. Increased blood pressure to deliver blood to 
working muscles

3. Increased ventilation to supply working muscles 
with oxygen for energy metabolism

4. Vasodilation of arteries to the body’s periphery 
(arms and legs) with the greatest muscle mass

5. Increased serum glucose for metabolic pro-
cesses during muscle contractions

6. Increased free fatty acid mobilization as an energy 
source for prolonged activity (e.g., running)

7. Increased blood coagulation and decreased 
clotting time in the event of bleeding

8. Increased muscular strength
9. Decreased gastric movement and abdominal 

blood flow to allow blood to go to working 
muscles

10. Increased perspiration to cool body-core 
 temperature

Unfortunately, the metabolic and physiological 
changes that are deemed essential for human move-
ment in the event of attack, pursuit, or challenge are 
quite ineffective when dealing with events or situa-
tions that threaten the ego, such as receiving a parking 
ticket or standing in a long line at the grocery store, 
yet the body responds identically to all types of per-
ceived threats.
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 ▸ Tend and Befriend
Do women respond differently to stress than men? 
The answer may seem obvious.

Generally speaking, men are prone to act more 
hostile whereas women have a proclivity to be more 
nurturing. Yet until recently every source on stress 
addressed the fight-or-flight response as if it were 
the only human default response. It was the work of 
 Shelley  Taylor and colleagues that filled in the miss-
ing piece with regard to the female response to stress. 
 Curious about why only men were studied to formu-
late the basis for the fight-or-flight response, Taylor 
hypothesized that the stress response needed to be reex-
amined, this time including astute observations of the 
female gender. In 2000, Taylor and colleagues  proposed 
a new theory for the female stress response that they 
termed as tend and befriend. Although both men 
and women have a built-in dynamic for the survival 
of physical danger, women also have an inherent nur-
turing response for their offspring as well as a means 
to befriend others. This in turn creates a strong social 
support system, an invaluable coping technique. Taylor 
suggests that the female response to stress is hardwired 
into the DNA and revealed through a combination of 
brain chemistry and hormones. The biological basis for 
tend and befriend appears to be the hormone oxytocin, 
now regarded as the “trusting hormone” or the social 
affiliation hormone. Although oxytocin is found in 
both women and men (to a lesser degree), estrogen is 
known to enhance the effects of oxytocin in the brain. 
Generational social factors may support the tend-and-
befriend behavior pattern as well.

Not only do men and women have differences 
in their stress physiology, but there appears to be 
 gender-specific behaviors for discussing and solving 
problems as well. Whereas men tend to think their 
way through by looking for solutions to problems, 
women like to talk about problems. Women bond 
quickly by sharing confidences. However, although 
talking may be beneficial, researchers note that merely 
talking about stressors tends to perpetuate rather than 
solve one’s stressors. Researchers refer to stress-based 
conversations as “co-rumination.” Although talking 
may strengthen female friendships, it is also known 
to increase anxiety and depression if solutions aren’t 
introduced quickly. Experts warn against “unhealthy 
rumination” and the emotional contagion that results 
from it (Stepp, 2007).

It is fair to say that the concepts of survival are 
complex and perhaps not so neatly packaged by hor-
mones or gender. Women are known to back-stab 
their “friends” and regrettably, on occasion, ditch 

their newborn babies in dumpsters and run away. 
Conversely, some men choose peace over violence 
(Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., come to mind) 
and, when times get tough, men are known to bond 
together over a beer or game of golf.

 ▸ Types of Stress
To the disbelief of some, not all stress is bad for you. 
In fact, there are many who believe that humans need 
some degree of stress to stay healthy. The human 
body craves homeostasis, or physiological calm, yet 
it also requires physiological arousal to ensure the 
optimal functioning of several organs, including the 
heart and musculoskeletal system. How can stress be 
good? When stress serves as a positive motivation, it 
is  considered beneficial. Beyond this optimal point, 
stress of any kind does more harm than good.

Actually, there are three kinds of stress: eustress, 
neustress, and distress. Eustress is good stress and 
arises in any situation or circumstance that a person 
finds motivating or inspiring. Falling in love might be 
an example of eustress; meeting a movie star or profes-
sional athlete may also be a type of eustress. Usually, 
situations that are classified as eustress are enjoyable 
and for this reason are not considered to be a threat. 
Neustress describes sensory stimuli that have no con-
sequential effect; it is considered neither good nor bad. 
News of an earthquake in a remote corner of the world 
might fall into this category. The third type of stress, 
distress, is considered bad and often is abbreviated 
simply as stress. There are two kinds of distress: acute 
stress, or that which surfaces, is quite intense, and 
disappears quickly, and chronic stress, or that which 
may not appear quite so intense, yet seems to linger for 
prolonged periods of time (e.g., hours, days, weeks, or 
months). An example of acute stress is the following: 
You are casually driving down the highway, the wind 
from the open sunroof is blowing through your hair, 
and you feel pretty good about life. With a quick glance 
in your rearview mirror you see flashing blue lights. 
Yikes! So you slow down and pull over. The police car 
pulls up behind you. Your heart is racing, your voice 
becomes scratchy, and your palms are sweating as you 
try to retrieve license and registration from your wal-
let while rolling your window down at the same time. 
When the officer asks you why you were speeding you 
can barely speak; your voice is three octaves higher 
than usual. After the officer runs a check on your car 
and license, he only gives you a warning for speeding. 
Whew! He gets back in his car and leaves. You give 
him time to get out of sight, start your engine, and sig-
nal to get back onto the highway. Within minutes your 
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heart is calm, your palms dry, and you start singing to 
the song on the radio. The threat is over. The intensity 
of the acute stress may seem cataclysmic, but it is very 
short-lived.

Chronic stressors, on the other hand, are not as 
intense but their duration is unbearably long. Exam-
ples might include the following: being stuck for a 
whole semester with “the roommate from hell,” a credit 
card bill that only seems to grow despite monthly pay-
ments, a boss who makes your job seem worse than 
that of a galley slave, living in a city you cannot tol-
erate, or maintaining a relationship with a girlfriend, 
boyfriend, husband, or wife that seems bad to stay in 
but worse to leave. For this reason, chronic stressors 
are thought to be the real villains. According to the 
American Institute of Stress (AIS), it is this type of 
stress that is associated with disease because the body 
is perpetually aroused for danger.

A concept called the Yerkes-Dodson principle, 
which is applied to athletic performance, lends itself 
quite nicely to explaining the relationship among 
eustress, distress, and health. As can be seen in 
 FIGURE 1.1, when stress increases, moving from eus-
tress to distress, performance or health decreases and 
there is greater risk of disease and illness. The optimal 
stress level is the midpoint, prior to where eustress 
turns into distress. Studies indicate that stress-related 
hormones in optimal doses actually improve physical 
performance and mental-processing skills like con-
centration, making you more alert. Beyond that opti-
mal level, though, all aspects of performance begin 

to decrease in efficiency. Physiologically speaking, 
your health is at  serious risk. It would be simple if this 
optimal level was the same for all people, but it’s not. 
Hence, the focus of any effective stress-management 
program is twofold: (1) to find out where this optimal 
level of stress is for you so that it can be used to your 
advantage rather than becoming a detriment to your 
health status, and (2) to reduce physical arousal levels 
using both coping skills and relaxation techniques so 
that you can stay out of the danger zone created by 
too much stress.

 ▸ Types of Stressors
Any situation, circumstance, or stimulus that is per-
ceived to be a threat is referred to as a stressor, or 
that which causes or promotes stress. As you might 
 imagine, the list of stressors is not only endless but 
varies considerably from person to person. Acute 
stress is often the result of rapid-onset stressors—
those that pop up unexpectedly—like a phone call in 
the middle of the night or the discovery that you have 
lost your car keys. Usually the body begins to react 
before a full analysis of the situation is made, but a 
return to a state of calm is also imminent. Chronic 
stressors—those that may give some advance warning 
yet manage to cause physical arousal anyway, often 
merit more attention because their prolonged influ-
ence on the body appears to be more significant. Much 
research has been conducted to determine the nature 
of stressors, and they are currently divided into three 
categories: bioecological, psychointrapersonal, and 
social ( Girdano, Everly, and Dusek, 2012).

Bioecological Influences
Chemtrails, global warming, and genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) not withstanding, there are several 
biological and ecological factors that may trigger the 
stress response in varying degrees, some of which are 
outside our awareness. These are external influences, 
including sunlight, gravitational pull, solar flares, 
and electromagnetic fields, that affect our biological 
rhythms. From the field of chronobiology we learn 
that these factors affect three categories of biological 
rhythms: (1) circadian rhythms, fluctuations in physi-
ological functions over the course of a 24-hour period 
(e.g., body temperature); (2) ultradian rhythms, 
fluctuations that occur over less than a 24-hour period 
(such as stomach contractions and cell divisions); and 
(3) infradian rhythms, changes that occur in periods 
longer than 24 hours (e.g., the menses). These biologi-
cal changes are influenced by such natural  phenomena 

FIGURE 1.1 The Yerkes-Dodson curve illustrates that, to a 
point, stress or arousal can actually increase performance. 
Stress to the left of the midpoint is considered to be 
eustress. Stress beyond the midpoint, however, is believed 
to detract from performance and/or health status and is 
therefore labeled distress.
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as the earth’s orbit and axis rotation, which give us 
periods of light and darkness as well as seasonal differ-
ences. A prime example of a bioecological influence 
is seasonal affective disorder (SAD), a condition 
affecting many people who live at or near the Arctic 
Circle. Many of these people become depressed when 
they are deprived of sunlight for prolonged periods 
of  time. But technological changes are also included 
in this category, an example being jet lag as a result of 
airplane travel through several time zones. Electrical 
pollution, environmental toxins, solar radiation, and 
noise pollution are other potential bioecological influ-
ences. GMOs, petrochemicals, synthetic chemicals, 
and some types of nanotechnology are considered 
new bioecological threats. In addition, some synthetic 
food additives may trigger the release of various stress 
hormones throughout the body. Note that there is a 
growing opinion among some health practitioners 
that increased stress levels in the 21st century may be a 
direct result of our being out of touch with the natural 
elements that so strongly influence our body’s phys-
iological systems. In any case, some of these bioeco-
logical factors can be positively influenced by lifestyle 
changes, including dietary habits, exercise, and the 
regular practice of relaxation techniques, which bring 
a sense of balance back into our lives.

Psychointrapersonal Influences
Our current understanding is that psychointraper-
sonal influences make up the greatest percentage of 
stressors. These are the perceptions of stimuli that we 
create through our own mental processes. Psychoin-
trapersonal stressors involve those thoughts, values, 
beliefs, attitudes, opinions, and perceptions that we 
use to defend our identity or ego. When any of these is 
challenged, violated, or even changed, the ego is often 
threatened and the stress response is the outcome. 
Psychointrapersonal stressors reflect the unique con-
structs of our personality, and in the words of stress 
researcher Kenneth Pelletier, represent “the chasm 
between the perceived self and the ideal self-image.” 
These influences are the most likely to cause stress. 
For this reason it becomes imperative to intercept the 
stress response in the mind before it cascades down 
as a rush of stress hormones into the body to cause 
potential damage.

Social Influences
Social influences have long been the subject of 
research to explain the plight of individuals who are 
unable to cope with their given environment. Most 

notable is the issue of overcrowding and urban sprawl. 
Studies conducted on several species have shown that 
when their numbers exceed the territorial bound-
ary of each animal, despite an abundance of food 
and water,  several seemingly healthy animals die off 
(Allen, 1983). This need for personal space appears 
to be universal in the animal kingdom. This includes 
humans, who likewise begin to show signs of frustra-
tion in crowded urban areas, traffic jams, long lines 
at checkout stands, or whenever their personal space 
is “invaded.” The origin of this particular social influ-
ence may be instinctual in nature. Additional social 
causes of stress include  financial insecurity, the effects 
of relocation, some technological advances, violation 
of human rights, and low socioeconomic status, to 
name but a few. New to the list of social influences are 
global warming concerns and water resource issues 
as the global population increases, taxing our very 
 lifestyles with regard to scarcity issues.

Social Stress in America:  
A Twenty-First-Century Look
Social influences linked to stress have been studied 
for decades, most notably by Holmes and Rahe with 
the Social Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) and 
the concept of life change units (LCUs). It was their 
work that highlighted the list of top life stressors, 
including death of a spouse, loss of a job, death of a 
child, divorce, and high mortgage payments. While 
these stressors haven’t changed, the pace of society has 
moved into warp speed. With this rapid change more 
stressors have been added to the list, and the impact of 
stress on one’s health has been confirmed.

For the past 10 years, the American Psychological 
Association has conducted a yearly survey titled “Stress 
in America: Paying with Our Health.” From interviews 
with over 3000 people in various demographic pop-
ulations (gender, income levels, generational groups, 
etc.), the results are not promising. The key findings, 
published in the spring of 2015, revealed that although 
reported stress levels have decreased slightly over the 
past few years, over half of people between the ages of 
18 and 40 report their stress level above 5 on a scale of 1 
to 10. Seniors appeared to have the least stress; millen-
nials have the most. The top reasons for stress included 
(1) financial pressures, (2) work, (3)  economy, (4) fam-
ily issues, and (5) health issues. Overall, women report 
more stress than men (and the gap is widening), and 
children appear to model their stress behavior on their 
parents’. Effective coping skills appear to be in short 
supply, according to this survey. The conclusions drawn 
from this study underscore the relationship between 
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stress and disease/illness and show that people need to 
harness better stress management skills.

Similar to the APA “Stress in America” study, in 
2014 National Public Radio and The Kaiser Health 
Foundation conducted a series titled “The Burden of 
Stress in America.” Here are some of their findings:

 ■ Half of those questioned (over 2000 people) cited 
a major stressful experience in the past year.

 ■ Health-related issues are stressful experiences 
most frequently mentioned.

 ■ Feelings of being overwhelmed with responsibil-
ities and financial struggles top the list of those 
who experience the greatest stress.

 ■ Additional stressors included work problems, 
health problems, family issues, and being unhappy 
with physical appearances.

This study also looked at common daily stress-
ors and hassles. Topping the list were juggling fam-
ily schedules, disillusion with government politics, 
watching/reading/listening to the news, household 
chores, running errands, car problems, commuting to 
work, losing cell phones, and using social media.

Whether it be daily hassles or bigger issues, both 
sleep patterns and eating behaviors were greatly (neg-
atively) impacted by stress. Not all people reported 
having stress, and among those who appear to cope 
well, many credit their resilient personality traits, 
family and friends, spending time outdoors, hobbies, 
physical exercise, meditation, and time with pets.

Although major life events like getting married or 
relocating for a new job may be chronic stressors to 
some, renowned stress researcher Richard Lazarus 
hypothesized in 1984 that the accumulation of acute 
stressors or daily life hassles, such as locking your 
keys in your car, playing telephone tag, or driving to 
work every day in traffic, is just as likely to adversely 
affect one’s health as the death of a spouse. These has-
sles are often based on unmet expectations that trig-
ger an anger response of some type, whereas stress-
ors of  a chronic nature more often than not appear 
to have a greater association with fear and anxiety. 
Lazarus defined hassles as “daily interactions with 
the  environment that were essentially negative.” 
He also hypothesized that a balance of emotional 
experiences— positive emotions as well as negative 
ones—is necessary, and that people who have no 
exposure to life’s “highs” or emotional uplifts are also 
susceptible to disease and illness. Further research by 
Lazarus (1984),  Ornstein and Sobel (1990), and others 
have proved that his hypothesis has significant merit 
regarding stress and disease. As might be expected, 
the issue of lifestyle habits, changes, and hassles as 

social influences has come under attack by those who 
argue that perception or cognition plays an important 
role in the impact of stressors. Suffice it to say that all 
stressors, regardless of classification, are connected to 
human well-being in a very profound way.

The General Adaptation Syndrome
Following Cannon’s lead early in the 20th century, 
Hans Selye, a young endocrinologist who created a 
name for himself as a leading researcher in this field, 
studied the fight-or-flight response, specifically the 
physiological effects of chronic stress, using rats as sub-
jects. In experiments designed to stress the rats, Selye 
noted that several physiological adaptations occurred 
as a result of repeated exposures to stress, adaptations 
that had pathological repercussions. Examples of these 
stress-induced changes included the following:

1. Enlargement of the adrenal cortex (a gland that 
produces stress hormones)

2. Constant release of stress hormones; corticoste-
roids released from the adrenal cortex

3. Atrophy or shrinkage of lymphatic glands 
( thymus gland, spleen, and lymph nodes)

4. Significant decrease in the white blood cell 
count

5. Bleeding ulcerations of the stomach and colon
6. Death of the organism

Many of these changes were very subtle and 
often went unnoticed until permanent damage had 
occurred. Selye referred to these collective changes 
as the general adaptation syndrome (GAS), a pro-
cess in which the body tries to accommodate stress by 
adapting to it. From his research, Selye identified three 
stages of the general adaptation syndrome:

Stage 1: Alarm reaction. The alarm reaction describes 
Cannon’s original fight-or-flight response. In this stage 
several body systems are activated, primarily the ner-
vous system and the endocrine system, followed by the 
cardiovascular, pulmonary, and musculo  skeletal sys-
tems. Like a smoke detector alarm buzzing late at night, 
all senses are put on alert until the danger is over.
Stage 2: Stage of resistance. In the resistance stage, 
the body tries to revert back to a state of physiologi-
cal calmness, or homeostasis, by resisting the alarm. 
Because the perception of a threat still exists, how-
ever, complete homeostasis is never reached. Instead, 
the body stays activated or aroused,  usually at a lesser 
intensity than during the alarm stage but enough to 
cause a higher metabolic rate in some organ tissues. 
One or more organs may, in effect, be working over-
time and, as a result, enter the third and final stage.
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Stage 3: Stage of exhaustion. Exhaustion occurs 
when one (or more) of the organs targeted by specific 
metabolic processes can no longer meet the demands 
placed upon it and fails to function properly. This can 
result in death to the organ and, depending on which 
organ becomes dysfunctional (e.g., the heart), possi-
bly the death of the organism as a whole.

Selye’s general adaptation syndrome outlined the 
parameters of the physiological dangers of stress. His 
research opened the doors to understanding the strong 
relationship between stress and disease and the mind-
body-spirit equation. In addition, his work laid the 
foundation for the utilization of relaxation techniques 
that have the ability to intercept the stress response, 
thereby decreasing susceptibility to illness and dis-
ease. Congruent with standard medical practice of his 
day (and even today), initial stress management pro-
grams were geared toward reducing or eliminating the 
symptoms of stress. Unfortunately, this approach has 
not always proved successful.

 ▸ Bad Stress in a Good Light
More research comes to light about the stress response, 
and we now know that the hormone dehydroepi-
androsterone (DHEA) is produced and released by 
the adrenal glands, just as cortisol is. Cortistol is con-
sidered a catabolic (breaks down) hormone, whereas 
DHEA is considered an anabolic (builds up) hormone. 
In a perfect world (in which we only experience short-
term stress) these two tend to balance each other out. 
During chronic stress, however, much more cortisol is 
produced than DHEA. This creates an imbalance that 
can wreak havoc on the body’s physiological systems 
over time. Kelly McGonigal, author of the popular 
book The Upside of Stress, suggests that if we can take 
a positive attitude about stress (accept the challenge 
and rise to the occasion), we can promote a better hor-
monal balance between cortisol and DHEA. Putting 
a new spin on the term “fight or flight,” McGonigal 
refers to the stress response as “excite and delight,” an 
expression aimed at placing bad stress in a good light, 
though not all experts agree with her perspective.

 ▸ Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder 101

There is stress and then there is STRESS! Although 
most people claim to live (or even brag about) stress-
ful lives, the truth of the matter is that few people 
 encounter truly horrific events of death and carnage. 
The repeated horrors of war, however, have notoriously 

ranked at the top of every list as the most unbearable of 
all stressors that anyone can endure  psychologically—
and for good reason. To quote Civil War General 
 William T.   Sherman, “War is hell.” Exposure to these 
types of events typically include those that threaten one’s 
life, result in serious physical injury, expose one to hor-
rific carnage, or create intense psychological shock, all of 
which are strongly influenced by the intensity and dura-
tion of the devastation either experienced or observed 
first hand. The result is an emotional wound embedded 
in the unconscious mind that is very hard to heal.

Every war seems to have its own name for this 
type of anxiety disorder. Somber Civil War soldiers 
were described as having “soldier’s heart.” Affected 
military personnel returning from World War I were 
described as being “shell-shocked,” whereas soldiers 
and veterans from World War II exhibiting neu-
rotic anxiety were described as having severe “ battle 
fatigue” or “combat fatigue.” The term post- traumatic 
stress disorder—more commonly known as PTSD—
emerged during the treatment of returning soldiers 
from Vietnam who seemed to lack industrial-strength 
coping skills to deal with the hellacious memories that 
haunted them both day and night. This emotional dis-
order was first registered in the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1980 and 
has been the topic of intense investigation ever since. 
Sadly, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have provided 
countless case studies for this anxiety disorder today.

Although mortal combat ranks at the top of the list 
of hellacious experiences, one doesn’t have to survive a 
suicide bomber in the streets of Baghdad to suffer from 
PTSD. Survivors and rescue workers of the World Trade 
Center and Pentagon catastrophes are known to still be 
dealing with this trauma, as are several thousands of 
people displaced from the wrath of Hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita. Violent crime victims, airplane crash survi-
vors, sexual/physical assault victims, and occasionally 
first responders (e.g., police officers, fire fighters, emer-
gency medical technicians) are also prone to this con-
dition. Given the nature of global warming and climate 
change and terrorism, it is suggested that PTSD may 
become a common diagnosis among world citizens, 
with the ripple effect affecting legions of friends, col-
leagues, and family members alike. Secondary PTSD 
is a term given to family members, friends, and col-
leagues who are negatively affected by the ripples of 
strife from loved ones (even patients) who have had 
direct exposure to severe trauma.

The symptoms of PTSD include the following: 
chronic anxiety, nightmares, flashbacks,  insomnia, loss 
of appetite, memory loss, hypervigilance, emotional 
detachment, clinical depression, helplessness, restless-
ness, suicidal tendencies, and substance  addictions 
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(MayoClinic.com). Typically a person suffering from 
PTSD has several of these symptoms at one time. 
Whereas the symptoms for some individuals may 
last for months, for others PTSD becomes a lifelong 
ordeal, particularly if treatment is avoided, neglected, 
or shunned. The key to working with PTSD patients 
is to access the power of the unconscious mind by 
identifying deep-seated memories so that they may be 
acknowledged and released in a healthy manner rather 
than repressed and pushed deeper in the  personal 
unconscious mind.

Specialists who treat patients with PTSD rec-
ommend that treatment begin as soon as possible to 
 prevent a worsening effect. Initial treatment (inter-
vention) is referred to as critical incidence stress 
management (CISM). The purpose of CISM is to 
(1) significantly reduce the traumatic effects of the 
incident and (2) prevent further deep-seated PTSD 
occurrences. Specific treatment modalities include eye 
movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), 
counseling, and group therapy as a means to promote 
emotional catharsis. The Trauma Recovery Institute 
also cites art therapy, journal writing, and hypnosis 
as complementary coping skills for emotional cathar-
sis. Many patients are also prescribed medications. 
Although medications may help reduce anxiety, it 
should be noted they do not heal emotional wounds.

 ▸ Stress and Insomnia
Muscle tension may be the number one symptom of 
stress, but in our ever-present, demanding 24/7 soci-
ety, insomnia runs a close second. Insomnia is best 
defined as poor-quality sleep, abnormal wakefulness, 
or the inability to sleep, and it can affect anyone. Over-
all, Americans get 20 percent less sleep than their 19th- 
century counterparts. According to a recent survey by 
the National Sleep Foundation, more than 60 percent 
of Americans suffer from poor sleep quality, resulting 
in everything from falling asleep on the job and marital 
problems to car accidents and lost work productivity. 
Does your stress level affect your sleep quality? Even if 
you sleep well, it is hard these days not to notice the 
proliferation of advertisements for sleep prescriptions, 
suggesting a serious public health concern.

Numerous studies have concluded that a regu-
lar good night’s sleep is essential for optimal health, 
whereas chronic insomnia is often associated with 
several kinds of psychiatric problems (Maas, 2001). 
Emotional stress (the preoccupation with daily stress-
ors) is thought to be a primary cause of insomnia. The 
result: an anxious state of mind where thoughts race 
around, ricocheting from brain cell to brain cell, never 

allowing a pause in the thought processes, let alone 
allowing the person to nod off.

Many other factors (sleep stealers) detract from 
one’s sleep hygiene and can affect the quality of sleep, 
including hormonal changes (e.g., premenstrual syn-
drome, menopause), excessive caffeine intake, little 
or no exercise, frequent urination, circadian rhythm 
disturbances (e.g., jet lag), shift work, medication side 
effects, and a host of lifestyle behaviors (e.g., prolonged 
television watching, alcohol consumption, smartphone 
use) that infringe on a good night’s sleep.

How much sleep is enough to feel recharged? Gen-
erally speaking, 8 hours of sleep is the norm, although 
some people can get as few as 6 hours of sleep and 
feel fully rested. Others may need as many as 10 hours. 
New findings suggest that adolescents, including all 
people up to age 22, need more than 8 hours of sleep 
(Dawson, 2008).

Not only can stress (mental, emotional, physical, 
or spiritual) affect the quality and quantity of sleep, 
but the rebound effect of poor sleep can, in turn, affect 
stress levels, making the poor sleeper become more 
irritable, apathetic, or cynical. Left unresolved, it can 
become an unbroken cycle (negative feedback loop). 
Although many people seek medical help for insom-
nia and are often given a prescription, drugs should be 
considered as a last resort. Many (if not all) techniques 
for stress management have proven to be effective in 
promoting a good night’s sleep, ranging from cardio-
vascular exercise to meditation.

The field of sleep research began in earnest more 
than 60 years ago. Yet, despite numerous studies, the 
reason why we spend approximately one-third of our 
lives in slumber still baffles scientists. From all appear-
ances, sleep promotes physical restoration. However, 
when researchers observe sleep-deprived subjects, it’s 
the mind—not the body—that is most affected, with 
symptoms of poor concentration, poor retention, and 
poor problem-solving skills.

Insomnia is categorized in three ways: transient 
(short term with 1 or 2 weeks affected), intermittent 
(occurs on and off over a prolonged period), and 
chronic (the inability to achieve a restful night of sleep 
over many, many months). Although each of these 
categories is problematic, chronic insomnia is consid-
ered the worst.

All-nighters, exam crams, late-night parties, and 
midnight movies are common in the lives of college 
undergraduates, but the cost of these behaviors often 
proves unproductive. Unfortunately, the population 
of people who seem to need the most sleep, but often 
get the least amount, are adolescents younger than 
age 20.
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Although sleep may be relaxing, it is important to 
remember that sleeping is not a relaxation technique. 
Studies show that heart rate, blood pressure, and mus-
cle tension can rise significantly during the dream 
state of sleep. What we do know is that effective coping 
and relaxation techniques greatly enhance one’s qual-
ity of sleep.

College students are notorious for poor sleep 
habits. Left unchanged, these habits are carried 
throughout the life-cycle, with some serious health 
consequences. Here are a few suggestions to improve 
your sleep quality:

1. Avoid drinking any beverages with caffeine after 
6:00 p.m., as the effects of caffeine on the ner-
vous system promote a stress response rather 
than a relaxation effect.

2. Physical exertion (cardiovascular exercise) is 
regarded as a great way to ensure a good night’s 
sleep.

3. Keep a regular sleep cycle. Make a habit of going 
to bed at the same time every night (within 
15 minutes) and waking up at about the same 
time each morning (even weekends).

4. Enhance your sleep hygiene. Create a sleep-
friendly environment where bright light and 
noise are minimized or completely eliminated.

5. Avoid watching television right before you go to 
bed. Instead, try reading but not with a screen 
device!

6. Make your bedroom a tech-free zone. Avoid 
using your smartphone or tablet in the bed-
room, even as an alarm clock, and turn off your 
Wi-Fi router before you turn in.

 ▸ College Stress
What makes the college experience a significant 
departure from the first 18 years of life is the realiza-
tion that with the freedom of lifestyle choices come 
the responsibilities that go with it. Unless you live at 
home while attending school, the college experience is 
one in which you transition from a period of depen-
dence (on your parents) to independence. As you 
move from the known into the unknown, the list of 
stressors a college student experiences is rather star-
tling. Here is a sample of some of the more common 
stressors that college students encounter:

 ■ Roommate dynamics: Finding someone who is 
compatible is not always easy, especially if you had 
your own room in your parents’ house. As we all 
know or will quickly learn, best friends do not make 
the best roommates, yet roommates can become 
good friends over time. Through it all, roommate 

dynamics involve the skills of  compromise and 
diplomacy under the best and worst conditions. 
And should you find yourself in an untenable sit-
uation, remember, campus housing does its best 
to accommodate students and resolve problems. 
However, their time schedule and yours may not 
always be the same. For those college students who 
don’t leave home, living as an adult in a home in 
which your parents and siblings are now room-
mates can become its own form of stress.

 ■ Professional pursuits: What major should I choose? 
Perhaps one of the most common soul-searching 
questions to be asked in the college years is, What 
do I want to do the rest of my life? It is a well-known 
fact that college students can change majors several 
times in their college careers, and many do. The 
problem is compounded when there is parental 
pressure to move toward a specific career path (e.g., 
law or medicine) or the desire to please your par-
ents by picking a major that they like but you don’t.

 ■ Academic deadlines (exams, papers, and projects): 
Academics means taking midterms and finals, 
writing research papers, and completing projects. 
This is, after all, the hallmark of measuring what 
you have learned. With a typical semester load of 
15 to 20 credits, many course deadlines can fall on 
the same day, and there is the ever-present danger 
that not meeting expectations can result in poor 
grades or academic probation.

 ■ Financial aid and school loans: If you have ever 
stood in the financial aid office during the first 
week of school, you could write a book on the topic 
of stress. The cost of a college education is skyrock-
eting, and the pressure to pay-off school loans after 
graduation can make you feel like an indentured 
servant. Assuming you qualify for financial aid, 
you should know that receiving the money in time 
to pay your bills is rare. Problems are compounded 
when your course schedule gets expunged from 
computer records because your financial aid check 
was 2 weeks late. These are just some of the prob-
lems associated with financial aid.

 ■ Budgeting your money: It’s one thing to ask your par-
ents to buy you some new clothes or have them pick 
up the check at a restaurant. It’s quite another when 
you start paying all your own bills. Learning to bud-
get your money is a skill that takes practice. And 
learning not to overextend yourself is not only a 
skill, but also an art in these tough economic times. 
At some time or other, everyone bounces a check. 
The trick to avoid doing it is not to spend money 
you do not have and to live within your means.

 ■ Lifestyle behaviors: The freedom to stay up until 
2:00 a.m. on a weekday, skip a class, eat nothing 
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but junk food, or take an impromptu road trip 
carries with it the responsibilities of these actions. 
Independence from parental control means bal-
ancing freedom with responsibility. Stress enters 
your life with a vengeance when freedom and 
responsibility are not balanced.

 ■ Peer groups and peer pressure (drugs and alcohol): 
There is a great need to feel accepted by new 
acquaintances in college, and this need often leads 
to succumbing to peer pressure—and in new envi-
ronments with new acquaintances, peer pressure 
can be very strong. Stress arises when the actions 
of the group are incongruent with your own 
philosophies and values. The desire to conform to 
the group is often stronger than your willpower to 
hold your own ground.

 ■ Exploring sexuality: Although high school is the 
time when some people explore their sexual-
ity, this behavior occurs with greater frequency 
during the college years, when you are away from 
the confines of parental control and more asser-
tive with your self-expression. With the issue of 
sexual exploration come questions of values, con-
traception, pregnancy, homosexuality, bisexuality, 
AIDS, abortion, acceptance, and impotence, all of 
which can be very stressful.

 ■ Friendships: The friendships made in college take 
on a special quality. As you grow, mature, and 
redefine your values, your friends, like you, will 
change, and so will the quality of each friend-
ship. Cultivating a quality relationship takes time, 
meaning you cannot be good friends with every-
one you like. In addition, tensions can quickly 
mount as the dynamics between you and those in 
your close circle of friends come under pressure 
from all the other college stressors.

 ■ Intimate relationships: Spending time with one 
special person with whom you can grow in love 
is special indeed. But the demands of an intimate 
relationship are strong, and in the presence of a 
college environment, intimate relationships are 
under a lot of pressure. If and when the relation-
ship ends, the aftershock can be traumatic for one 
or both parties, leaving little desire for one’s aca-
demic pursuits.

 ■ Starting a professional career path: It’s a myth that 
you can start a job making the same salary that 
your parents make, but many college students 
believe this to be true. With this myth comes the 
pressure to equal the lifestyle of one’s parents the 
day after graduation. (This may explain why so 
many college graduates return home to live after 
graduation.) The perceived pressures of the real 
world can become so overwhelming that seniors 

procrastinate on drafting a resume or initiating 
the job search until the week of graduation.

For the nontraditional college student, the prob-
lem can be summarized in one word: balance! Trying 
to balance a job, family, and schoolwork becomes a 
juggling act extraordinaire. In attempting to satisfy the 
needs of your supervisor, colleagues, friends, spouse, 
children, and parents (and perhaps even pets), what 
usually is squeezed out is time for yourself. In the end 
everything seems to suffer. Often schoolwork is given 
a lower priority when addressing survival needs, and 
typically this leads to feelings of frustration over the 
inadequacy of time and effort available for assignments 
or exams. Of course, there are other stressors that cross 
the boundaries between work, home, and school, 
all of which tend to throw things off balance as well. 
 Exercises 1.1 to 1.5 invite you to reflect on these issues.

 ▸ The Sociology of Stress
Today’s world is a very different place than when 
 Walter Cannon coined the term “fight-or-flight 
response” and Hans Selye first uttered the words, 
“general adaptation syndrome.” Little did they know 
just how much stress would become a part of the 
social fabric of everyday life in the 21st century. Some 
experts argue that our collective stress is a result of 
our inability to keep up with all the changes that 
influence the many aspects of our lives. Simply stated, 
our physiology has not evolved at a comparable rate 
as the social changes of the last half-century.

Holmes and Rahe, the creators of the Social Read-
justment Rating Scale, were dead-on about various 
social aspects that can destabilize one’s personal equi-
librium, even with the best coping skills employed. Yet 
no matter what corner of the global village you live in, 
the stresses of moving to a new city or losing a job are 
now compounded by significant 21st-century issues. 
We are a product of our society, and societal stress is 
dramatically on the rise.

Experts who keep a finger on the pulse of human-
ity suggest that as rapid as these changes are now, the 
rate and number of changes are only going to increase. 
It’s not just the changes we encounter that affect our 
stress levels, it’s how we engage in these new changes. 
Increasingly, this engagement is online. Unfortu-
nately, the stress that is provoked is real, not virtual. 
The majority of interactive websites are littered with 
negative comments, frustrations, expletives, and rants, 
all of which suggest a malaise in the general public 
combined with the unparalleled freedom to honestly 
express oneself anonymously. Being overwhelmed 
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with choices in communication technology for staying 
in touch with friends, colleagues, and employees leads 
to a whole new meaning of burnout.

Physiology, psychology, anthropology, theology—
the topic of stress is so colossal that it is studied by 
researchers in a great many disciplines, not the least of 
which is sociology. Sociology is often described as the 
study of human social behavior within family, organi-
zations, and institutions: the study of the individual in 
relationship to society as a whole. Because everybody 
is born into a family and most people work for a living, 
no one is exempt from the sociology of stress. Whether 
we like it or not, we are all connected to each other. 
Are you a product of your culture? To get a better idea, 
please complete the survey found in Exercise 1.6.

Perhaps the sociology of stress can best be 
acknowledged through the newest buzzword, “social 
networking,” with the likes of Facebook, Twitter, 
Skype, YouTube, Pinterest, Instagram, and new social 
media and networking outlets taking shape on the 
cyber-horizon. Technology has even changed how 
people converse at dinner parties (e.g., one person asks 
a question and five people pull out their smartphones 
and Google the answer). Technology, the economy, 
and the environment have become significant threads 
of the social fabric.

Techno-Stress
The tsunami of cyber-information has been building 
for years, yet the first devastating wave seems to have 
hit the shores of the human mind in earnest about the 
same time Facebook hit a billion users in 2010, the 
same year that the Swiss Army Knife included a USB 
drive for “survival.” Although information overload, 
privacy, ethics, and bandwith are issues for many, 
deeper problems are coming to the surface in the 
age of iPads and smartphones. The cyber-alchemy of 
tweets, Facebook updates, Skype messages, text mes-
sages, and the deluge of emails has hit a critical mass 
of annoyance for some and addiction for a great many 
people who are fed up with giving their lives over to 
technology. The growing dependence on technology 
has even inspired a term: screen addiction. If it’s not 
computer screens and smartphones, it’s iPads and 
Bluetooth technology, none of which are bad, but can 
become problematic if your life is completely  centered 
around being plugged in all the time. The perfect storm 
of stress is the overwhelming amount of information 
available, the distractive nature of being plugged in 
24/7, a sense of alienation, and the poor boundaries 
people maintain to regulate this information. The con-
cept of poor boundaries is shown by nearly all college 

students who text during classroom lectures as well 
as the scores of people who bring all their technology 
with them on vacation, thus never separating work 
from leisure, and possibly compromising both. Sim-
ilarly, fewer than half of employees nationwide leave 
their desk/workstation during lunch hour, according 
to a Manpower survey, leading to higher stress levels 
and fatigue (Marquardt, 2010).

There are many terms for all the problems associ-
ated with the tsunami of information and the conve-
nience to access it, but the one term that sums it all up is 
techno-stress, which is the feeling of being overwhelmed 
with sensory bombardment from the online technol-
ogy.  Factors contributing to techno-stress include, but 
are not limited to, privacy issues, identity theft, smart-
phone radiation, Internet scams, bandwidth, Internet 
gambling and pornography addiction, and child access 
to adult content. Perhaps the most widespread stress 
from technology that most people experience is the 
perpetual distraction of emails and text messages and 
the replacement of face-to-face conversation with digi-
tal communications.

Research from the University of California at 
Irvine reveals that the constant interruption of emails 
triggers the stress response, with the subsequent 
release of stress hormones affecting short-term mem-
ory. And if you ever wondered if people, perhaps even 
yourself, seem addicted to checking emails, voice 
mails, or tweets, consider this fact: research shows 
that the receipt of emails and tweets is accompanied 
by a release of dopamine. Dopamine, a “feel-good” 
neurotransmitter, is associated with chemical addic-
tions. In the absence of dopamine release, boredom 
ensues, until the next fix. Every abrupt shift in the 
history of societies has had its associated stressors; for 
example, the shift from agrarian to industrial society 
was correlated with a dramatic increase in alcoholism, 
regarded as a “social disease” of its time. In today’s 
abrupt shift to online technology and social media, the 
online technology is itself the addiction.

Young people today who never knew life with-
out a smartphone or iPad don’t understand why older 
adults seem so concerned about their addictive tech 
habits. Meanwhile, adults now notice that children 
and teens raised with screen technology may be well 
versed in cyber-communication skills, yet socially 
immature with face-to-face communication skills, 
including using eye contact.

Since the advent of smartphones, several new 
terms have been created to capture the behaviors 
associated with them. With the phenomenon known 
as screen addictions, we now have “digital toxicity” 
(neurological stress or burnout from the constant 
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engagement [neuroplasticity] with smartphones and 
other devices). In essence, the brain becomes wired 
for stress through technology. “Digital dementia” is 
a term used to describe people who rely so much on 
their smartphones and digital devices that they don’t 
give their brains time to store information from short-
term to long-term memory. And finally, “FOMO” 
(fear of missing out) is the term for anxious behaviors 
associated with an addiction where the ego needs to 
be fully engaged with social networking.

Digital Toxicity; Screen Addictions 
Revisited
As more research comes to light about the use of smart 
phones and screen technology, we are learning about 
how various behaviors with technology affect perfor-
mance and cognitive skills. What effect does digital 
overload have on memory? Research reveals that  people 
who had their cell phones within easy reach were less 
efficient (and apparently more distracted) with a given 
task than those who did the same task without the pres-
ence of their cell phone. Additional studies reveal that 
students who take notes by hand retain information 
much better than those who type notes on a computer; 
they also perform better on exams, suggesting that 
old-fashioned (analog) note taking is far superior to 
digital note taking. Smartphones not only distract one’s 
attention, the constant anticipation of social media 
messages derails memory processing and perhaps 
other cognitive functions, keeping the brain in an alert 
state, one in which it is hard to turn off when preparing 
for sleep. In essence, perpetual use of screen devices 
trains the brain (via  neuroplasticity) to be stressed and 
anxious. Recommendations from these studies include 
(1) keeping smartphones off desks, (2)  banish email 
and text alerts, and (3)  schedule  distraction-free peri-
ods each day.

The boom in the telecommunications and com-
puter industry, pillars of the information age, have led 
to an overnight lifestyle change in the United States 
and global society. In their book Technostress, authors 
Weil and Rosen (1998) suggest that the rapid pace 
of technology will only  continue with greater speed 
in the coming years, giving a whole new meaning to 
the expression “24/7.” Their suggestions have proved 
quite true. They predict, as do others, that the major-
ity of people will not deal well with this change. The 
result will be more stress, more illness and disease, 
more addictions, more dysfunction, and a greater 
imbalance in people’s lives. There is general consensus 
that the  rate of change with technology has far out-
paced the level of responsibility and moral codes that 

 typically accompany the creative process. Exercise 1.6 
invites you to examine your techno-stress level.

The Rise of Incivility
Have you noticed that people today seem quick- 
tempered, impatient, cynical, self-centered, and per-
haps even rude at times? If you have, you are not alone. 
Civility, as expressed through social etiquette, refers to 
the practice of good manners and appropriate behav-
ior. Many consider basic rules of civility to be sorely 
lacking in today’s culture. Experts attribute the lack of 
civility to an alchemy of narcissism political posturing 
and a national lack of values, contributing not only to 
social unease, but also to the economic mess that cre-
ated the Great Recession of 2008. Moreover, a revolu-
tion in the way people communicate with each other 
over the past few years has dramatically changed the 
social fabric of our culture, particularly how we relate, 
or fail to relate, to each other in face-to-face situations. 
Instant accessibility has sown the seeds of impatience. 
Politeness has given way to rudeness. Internet rants 
and talk-radio phone calls carry over into face-to-
face shouting matches at sporting events, entertain-
ment venues, and political rallies. Social manners 
(e.g., appropriate behavior and thinking of others 
first) have become minimal if not obsolete for many 
people, particularly when bursts of anger perpetuate 
feelings of victimization. Today’s self-centered, narcis-
sistic indulgences have hit an all-time high, many of 
which are directly related to political incivility. Inci-
vility seems to be a global issue as well. Disturbed by 
acts of incivility he has seen globally, the Dalai Lama 
issued a statement in 2017 pleading for what he calls, 
an education of the heart. “Intolerance leads to hatred 
and division. The new reality is that everyone is inter-
dependent with everyone else. The time has come to 
understand that we are the same human beings on this 
planet. Whether we want to or not, we must coexist.” 
How did things go so wrong? Some people blame poor 
parenting skills. Many cite talk radio and various news 
media outlets that broadcast incivility. Others point 
their finger at the proliferation of technology and 
the constant self-promotion that seems to go along 
with it (Meyer, 2008). Many say the perfect storm of 
“uncivil  Americans” is a combination of all these fac-
tors. Noting the serious issue of American incivility, 
Rutgers University has initiated a one-credit course 
called Project Civility for students, with topics ranging 
from smartphone etiquette and cyber- bullying to civil 
sportsmanship and social responsibility. It is likely 
that other colleges will follow this trend.

According to a study by the New York Times, the 
average young American now spends every waking 
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minute (with the possible exception of school classes) 
using a smartphone, computer, television, or other 
electronic device. Adults appear to be no different. It 
is not uncommon to see people texting while at movie 
theaters, talking on smartphones in restaurants (despite 
signs prohibiting their use), and texting while driving 
(despite the growing number of state laws banning 
this behavior). In 2006, researchers at the  University 
of Utah were curious to see if the distraction of smart-
phone use while driving was similar to driving while 
under the influence of alcohol. Using driving simula-
tors it was revealed that people on smartphones show 
a driving impairment rate similar to a blood alcohol 
level of 0.08 percent, the demarcation of drunk driving 
in the majority of states in the United States. Although 
many people may recognize the dangers of talking and 
driving, few offer to give up this mode of multi-tasking.

Many people use technology to avoid stressful sit-
uations, again adding to a general lack of civility in 
society. Examples include quitting a job with a tweet, 
breaking up with a girlfriend/boyfriend on Facebook, 
or sending a derogatory email and blind-copying 
everyone in one’s address book. The modern lack of 
civility cannot be blamed entirely on technology, yet 
the dramatic rise in the use of communication devices 
has played its part. How would you rate your current 
level of social etiquette?

Americans may be lacking in the social graces, but 
in the face of global calamities, such as horrific 2018 
fires in California, or Hurricanes along the Gulf Coast, 
Americans are renowned the world over for giving 
generously to the needy in far-away lands. However, 
texting a donation during the Superbowl for earth-
quake relief is far different than face-to-face contact 
and polite social interactions. It’s the direct social con-
tact skills that prove to be sorely lacking in American 
culture today. How good are your social skills in this 
age of incivility? You can begin to find out by complet-
ing Exercises 1.7 and 1.8.

Environmental Disconnect
Even if you don’t listen to the news regularly, it’s hard 
to ignore the impact humanity is having on the state 
of the planet. With a population exceeding 7 billion, 
the word sustainable has entered the  American lexi-
con with great regularity, even if the concept is largely 
ignored by most citizens. Modern society can be said 
to be suffering from an environmental disconnect, a 
state in which people have distanced themselves so 
much from the natural environment that they can-
not fathom the magnitude of their impact on it. It 
was predicted many years ago by a great many experts 
and luminaries that as humanity distances itself from 

nature, people will suffer the consequences, primar-
ily in terms of compromised health status. The term 
nature deficit disorder was coined by award- winning 
author Richard Louv, in Last Child in the Woods, to 
describe the growing abyss between people and the 
outdoor world. Kids, as it turns out, would rather play 
video games or surf online than play  outside—where 
there are no outlets or Wi-Fi access.

There is an age-old question that states, “How 
many angels can dance on the head of a pin?” Today 
that imponderable question has become, “How many 
humans can sustainably live on planet Earth?” It’s inter-
esting to note that some of the earliest studies on stress 
physiology involved placing an abnormally high number 
of mice in a cage. As their  environment, personal space, 
food availability, and quality of life decreased with each 
additional occupant, tension significantly increased. 
The parallels between the environment and behavior of 
those mice and humans today are unavoidable.

By now everyone has not only heard of the issues 
on global warming, but has also experienced the 
preliminary effects first hand: violent storms, warm 
winters, hotter summers, more intense droughts, 
and severe weather patterns. The problems of our oil 
dependence were especially highlighted by the mas-
sive 2010 oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. What has 
yet to become clear to the average person, however, 
are the problems with water shortages, an issue that 
will greatly affect everyone. United Nations Secretary 
General Ban  Ki-moon has repeatedly stated that wars 
will most likely be fought over water sources in our 
lifetime. Here are some facts that will impact you now 
and in the years to come:

 ■ About 97.5 percent of the earth’s water is salty, with 
only 2.5 percent of earth’s water considered fresh.

 ■ Two-thirds of all fresh water is frozen.
 ■ Many Western states (e.g., Texas, Arizona, and 

California) are draining underground aquifers 
quicker than they can be naturally restored.

 ■ Many fresh-water streams contain hormones and 
antibiotics from prescription drugs flushed down 
toilets and agricultural run-off containing petro-
chemical fertilizers.

 ■ Americans use approximately 100 gallons of water 
at home each day, compared to 5 gallons/day in 
developing nations.

 ■ It takes 2500 gallons of water to make 1 pound of 
hamburger and 1800 gallons to grow enough cot-
ton for a pair of blue jeans.

 ■ Clean water is a huge issue in China, so much so 
that it tried (and failed) to license and export fresh 
water from the Great Lakes region in the United 
States and Canada.
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 ■ The Three Gorges Dam in central China will cause 
the earth’s axis to tilt by nearly an inch.

 ■ Floating plastic islands equal to the size of Texas 
are reported being spotted in the Pacific Ocean. 
Popular beaches and coral reefs in Thailand 
strewn with plastic are now closed to the public 
indefinitely.

 ■ Many U.S. cities have dangerous levels of lead in 
their drinking water. Flint, Michigan has been 
without clean water since April 24, 2014.

Perhaps the most subtle warning about this dis-
connect from our environment is the news that for 
the first time it has been noted that Americans are not 
 getting enough vitamin D, as explained by nutritionist 
and New York Times reporter, Jane Brody. Vitamin D 
deficiency is due to a lack of exposure to sunlight and 
poor dietary habits. Sunlight is often referred to as the 
sunshine vitamin because, as sunlight reaches the skin, 
it reacts to help form vitamin D. Today people spend 
little time outdoors, denying themselves exposure to 
adequate amounts of sunlight.

Vitamin D isn’t the only nutritional/environmen-
tal problem. People who saw the documentary film 
Food, Inc. (or who read the book by Karl Weber) are 
acutely aware that the move away from family farms 
to industrial farms in the last few decades has greatly 
compromised the quality of food, primarily chicken 
and beef, and encouraged the proliferation of products 
that use high fructose corn syrup. Changes in the food 
industry, along with inadequate exercise, help explain 
the recent dramatic increase in national obesity levels. 
Genetic engineering of food crops is suggested as a pri-
mary reason for the decimation of half of the world’s 
bee population, which is creating a problem regarding 
the pollination of many crops. But bat and frog pop-
ulations are being decimated as well. The balance of 
nature is, in no uncertain terms, out of balance.

Some of the world’s leading scientists are not 
optimistic about the future of humanity, given the 
stresses we have put on our environment and, in turn, 
ourselves. The fourth National Climate Assessment 
released at the end of 2018 contained a dire warning 
for planetary citizens. Severe impacts of global warm-
ing and climate change are already being experienced 
by people all over the world, including the United 
States, with changes projected to intensify greatly 
in the years and decades to come. Physicist Stephen 
Hawking’s current outlook for humanity is grim at 
best, unless we learn to change our ways, and quickly. 
He stated, “We are entering an increasingly dangerous 
period in our history. There have been a number of 
times in the past when survival has been a question 
of touch and go. We are rapidly depleting the finite 

natural resources that Earth provides, and our genetic 
code carries selfish and aggressive instincts.” Har-
vard biologist E. O. Wilson and others now refer to 
the loss of biodiversity in our modern era as the “sixth 
mass extinction” on Earth, with hunting and fishing, 
loss of natural habitat, and pollution as the primary 
causes (Eldridge, 2001). Meanwhile, sociologist Jared 
 Diamond, author of the best selling book, Collapse: 
How Societies Choose to Fail on Success (2005), has this 
message: If positive changes are not made with regard 
to our use of resources and our relationship to our nat-
ural environment, we, too, will face extinction.

Not all views of humanity are so dire or fatalistic. 
Several, in fact, are quite optimistic—with the caveat 
that we must act now. Consider that of cell biologist 
and philosopher Bruce Lipton. In his book Sponta-
neous Evolution, he states: “Society is beginning to 
realize that our current beliefs are detrimental and 
that our world is in a very precarious position. The 
new science (the nexus of quantum physics, psychol-
ogy, and biology) paves a way into a hopeful story 
of humanity’s potential future, one that promotes 
planetary healing.” Lipton uses the model of holism 
(where all parts are respected and come together for 
a greater purpose) as the template for his optimism. 
Lipton is among a growing group of social luminar-
ies, including Barbara Marx-Hubbard, Jean Houston, 
Christine Page, Edgar Mitchell, Elizabeth Sartoris, and 
Gregg Braden, who share this optimistic paradigm of 
humanity’s shifting consciousness (Schlitz, 2018). In 
the words of the rock musician Sting, “Yes we are in an 
appalling environmental crisis, but I think as a species, 
we evolve through crises. That’s the only glimmer of 
hope, really” (Richter, 2010). Exercise 1.1 invites you 
to evaluate your relationship to the planet’s health.

Race and Gender Stress
One cannot address the issue of the sociology of stress 
without acknowledging the issue of race and gender 
stress. The United States, a nation of immigrants, has 
often been described as a melting pot, but recently 
another metaphor has been used to describe the 
make-up of its citizens: a tossed salad, where assim-
ilation meets head on with cultural diversity. Race 
and ethnic issues continually make headline news 
with regard to illegal alien issues nationwide, disen-
franchised black voters in Florida, poverty in New 
Orleans, horrific acts of antisemitism, and  Muslim 
 Americans facing episodes of discrimination, to name 
a few. To this we can add the daily impact and fallout 
of the #METOO movement. Race and gender ten-
sions, however, are not new. It could be argued that 
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they are as old as humanity itself. Since time began, 
people have been threatened by other people of dif-
ferent skin color, ethnicity, gender, or sexual prefer-
ence. The 2008 election of the first African American 
president helped to jumpstart a national discussion 
on race, but it hasn’t resolved the issue of intolerance. 
Like race issues, gender issues (and to this we can add 
sexual orientation issues) are also threads in the social 
fabric once dominated by a white patriarchal society, 
yet this is changing. Despite the demographic shifts, 
the dated cultural perceptions of superiority/inferior-
ity persist, and with them the biases that go with them.

Stress, you will remember, is defined as a per-
ceived threat, a threat generated by the ego. These 
threats manifest in a variety of ways including stereo-
typing, prejudice, discrimination, harassment, and 
even physical harm. Race and gender stress may begin 
early in life, too; many children can attest to being 
bullied in school, or excluded and teased by social 
cliques. The emotional stress associated with this type 
of angst includes low self-esteem, alienation, and anx-
iety. Everybody wants to be accepted.

How can society help alleviate race and gender 
stress? Anti-bullying programs are being implemented 
in many schools nationwide, helping raise awareness 
among kids and parents to the dangers of bullying. 
On television, many shows have tried to better reflect 
the demographics of American society with casts of 
various ethnicities. Although these are steps in the 
right direction, school curricula and television shows 
alone cannot change the world overnight. But they’re a 
start. Remember that when people demonstrate a bias 
toward race, gender, ethnic background, or anything 
related to them, they are projecting their fears onto 
you. A common reaction is to meet stress with stress, 
but the best answer is to rise above it and take the high 
road called integrity.

 ▸ Stress in a Changing World
All you need to do is glance at the headlines of Time 
or Newsweek, or the Internet homepage of MSNBC or 
Comcast to see and read what we already know: These 
are stressful times! But the stress we are encounter-
ing as a nation is not specific to being a world power. 
The problem seems to have reached every corner of 
the planet, permeating the borders of every country, 
province, and locale. In fact, after conducting several 
surveys on the topic of stress and illness, the World 
Health Organization came to the conclusion that stress 
is hitting a fever pitch in every nation. So  alarmed 
were they by the results of their study that the WHO 
researchers cited stress as “a global epidemic.”

On the home front it appears that stress, like a 
virus, has infected the American population, and 
the symptoms are everywhere: Radio talk shows and 
blogs have become national forums for complaining; 
political pundits repeatedly describe voter anger; 
headlines are filled with stories of people who have 
gone berserk with hostility, most notably road rage, 
sports rage, movie theater rage, phone rage, and air 
rage; television talk shows are reduced to airing per-
sonal catharses; workplace violence has escalated to 
several  incidences per month in which co-workers 
are shot and killed; the American dream is out of 
reach for many; and psychologists describe a spiri-
tual malaise that has swept the country. Yet where 
there is despair, there is also compassion. Destruc-
tion and personal loss from countless natural disas-
ters and the horrors of domestic terrorism have also 
brought out the best in some people, as scores of 
individuals and service organizations came to the aid 
of their fellow human beings in both their own com-
munities and across the globe. The darkest times can 
bring out our finest hour, if we transition from fear 
to compassion.

 ▸ The Power of Adaptation
One of the greatest attributes of the human species is 
the ability to adapt to change. Adaptation is the num-
ber one skill with which to cope with the stress of life. 
Adaptation involves a great many human attributes, 
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from resiliency and creativity to forgiveness, patience, 
and many, many more. Given the rapid rate of change 
in the world today, combined with the typical changes 
one goes through in a lifetime, the ability to adapt is 
essential. Those who incorporate a strategy to adapt 
positively not only will be healthier, but also, in the 
long run, will be much happier. Adaptation to stress 
means to make small changes in your personal life-
style so that you can move in the flow with the winds 
of change taking place in the world and not feel per-
sonally violated or victimized. Sometimes, adaptation 
to change means merely fine-tuning a perception 
or attitude. In the best stress management program 
reduced to 27 words, the following quote attributed to 
Reinhold Niebuhr speaks to this process: “God, grant 
me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 
the courage to change the things I can and the wis-
dom to know the difference.” The skills introduced in 
this text are designed to help you gracefully adapt to 
the winds of change.

 ▸ The Premise of Holistic 
Stress Management

Honoring the premise of this ageless wisdom, holistic 
stress management promotes the integration, balance, 
and harmony of one’s mind, body, spirit, and emo-
tions for optimal health and well-being. Stress affects 
all aspects of the wellness paradigm. To appreciate the 
dynamics of the whole, sometimes it’s best to under-
stand the pieces that make up the whole. What follows 
is a definition of each of the four aspects that consti-
tute the human entity, and the effect that unresolved 
stress plays on each.

Emotional well-being: The ability to feel and express 
the entire range of human emotions, and to control 
them, not be controlled by them. Unresolved stress 
tends to perpetuate a preponderance of negative emo-
tions (anger and fear), thus compromising emotional 
balance and causing the inability to experience and 
enjoy moments of joy, happiness, and bliss.
Physical well-being: The optimal functioning of the 
body’s physiological systems (e.g., cardiovascular, 
endocrine, reproductive, immune). Not only does 
unresolved stress create wear and tear on the body, but 
the association between stress and disease is approxi-
mately 80–85 percent. Ultimately, stress can kill.
Mental well-being: The ability of the mind to gather, pro-
cess, recall, and communicate information. Stress cer-
tainly compromises the ability to gather, process, recall, 
and communicate information.

Spiritual well-being: The maturation of higher con-
sciousness as represented through the dynamic inte-
gration of three facets: relationships, values, and a 
meaningful purpose in life. Most, if not all, stressors 
involve some aspect of relationships, values (or value 
conflicts), and the absence of, search for, or fulfillment 
of a meaningful purpose in one’s life.

The circle is a universal symbol of wholeness, 
often divided into four parts: north, south, east, and 
west, as well as spring, summer, winter, and fall. Mind, 
body, spirit, and emotions are also four quadrants that 
make up the whole, often depicted in a circle. Exercise 
1.10 invites you to reflect on the concept of wholeness 
via this symbol so prevalent in world culture.

 ▸ The Nature of Holistic 
Stress Management

With the appreciation that the whole is always greater 
than the sum of its parts, here are some insights that 
collectively shine light on this timeless wisdom of the 
nature of holistic stress management:

 ■ Holistic stress management conveys the essence 
of uniting the powers of the conscious and uncon-
scious minds to work in unison (rather than in 
opposition) for one’s highest potential. Addition-
ally, a holistic approach to coping effectively with 
stress unites the functions of both the right and 
left hemispheres of the brain.

 ■ Holistic stress management suggests a dynamic 
approach to one’s personal energy where one 
lives consciously in the present moment, rather 
than feeling guilty about things done in the past 
or worrying about things that may occur in 
the future.

 ■ Holistic stress management underlies the prem-
ise of using a combination of effective coping 
skills to resolve issues that can cause perceptions 
of stress to linger and sound relaxation techniques 
to reduce or eliminate the symptoms of stress and 
return the body to homeostasis. This is different 
from the standard practice of merely focusing on 
symptomatic relief.

 ■ Holistic stress management is achieving a balance 
between the role of the ego to protect and the pur-
pose of the soul to observe and learn life’s lessons. 
More often than not, the ego  perpetuates personal 
stress through control and manipulation.

 ■ Holistic stress management is often described as 
moving from a motivation of fear to a place of 
unconditional love.
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When all of these aspects are taken into consid-
eration, the process of integrating, balancing, and 
bringing harmony to mind, body, spirit, and emotions 
becomes much easier, and arriving at the place of 
inner peace is easier to achieve.

 ▸ Chapter Summary
 ■ The advancement of technology, which promised 

more leisure time, has actually increased the pace 
of life so that many people feel stressed to keep up 
with this pace.

 ■ Lifestyles based on new technological conve-
niences are now thought to be associated with 
several diseases, including CHD and cancer.

 ■ Stress is a term from the field of physics, meaning 
physical force or tension placed on an object. It 
was adopted after World War II to signify psycho-
logical tension.

 ■ There are many definitions of stress from both 
Eastern and Western philosophies as well as  several 
academic disciplines, including  psychology and 
physiology. The mind-body  separation is now giv-
ing way to a holistic philosophy  involving the 
mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual compo-
nents of well-being.

 ■ Cannon coined the term fight-or-flight response to 
describe the immediate effects of physical stress. 
This response is now considered by many to be 
inappropriate for nonphysical stressors.

 ■ There are three types of stress: eustress (good), 
neustress (neutral), and distress (bad). There 
are two types of distress: acute (short-term) and 
chronic (long-term), the latter of which is thought 
to be more detrimental because the body  does 
not return to a state of complete homeostasis.

 ■ Stressors have been categorized into three groups: 
(1) bioecological influences, (2) psychointraper-
sonal influences, and (3) social influences.

 ■ Holmes and Rahe created the SSRS to identify 
major life stressors. They found that the incidence 
of stressors correlated with health status.

 ■ Selye coined the term general adaptation syndrome 
to explain the body’s ability to adapt negatively to 
chronic stress.

 ■ Females are not only wired for fight-or-flight, but 
also have a survival dynamic called “tend and 
befriend,” a specific nurturing aspect that pro-
motes social support in stressful times.

 ■ The association between stress and insomnia 
is undeniable. The United States is said to be a 
sleep-deprived society, but techniques for stress 

management, including physical exercise, bio-
feedback, yoga, and diaphragmatic breathing, 
are proven effective to help promote a good 
night’s sleep.

 ■ Stress can appear at any time in our lives, but the 
college years offer their own types of stressors 
because it is at this time that one assumes more 
(if not complete) responsibility for one’s life-
style behaviors. Stress continues through retire-
ment with a whole new set of stressors in the 
senior years.

 ■ Sociology is described as the study of human 
social behavior within family, organizations, and 
institutions. Societal stress is a force to be reck-
oned with in today’s culture. No one is exempt 
from the sociology of stress.

 ■ Techno-stress is a term used to describe the over-
whelming frustrations of sensory bombardment 
and poor boundaries with the plethora of tech-
nological gadgets. Techno-stress began with per-
sonal computers but has since evolved with the 
advent of and addiction to social networking. The 
body’s physiology wasn’t designed to be “on” all 
the time. The result can be burnout and physical 
health issues.

 ■ Social stress includes a decline in social eti-
quette. A lack of civility, demonstrated by rude, 
impatient behavior, is on a dramatic rise in the 
United States.

 ■ Experts suggest that one aspect of societal 
stress is an environmental disconnect: a grow-
ing  disregard of the environment by humanity, 
such  that dramatic changes, from dwindling 
supplies of fresh water to declining food qual-
ity to environmental pollution, will all have a 
significant impact on each individual’s lifestyle 
and health.

 ■ Race and gender issues have always been part of 
the social fabric and continue to contribute largely 
to stress, especially as people express themselves 
with reckless abandon in the digital age.

 ■ Previous approaches to stress management have 
been based on the mechanistic model, which 
divided the mind and body into two separate 
entities. The paradigm on which this model was 
based is now shifting toward a holistic paradigm, 
where the whole is greater than the sum of the 
parts, and the whole person must be treated by 
working on the causes as well as the symptoms 
of stress.

 ■ Effective stress-management programming must 
address issues related to mental (intellectual), 
physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being.
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The Nature of Stress

EXERCISE 1.1: Are You Stressed?

Although there is no definitive survey composed of 20 questions to determine if you are stressed or burnt out, 
or just exactly how stressed you really are, questionnaires do help increase awareness that, indeed, there may be 
a problem in one or more areas of your life. The following is an example of a simple stress inventory to help you 
determine the level of stress in your life. Read each statement, and then check the box next to Agree or Disagree. 
Then count the number of “Agree” points (one per question) and use the Stress Level Key to determine your per-
sonal stress level.

Statement Agree Disagree

1. I have a hard time falling asleep at night.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

2. I tend to suffer from tension and/or migraine headaches.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

3. I find myself thinking about finances and making ends meet.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

4. I wish I could find more to laugh and smile about each day.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

5. More often than not, I skip breakfast or lunch to get things done.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

6. If I could change my job situation, I would.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

7. I wish I had more personal time for leisure pursuits.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

8. I have lost a good friend or family member recently.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

9. I am unhappy in my relationship or am recently divorced.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

10. I haven’t had a quality vacation in a long time.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

11. I wish that my life had a clear meaning and purpose.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

12. I tend to eat more than three meals a week outside the home.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

13. I tend to suffer from chronic pain.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

14. I don’t have a strong group of friends to whom I can turn.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

15. I don’t exercise regularly (more than three times per week).  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

16. I am on prescribed medication for depression.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

17. My sex life is not very satisfying.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

18. My family relationships are less than desirable.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

19. Overall, my self-esteem can be rather low.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

20. I spend no time each day dedicated to meditation or centering.  F AGREE  F DISAGREE

Stress Level Key

Less than 5 points You have a low level of stress and maintain good coping skills.
More than 5 points You have a moderate level of personal stress.
More than 10 points You have a high level of personal stress.
More than 15 points You have an exceptionally high level of stress.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.2: Stimulation Overload

In the early years of our lives, we crave sensory stimulation: loud music, fast-moving video games, movies, food; 
the list is nearly endless. All of this stimulation increases our threshold for excitement, and we seek more and more 
to hit this threshold of excitement. All of this sensory stimulation falls under the category of “good stress,” that 
which motivates us and makes us happy. At some point, however, too much of a good thing can become bad. Too 
much sensory stimulation can become sensory overload, which then leads to burnout. Burnout is another word 
for bad stress. This exercise invites you to take an honest look at those things that you would consider good stress 
and how you manage it to maintain an optimal level of health and performance.

1. What things do you crave for sensory stimulation? Make a list.
2. How do you know when you have had too much sensory stimulation (stimulation overload)? What are the 

signs/symptoms of personal burnout?
3. How has your threshold of excitement changed over the years? (If you are under the age of 20, consider how 

your threshold differs from that of your parents and grandparents.)
4. Do you see an association between too much sensory stimulation and your health status (good or bad)? Please 

explain.
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The Nature of Stress

EXERCISE 1.3: Personal Stress Inventory: Top Ten Stressors

It’s time to take a personal inventory of your current stressors—those issues, concerns, situations, or challenges 
that trigger the fight-or-flight response in your body. The first step to resolving any problem is learning to identify 
exactly what the problem is. Take a moment to list the top ten issues that you are facing at the present moment. 
Then place a check mark in the columns to signify whether this stressor directly affects one or more aspects of 
your health (mind, body, spirit, emotions). Then, next to each stressor, chronicle how long it has been a problem. 
Finally, record whether this stressor is one that elicits some level of anger, fear, or both.

Stressor Mental Emotional Spiritual Physical Duration 
of Problem

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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EXERCISE 1.4: Daily Stressors Survey for College Students

It’s a safe bet that you will hear the expression “real world” more than once while attending college—the real 
world being the noncollege world of long hours, hard work, and umpteen responsibilities. Years ago, the college 
experience was considered a luxury of the wealthy. For many rich kids, going to college was like taking a four-year 
vacation during which world responsibility could be postponed with the promise of a great job waiting after grad-
uation. Times have changed dramatically since those Ivy League days of long ago. Going to college may not be the 
same thing as working on Wall Street or in the emergency room of a local hospital, but college constitutes its own 
real world nonetheless. Being a college student comes with its own list of stressors, big and small. The following 
worksheet invites you to rank these typical daily student stressors (from 1 being low stress to 5 being high stress). 
In doing so, you take the first step in recognizing what issues need to be addressed in your current life situation.

Part I: How do these typical college student stressors rank in your life?

Stressors 1 2 3 4 5

1. Coping with roommates, living conditions

2. Balancing schoolwork with job hours

3. Making ends meet financially

4. Academic load (credits, exams, papers, etc.)

5. Social needs (friends, family, etc.)

6. Health status, health issues

7. Food, body image, and weight issues

8. Transportation (car, traffic, gas, parking/speeding tickets)

9. Parental issues, childcare issues, etc.

10. Girlfriend, boyfriend, partner issues

11.  Technology issues (Facebook updates, text messages, bandwidth, 
cloud issues)

12. Purpose in life issues (declaring a major, finding a career position)
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The Nature of Stress

Part II: Please list any and all additional daily or weekly stressors and rank these as well.

Stressors 1 2 3 4 5

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Part III: Please add any additional comments you wish to make here.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.5:  Self-Assessment: Poor Sleep Habits Questionnaire

Please take a moment to answer these questions based on your typical behavior. If you feel your sleep quality is 
compromised, consider that one or more of these factors may contribute to patterns of insomnia by affecting your 
physiology, circadian rhythms, or emotional thought processing. Although there is no key to determine your 
degree of insomnia, each question is based on specific factors associated with either a good night’s sleep or the lack 
of it. Use each question to help you fine-tune your sleep hygiene.

1. Do you go to bed at about the same time every night?  F YES  F NO

2. Does it take you more than 30 minutes to fall asleep once in bed?  F YES  F NO

3. Do you wake up at about the same time every day?  F YES  F NO

4. Do you drink coffee, tea, or caffeinated soda after 6 p.m.?  F YES  F NO

5. Do you watch television from your bed?  F YES  F NO

6. Do you perform cardiovascular exercise 3–5 times per week?  F YES  F NO

7.  Do you use your bed as your office (e.g., do homework, balance checkbook, 
write letters)?

 F YES  F NO

8. Do you take a hot shower or bath before you go to sleep?  F YES  F NO

9. Do you have one or more drinks of alcohol before bedtime?  F YES  F NO

10.  Are you engaged in intense mental activity before bed (e.g., term papers, 
exams, projects, reports, finances, taxes)?

 F YES  F NO

11. Is your bedroom typically warm or even hot before you go to bed?  F YES  F NO

12. Does your sleep partner snore, become restless, etc., in the night?  F YES  F NO

13. Is the size and comfort level of your bed satisfactory?  F YES  F NO

14. Do you suffer from chronic pain while laying down?  F YES  F NO

15. Is your sleep environment compromised by noise, light, or pets?  F YES  F NO

16. Do you frequently take naps during the course of a day?  F YES  F NO

17.  Do you take medications (e.g., decongestants, steroids, antihypertensives, 
asthma medications, for depression)?

 F YES  F NO

18. Do you tend to suffer from depression?  F YES  F NO

19. Do you eat a large heavy meal right before you go to bed?  F YES  F NO

20. Do you use a smartphone regularly, particularly in the evening?  F YES  F NO

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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The Nature of Stress

EXERCISE 1.6: Are You a Product of Your Culture?

The following questions are based on various behaviors observed from individuals in society. Please answer each 
question as you really behave, not how you would like to be, by circling Yes or No where appropriate.

1. I keep my smartphone on throughout the day so I won’t miss any calls.  F YES  F NO

2. I use my Facebook account more often than my email account.  F YES  F NO

3. I tend to leave the water running while brushing my teeth.  F YES  F NO

4. I eat more than one meal prepared outside the house each day.  F YES  F NO

5.  During the day, I constantly check emails and text messages as they come in.  F YES  F NO

6. I drive rather than take mass transit to and from work/college regularly.  F YES  F NO

7. I typically take my laptop, BlackBerry, etc. on vacation with me.  F YES  F NO

8. I have been known to flush unused medications down the toilet.  F YES  F NO

9.  I get more of my news from Comedy Central (e.g., The Daily Show, The  Colbert 
Report) than newspapers, NPR, TV news, or online news sites.  F YES  F NO

10. I spend less than 1 hour outside each day in a natural setting.  F YES  F NO

11. I regularly interact (leave comments) on websites I visit.  F YES  F NO

12. I find that I rely more and more on the Internet and electronic devices for infor-
mation (e.g., Garmin GPS, Google, etc.) and less on memory retention.  F YES  F NO

13. More often than not, I Tivo my favorite TV shows and watch them at my pref-
erence or watch episodes of my favorite shows on Hulu or other Internet sites.  F YES  F NO

14. I recycle all cans, bottles, newspapers, etc.  F YES  F NO

15. I start to feel antsy if I cannot check my email, text messages, or  Facebook 
account each hour or more often.  F YES  F NO

16. I spend more time playing video games or surfing the Internet inside than 
 outside in nature each day.  F YES  F NO

17. I check my emails, tweets, Facebook updates, etc. within 10 minutes of waking 
up each morning.  F YES  F NO

18. I have one or more tattoos as a means of self-expression.  F YES  F NO

19. I own more than one smartphone and I use them both at the same time (e.g., 
phone calls, apps, Google).  F YES  F NO

20. I make more than one purchase online each week.  F YES  F NO

21. I dread answering the onslaught of emails each day.  F YES  F NO

22. I get a bit of a rush or excitement when my smartphone goes off.  F YES  F NO

23. I text message my friends and parents more than I call them by phone.  F YES  F NO

24. I watch more movies via the Internet or Netflix than in a movie theater.  F YES  F NO
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25. I make an effort to buy organic produce each week.  F YES  F NO

26. I have more than 50 websites bookmarked on my computer.  F YES  F NO

27. I have more than 250 friends on Facebook.  F YES  F NO

28. I purchase plastic water bottles rather than use a stainless steel bottle.  F YES  F NO

29. I have more than 25 apps on my iPhone/Android.  F YES  F NO

30. I watch at least one YouTube or Socialcam video per day.  F YES  F NO

31. The majority of my purchases are via credit card or debit card, not cash.  F YES  F NO

32. I post an update to Facebook at least once a day.  F YES  F NO

33. I belong to more than one social networking website.  F YES  F NO

34. I prefer to read books via a Kindle or an iPad than hard cover books.  F YES  F NO

35. I post photos and various items on Pinterest and Instagram each week.  F YES  F NO

Results: The purpose of these questions is to increase your awareness of the influence the current culture has on 
your behaviors. There is no definitive answer or “score” regarding the impact of cultural influences. We participate 
in cultural practices primarily as a means of being accepted. Most people are completely unaware of the influence 
that society has on them, unless they purposely act differently than cultural norms suggest.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.7: Living in the Age of Civility

Experts have noticed a dramatic decline in civility, which closely parallels the rise in the use of technology. While it 
is easy to observe rude and uncivil behavior in other, it’s not so easy to see it in ourselves (the ego’s ability to ratio-
nalize one’s behavior is quite powerful). This exercise invites you to take an honest look at your civil  behaviors and 
determine how you stack up with what is culturally expected as good manners in a civil society. Write the number 
that corresponds with the frequency of each behavior in the frequency column.

5 5 Always 4 5 Often 3 5 Sometimes 2 5 Seldom 1 5 Rarely 0 5 Never

Behavior Frequency

 1. I hold the door open for people when walking into or out of a store or building.

 2. If I use my smartphone in public, I find a quiet place to talk away from people.

 3.  I make a habit of smiling at others including store clerks, postal workers, and  restaurant 
servers.

 4.  I only use the express checkout lane in the grocery store when I have the limited number of 
suggested items, even when in a hurry.

 5. When driving, I allow other drivers to cut in front of me.

 6. If I am at the movies with a friend, I will suspend all  conversations during the film.

 7. While on the phone, I give my full attention and don’t  multitask with checking emails, etc.

 8. I let people finish speaking before I say something or comment.

 9. I say the words “please” and “thank you” when requesting something.

10. I don’t use my smartphone while driving.

11. I will pull a dollar out of my wallet or purse for a homeless person.

12. If I receive a second call while talking, I will ignore the incoming call.

13.  When listening to my iPod while walking, jogging,  snowboarding, or downhill  skiing, 
I acknowledge others’  presence with a smile, nod, or comment.

14.  When others express political or religious beliefs that are  different than mine, I shift 
the conversation to a different topic.

15. I tend to censor the use of swear words in public.

TOTAL SCORE

Key: There is no set standard for degrees of civility. Either you are or you are not! This survey is an awareness tool 
to help you examine your own behavior. If you score less than 30 points, you might consider changing because 
most likely people see you as lacking in civility.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.8: R-E-S-P-E-C-T!

“We all require and want respect, man or woman, black or white. It’s our basic human right.” —Aretha Franklin

Respect: The acknowledgment to be treated fairly in all circumstances. 

Respect: An extension of humanity to all other people. No exceptions!

Respect: Honoring another person’s dignity under all conditions.

Respect: Treating your neighbor as yourself.

Respect may be expressed, even defined, in many ways, but it is instantaneously recognized when present just as 
it is equally acknowledged when absent. Respect is civility realized. Respect is an attribute from others that we all 
crave; to be recognized equally and treated fairly. It is a basic human right. Respect is compassion in action. It is 
heartfelt; there is nothing cerebral about it. Conversely, lack of respect is ego-based behavior and this form of inci-
vility has become all too common, as egos flare in a fear-based society. While many signs of disrespect are obvious 
(rudeness, intimidation) others are quite subtle (perhaps even unconscious as well), and in some circles called, 
micro-aggressions (e.g., offensive off-handed comments.) While you may not even be aware you have slighted 
someone, he or she is highly offended. Today, civility and hence, respect are in short supply. 

It’s time to shed some light on the topic of respect. The following are some probing questions to help elucidate 
the enigma of this often elusive basic human right.

What does the term “respect” mean to you?

How does a lack of respect make you feel? Please cite an example.

What examples of disrespect (micro-aggressions) have you encountered? 

What are reasons you have been disrespectful to others?

Is there a particular group of people whom you commonly show disrespect toward?

Where did you learn this from? How was this attitude justified to you as a child?
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Why, if we all crave respect, do you fail to show respect to others?

When you feel disrespected, how do you respond? 

Can you honestly respect another person, if you don’t respect yourself? Thoughts?

What are ways of responding, where you maintain your “high vibration?”

Please consider any additional thoughts you might have on this topic.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.9: It’s All About Me: The Age of Narcissism

“Enough about me. What do you think about me?” —Bette Midler

Consider these facts: Today anyone can publish their own book, record their own song, enter a photo contest, post 
their own blog, make their own movie, and gain worldwide attention if not millions of fans via YouTube. Reality 
shows are the rage on TV, from Jersey Shore to home improvement shows. Anyone can become a celebrity, specif-
ically a “laptop celebrity.” Experts who keep their finger on the pulse of humanity grow increasingly concerned. 
The “me” generation has now expanded over several decades to include several generations. The self-absorbed, 
all-about-me, narcissistic, 15-minutes-of-fame culture is nothing more than the ego run amuck. The problems 
with unbridled egos (multiplied by 7 billion people) cannot be understated! If everyone is only looking out for 
themselves, many people, perhaps cultures, if not the world, will suffer. Recently the American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation decided to delete the Narcissism Disorder from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
Fifth Edition, in 2013, suggesting that this behavior is too common now to be recognized as a disorder. Granted, 
you have to have some interest in yourself. After all, that’s what self-esteem is all about. Balance is the key. At what 
point is the line crossed? That is the million-dollar question. The opposite of narcissism is altruism—doing some-
thing for others without any expectation of reciprocation; in essence, random acts of kindness.

1. Have you noticed that, in general, people are self-absorbed, perhaps even clueless about others eclipsed by 
their own stature and in denial about their inflated egos?

2. Have you been accused of being narcissistic, or simply full of yourself? Please explain.
3. How would you best describe your “presence” in the world? Do you have a website? A blog? Multiple  YouTube 

video postings? Tweets on a Twitter account? Books on Amazon? How many Facebook updates do you post 
per day? How many minutes have you used up on your 15 minutes of fame allotment (or have you gone over 
this limit)?

4. Why do you suppose people are over the top with being self-righteous or simply fascinated with themselves? 
Is it a need for approval? Is it a need for acceptance? Is it a question of insecurity? What is your take on this 
new normal of the “me” generation?

5. If indeed altruism is the polar opposite of narcissism, what actions do you take on a regular basis to seek 
 balance? What do you do to domesticate your ego?

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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The Nature of Stress

EXERCISE 1.10: The Tired, Busy, Lonely Checklist

Technology is great and can make so many aspects of life convenient. Conversely, we can spend untold amounts of 
time online with some unhealthy consequences. Sociologists have noted that three specific behaviors are common 
with people who spend gobs of time online. They report being constantly tired, always busy, and, perhaps most 
surprising, lonely. It’s time to do an inventory on how you feel with regard to these specific aspects of your life.

1. Tiredness: Generally speaking, how would you rate your overall energy levels? Are you tired when you wake 
up in the morning, or do you feel fully rested? Do you find yourself dragging through the course of the day 
and cannot wait to get home to unwind? Do you have plenty of energy in the early evening, or do you flop on 
the sofa and veg out till you fall asleep? Take a few moments to explain your levels of energy, and if you do feel 
a sense of constant tiredness, describe it here.

2. Busyness: Do you feel that you barely have time to catch your breath with countless responsibilities to do each 
day? Do you feel like you are constantly running on a treadmill and there is no way to get off? Do you find 
that you are always doing something related to your smartphone or tablet? Are you always plugged in? Do you 
feel that your rate of busyness is proportional to what you actually get done, or do you feel that you are always 
busy but don’t have much to show for it? Take a few moments to explain your perspective on how you actually 
spend your personal energy and your level of productivity.

3. Loneliness: Experts who observe people constantly using their smartphones and tablets have noticed that, 
generally speaking, people spend a lot of time online because they fear being alone. Spending time posting 
updates on social networking sites tends to make people feel like they belong, yet when questioned, these 
same people often describe life offline as feeling alienated and detached. Loneliness isn’t the same thing 
as being alone (there are many people who will tell you that they feel quite lonely with their spouse, their 
roommate, and even their friends). Here are some questions to contemplate: (1) Do you stay online to feel 
a sense of connection to people even if it’s a virtual rather than actual connection? (2) Do you feel awk-
ward or uncomfortable being alone for long periods of time? (3) Do you make it a point to never be alone?  
(4) Do you constantly fill your social calendar to the brim every day? (5) Describe your typical day and include 
purposeful alone time.

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.11: The Environmental Disconnect

How tuned in to the environment are you? Let’s find out. Take this quick True/False quiz.

1. The majority of the ocean’s coral reefs are dying due to agricul-
tural runoff, poor fishing practices, and formaldehyde used to 
capture tropical fish.  F TRUE  F FALSE

2. Over 60 percent of food in your local grocery store is  genetically 
modified.  F TRUE  F FALSE

3. About one half of the world’s population does not have 
 drinkable water in their house.  F TRUE  F FALSE

4. The acidity of the world’s oceans is increasing at an alarming 
rate.  F TRUE  F FALSE

5. Wild salmon has much less PCBs than that raised in fisheries.  F TRUE  F FALSE
6. Mercury found in coldwater fish comes from coal-burning 

plants used to make electricity for everyday use.  F TRUE  F FALSE
7. Hormones and antibiotics dumped into toilets are not filtered 

out in water treatment plants.  F TRUE  F FALSE
8. Experts predict that the ocean’s natural fisheries will collapse 

in your lifetime.  F TRUE  F FALSE
9. It takes 2500 gallons of water to produce one hamburger.  F TRUE  F FALSE

10. On average, there are over 16 million new cars on the road 
every year.  F TRUE  F FALSE

11. Ethanol fuel still requires petrochemicals (oil) for fertilizers to 
grow the corn.  F TRUE  F FALSE

12. Farm-raised salmon must take beta carotine pellets so its flesh 
is pink/orange.  F TRUE  F FALSE

13. City light pollution is thought to be a contributing factor to the 
increase in insomnia across the United States.  F TRUE  F FALSE

14. The majority of food in your local grocery story has been trans-
ported over 1500 miles to rest on those store shelves before 
being purchased.  F TRUE  F FALSE

15. Droughts in the Amazon rainforest contribute to global warming.  F TRUE  F FALSE

The answer for all of these questions is true. But don’t get too stressed out. Being aware of each problem is half of 
the solution. Knowledge is power. Environmental disconnect is based largely on ignorance and apathy. Although 
some people choose to stick their head in the sand, others are taking an active role toward living a sustainable life 
by changing their behaviors to become in sync with the environment. One person’s life may seem insignificant to 
the big picture, but nothing could be further from the truth. What can you do? Plenty!
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List 10 things that you do (or can start doing) to live a more sustainable lifestyle and reconnect with the  biosphere 
we live on called planet Earth.

1. _____________________________________________________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________________________

6. _____________________________________________________________________________________

7. _____________________________________________________________________________________

8. _____________________________________________________________________________________

9. _____________________________________________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________________________________________

© Paramount Wellness Institute. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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EXERCISE 1.12: The Circle: The Universal Symbol of Wholeness

The circle is a universal symbol of wholeness, as expressed in the American Indian medicine wheel, the Tibetan 
mandala, and many other symbols recognized worldwide. Typically these symbols depict four aspects such as 
spring, summer, winter, and fall; mind, body, spirit, and emotions; or north, south, east, and west. This exercise 
invites you to increase your awareness of the power of this symbol.

1. List 10 objects, found in nature, that symbolize wholeness (e.g., full moon, sun, etc.).
a. 

b. 

c. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

g. 

h. 

i. 

j. 

2. List 10 objects or designs that are used in American culture (or world culture) to convey a sense of wholeness 
to the unconscious mind (e.g., Starbucks logo, dinner plates, Christmas wreaths, the peace symbol, etc.).
a. 

b. 

c. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

g. 

h. 

i. 

j. 
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