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CHAPTER THREE

Managing Stress

   L     et’s face it, most people do not want to believe they
have mental problems.  For that very reason, patients will
sometimes hide symptoms from their doctor for fear of ap-
pearing “crazy.” So when the family physician says, “It
sounds to me like you are struggling with depression,” the
patient may immediately conjure a mental image of people
locking themselves inside their homes with the curtains
drawn, crying all day as they contemplate suicide.  Al-
though this impression may not be far off the mark in re-
gard to severe clinical depression, the more common ex-
perience is a mild depressive state in which the patient
can function adequately but is miserable.  Even if the la-
bels for mood disorders were not poorly understood, no
one wants to hear that she is bipolar or suffers an anxiety
disorder.

If, however, I remark to the patient, “It seems like
you’ve been under a lot of stress recently,” they have no
difficulty responding, “Oh yeah, work has been brutal,” or
“Yes, it’s been really hectic at home lately.”  So though
patients do not want to think they are mental cases, which
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is how they may interpret a mood disorder. Everyone
knows that life can be stressful and no one is immune.  In
other words, people generally realize that stress is uni-
versal and that the only difference between one person
and another is the amount of stress each person carries
and how well he or she handles it.

The word “stress” has a broad range of meaning that
covers everything from the amount of weight that a load-
bearing beam in a building can carry to the state of excita-
tion in the human nervous system.  In general, stress re-
fers to the tension exerted on an object or person either by
being stretched taut or compressed by external pressure.
Mentally, stress arises from the distance between expec-
tations and reality, obligation and resources, current sta-
tus and deadlines.  The greater the distance, the greater
the stress.

Since stress is endemic to the human situation, it is
necessary for all of us to acquire healthy habits for dealing
with it. Generally, stress becomes problematic if it seems
that an event or circumstance demands a response that is
greater than our available resources. Life‘s challenges
naturally cause us to constantly inventory and evaluate
our physical resources (available cash, access to necessi-
ties, our bodies’ energy and strength), internal resources
(perceptions, attitude, and coping skills) and external re-
sources (potential help from a relational support system).
Stressors cannot be eliminated, but some unpleasant en-
vironments, encounters, and outcomes can be avoided, and
there are healthy ways of managing stress when it is un-
avoidable, which is essential to maintaining our emotional
and physical well-being.
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An individual’s coping skills are generally determined
by adolescence to early adulthood, which would coincide
with the full development of the brain’s prefrontal cortex.
The ability to cope is influenced by childhood experiences
and learned responses to real situations. When healthy
skills are developed earlier in life, stress is managed more
successfully later on. So those lessons that our elders
sought to teach us regarding self-control in our youth would
have served us well had we listened to them and followed
their counsel. All the same, when it comes to learning how
to handle stress, it is never too late to learn.

I cannot emphasize my concern strongly enough re-
garding the fact that doctors and health care workers, who
are well aware of the damaging effects of long-term and
unremitting stress on the body and brain, are among the
worst offenders. Even if we have an uncanny skill for iden-
tifying stress as an underlying cause or aggravating factor
in our patient’s condition, we are blind to how it is affect-
ing our own health. Every sincere physician knows that
medicine is an exciting and ever expanding field, and it is
a heady experience to do one’s best to ride the cutting edge
or to assist our patients through the most challenging ill-
nesses and procedures. Not just a few of us have become
“adrenaline junkies,” having discovered we are sometimes
our most creative and our senses are most acute when la-
boring frenetically against time-sensitive issues. Further-
more, there are many unhealthy behaviors that we can “get
away with” when we are young, but only by borrowing
against our general well-being in  the future. We may not
have to pay the price for overdoing it today, but we will
pay for it some day. For many of us, our normal physical
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and mental reserves have been exhausted by mid-after-
noon and for the rest of the day and into the evening. We
are counting on getting our second wind, which comes only
if we push and punish ourselves in what we consider do-
or-die situations. In this regard, the haunting words of the
ancient scripture are painfully relevant, “Physician, heal
thyself!”

There are two critical areas where health care pro-
fessions are particularly at risk, although these were sel-
dom taught or even mentioned in our medical training.
The first has to do with the disruption of our circadian
rhythm and how that affects the regulation of the body’s
release of hormones and thus neurochemicals. Although
lack of sleep and irregular work hours are the standard
fare during the years of a physician’s internship and resi-
dency, that is supposed to change once one enters general
practice—theoretically. The truth is, many of us develop
unhealthy habits in those early years when trying to set
up a practice or prove our worth to the clinic that has
taken a risk in hiring us—habits that have stayed with us.
As a result, what should have been a provisional situation
early on has become a permanent way of life. The second
critical area that is too much neglected, is the huge prob-
lem of burnout, which in our profession has its own unique
label, Compassion Fatigue Syndrome. The connections be-
tween stress and eventual burnout should be obvious, for
they share much in common.

Therefore, for our sake as well as for our patients, we
need to frequently review the signs and symptoms of toxic
or harmful stress and start making changes as soon as we
see them. Besides the serious consequences that may not
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show up for many years such as heart disease, osteoporo-
sis, and dementia, there are the more common signals that
appear right away. The following list is representative of
some of the more immediate effects of stress:

 Physical symptoms: fatigue, headaches, nausea, chest
pain, irritable bowels, persistent and lingering ill-
nesses or allergy symptoms, neck and back pain,
muscle spasms, and chronic muscle soreness.
Mental symptoms: short-lived bursts of creativity per-
haps followed by a period of lethargy or stupor, frenetic
mentation, racing thoughts, forgetfulness, trouble con-
centrating, inattention, poor memory, poor problem-
solving ability, and a generalized negative outlook.
Emotional symptoms: hopelessness, sense of being
overwhelmed, worries, sudden outbursts of anger, ir-
ritability, sullenness, anxiety, restlessness, depres-
sion, and mania or hypomania.
Behavioral symptoms include procrastination, isola-
tion, diminished sex drive, sleeping less or more, eat-
ing less or more, and addictions or addictive behav-
iors.

A Brief Guide to Managing Stress

The nervous systems of humans and other mammals
are exquisitely sensitive to stress. This means that any
function the nervous system performs can be influenced
by stress, whether mental functions or physical motions.
For example, saying that a baseball player “choked” when
he got up to bat and struck out, we mean that he was over-
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come by nervous anxiety that interfered with his body’s
optimal performance. Now in some situations a little stress
may cause the excitation of neurons throughout an athlete’s
body that heightens her performance or the acuity of her
senses, but too much stress will almost always cause a
player to over-think and over- or under-react. In fact, an
athlete’s skills can be diminished by stress even if the stres-
sor is personal and has nothing to do with the athletic
event. In the same way, stress at home can affect a child’s
success at school, a husband’s performance at work, or a
mother’s focus and concentration in the grocery store.
Under stressful circumstances, we tend to revert to bad
habits, become more self-conscious, less empathetic with
others, and simply cannot do our best thinking or behav-
ing.

If we can reduce our own stress and have on hand
healthy ways to calm ourselves and de-stress tense encoun-
ters with other people, we will live happier lives and pro-
mote a better and more peaceful social environment. If,
however, right from the start we sense that our stress is
too overwhelming to handle on our own, then it is impera-
tive to seek out the help of a professional counselor, and
preferably one who specializes in stress management. Oth-
erwise, what follows are some of the best ways to de-stress
ourselves or burn up excess stress, thereby allowing our
nervous system to reset itself to the relaxed, parasympa-
thetic mode.

Exercise may not belong at the top of the list, but it is
definitely one of the healthiest ways to relieve stress.
Twenty minutes to an hour of vigorous exercise1 releases
our brain’s “natural” endorphins, and stimulates the flow
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of dopamine, serotonin, GABA and norepinephrine, which
are all related to feelings of well-being, normal mental func-
tions and happiness. These, and other neurochemicals, also
benefit our cardiovascular system and contribute to healthy
organ function, a well-balanced nervous system, the re-
duction of muscle tension, and improved performance of
the immune system. Moreover, if a healthy person’s heart
rate is increased due to acute anxiety, some form of aero-
bic exercise can help by quickly evoking a slight increase
that is then followed by a slowing down as his or her heart
adjusts to a normal rate. In this case, not only does the
heart benefit from exercise, but the person’s breathing will
normalize as well.

Some people have the great fortune of being able to
fall asleep the instant their heads hit the pillow. The rest
of us have found that we need time to wind down in the
evening in order to fall asleep and get adequate rest. It is
all too easy to adopt mind-numbing activities like watch-
ing television, visiting social networks on the computer,
or having a couple of drinks. A healthier way of relaxing
both body and mind is to engage in a gentle, repetitive
form of exercise. For example, some find that taking a walk
in the evening (or even during lunch breaks) gets their
minds out of the office and into different scenery alto-
gether, slows down the pace at which they are exposed to
incoming information, and frees their thoughts to think

 1 What constitutes “vigorous” will depend on one’s age, health, aptitude, strength, current
physical condition and so on, and should not be undertaken without first consulting with
the family’s physician.  As a general rule, a person in normal health will want to increase his
or her heart rate about 1-1/2 to 2 times its baseline, more or less.  30 minutes or more most
days per week is a good goal, up to 60-90 minutes per day, depending on one’s needs and
goals.  In addition to aerobic cardiovascular exercise, resistance/weight training and stretch-
ing are also very important to achieve a balanced program.
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and plan with greater clarity. Power-walking first thing
in the morning before work is my preference, averaging at
least a few miles per day. I find it to be a great way to
start the day. Or, if I am walking with a family member, it
gives us a chance to download our day without the dis-
traction of household interruptions and ringing phones.
Even a casual pace requires a healthy breathing pattern
and increases our oxygen intake, which is very important
when you consider that the brain makes up about two per-
cent of the body’s weight, yet accommodates eighteen per-
cent of the total volume of blood circulating in the body.

Before continuing, I feel it is necessary to clarify that
the type of exercise I have in mind is mostly individual,
non-competitive, and non-combative. I want to be specific
regarding this point, because some people (men, especially
but not exclusively) have the assumption that engaging in
sports and athletic competition gives them the right to
vent their rawest and ugliest emotions. In fact, the inner
pressure of the disordered personality (addressed in Chap-
ter 6) finds ample opportunity to cuss out a referee at a
child’s little league game, shout profanities on a golf course,
or throw a hidden and illegal hit at another player in games
such as football, basketball, or soccer. The sort of behavior
that is usually identified as “poor sportsmanship” is ex-
actly the wrong way to approach exercise and does more
harm than good all around, including spectators as well as
participants. Most of us are too familiar with the “hot
heads” who take the fun out of every game they play (and
almost everything else they do). I once overheard a con-
versation in which a man asked his friend about a recent
tennis game and whether his opponent was any good. The
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friend answered, “He plays a mean psychological game.”
Most of us understand what he meant. There is always the
player who, as soon as his score falls behind his opponent’s,
resorts to verbal or non-verbal expressions of intense an-
ger—anger not directed toward themselves. This is more
likely to hurt their performance than help it, but if their
hostility successfully frightens or intimidates the other
player, then they might achieve the “win” they desire and
the ego gratification they feel they so desperately need.

Explosions on the playing field, in the bleachers, or
on the course intensify rather than relieve stress. It is most
beneficial when our form of exercise and practice of it gives
us an opportunity to work muscles, increase our heart and
respiratory rates, and hone our skill with a relaxed, posi-
tive, and friendly attitude.  Engaging in these various physi-
cal activities focuses the release of a surplus of mental and
physical energy into something constructive and beneficial
rather than destructive and toxic.

We probably do not need to be reminded of the all too
familiar yet underused forms of exercise: walking, swim-
ming, running, biking, hiking, rock climbing, etcetera. For
people who have never been all that “into sports” or want
to try their hand at something new, it makes all the differ-
ence if you use the correct gear, especially protective pads
and helmets when the experts tell you to do so. One rea-
son there are so many injuries, excessive soreness, and
unpleasant exercise disaster stories is because people de-
cide one day that they will take up jogging and head out-
side in their sneakers and a pair of threadbare socks. The
impact of jogging or other impact exercises requires a lot
of cushion underneath the soles of the feet. Otherwise, the
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stress on hip and knee joints as well as the vertebral col-
umn from the neck to the lower back can cause enough
damage to put a person out of commission for several
months.

Whenever we begin a new exercise program, it may
be a good idea to discuss it with a physician  and talk to
the experts. At the very least, if we intend to take up a
new sport or athletic challenge like hiking, kayaking, surf-
ing, or weight-lifting, we should search the Internet for
the best place to start. As a rule, all forms of exercise re-
quire some sort of preparation before jumping into ad-
vanced training or a full-blown regimen. Walk before you
run, wade before you swim, hike at altitudes of two thou-
sand feet before you ascend to five thousand, and stay at
five for awhile before ascending to ten thousand. It is sim-
ply a matter of good sense.

The greatest health benefits come from cardiovascu-
lar exercise, but even anaerobic activity—for example,
simple stretching and muscle-strengthening workouts—,
also do many good things for our minds and bodies. When
exercising, many of us would do well to focus attention
on the areas of our body that tend to collect stress. We
are not usually aware of the way we clench our jaw, grind
our teeth, or tense the muscles in our neck and shoulders
when under duress. Abdominal exercises may be helpful
if we have chronic lower-back pain. Strengthening our
quadriceps and hamstrings (upper leg muscles, front and
back) and calf muscles may relieve some of the pain and
weariness of having jobs that keep us on our feet all day.

There is value in belonging to a gym, if you go there
regularly. Research indicates that most people put more
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effort into their routines when other people are present
or if they think others are watching. Having a trainer or
exercising with a partner who meets you at the gym in-
creases the likelihood that you will show up, because the
fact that someone else is counting on you tends to be more
motivating than going to the trouble to get there for your-
self. However, having a workout partner who is chatty
rather than focused on exercise can result in a waste of
time rather than an investment in your health.

It is nice to have access to all the equipment available
in most gyms, but certainly not necessary. The number of
exercises that can be done in the small space of a bedroom
or hotel room is really remarkable. Knowing how to take
advantage of a small space can be of great value for those
of us who do not have time or money to hit the local gym
three or four times a week. It is also useful knowledge if
we are somewhere that going outside at night is not advis-
able. Calisthenics like jumping jacks, toe-touches, squats,
lunges, and running in place are just the beginning of in-
door aerobic exercises. Anaerobic and strength-building
routines can include sit-ups, push-ups, and with a little
creativity even dips.

When we are at work, if it is possible to go outside
and walk around our building or complex, we will find this
can do more to enhance our attention and focus than two
cups of coffee. If it is not possible to get outside, then find-
ing a quiet place where we can be alone for a couple of
minutes—even if it is a restroom stall—, we can do some
deep-breathing or simple relaxation exercises to quickly
de-stress and refresh our energy reserves.

Yoga, meditation, or relaxation techniques are excel-
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lent ways to resolve mental and physical stress. One of
the great benefits of yoga sessions is that you do not have
to devise a program for yourself or think about what exer-
cise you will do next, because an instructor walks you
through the entire process. In yoga a student learns to lis-
ten to her body, using her breath to monitor and match its
needs. Learning to pay attention to our breathing pat-
terns—slow, fast, shallow, deep, or am I holding it?—is
not only a way to instantly recognize whether our nervous
system is stressed, but by taking control of our breathing—
slowing it down and breathing more deeply—we instantly
affect changes in our brain that can help us to calm our-
selves down.

The clinical application of meditation is rapidly be-
coming a recognized and respected adjunct to stress re-
duction and pain management in the medical field. There
is a great deal of written material as well as helpful Internet
resources, so I will give only the briefest outline here. The
goal of meditation is to gently settle into an attentive and
receptive awareness of the present moment. Rather than
physically or mentally trying to make something happen,
it is a matter of becoming awake to whatever is already
happening within one’s self and one’s surroundings. It is a
state of being rather than doing.

Begin by sitting upright with the back straight and
the head centered over the spinal column. Legs may
be crossed if sitting on a cushion or on the floor, oth-
erwise the feet should be flat on the floor. Hands can
be cupped and gently resting in the lap. You do not
want to be uncomfortable, but neither do you want to
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be so relaxed that you fall asleep.
Slowly draw in a deep breath and slowly exhale. Feel
the air as it enters your nose and notice how your rib
cage expands to accommodate it. Some people will lo-
cate a particular place where they can feel their breath
enter and exit their nostrils to better focus their con-
centration. Breath plays a central role in meditation.
You might want to silently observe each breath by
calmly counting one-two-three-four as you inhale and
one-two-three-four-five as you exhale. This will help
you stay with your breath in the moment rather than
get distracted by a train of thoughts.
Imagine that you are inhaling peace and rest and ex-
haling stress and tension.
Bring your awareness to your body, beginning with
the top of your head. Notice any tightness or tense
muscles in your scalp or around your eyes and ears.
Relax your jaw and let your tongue drop (if it is
clenched to the roof of your mouth, you are not re-
laxed). As you breathe, gently move your awareness
and release any tension in your throat or neck. Then
move down to your shoulders and continue on all the
way to your toes.
There may be other times when you will only want to
bring awareness to your spinal column. So beginning
with your scalp, slowly and gently scan down the
center of your back and then scan up again. Imagine
that your breath is relaxing and refreshing every nerve
that goes from your spinal cord to the various parts
of your body—arms, elbows, wrists, hands, heart,
lungs, stomach, legs, and so on. Let it be like a wash
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through your entire nervous system.
After awhile, your thoughts will drift away from your
mediation. This is normal and to be expected. When
you become aware that your mind is somewhere else,
gently bring it back to your breath and the experience
of the present moment.

If you choose to use meditation as a means to de-stress,
you will most likely need help at some point even if you
get off to a good start. Without proper and patient instruc-
tion, there will come times of great frustration and you
will be tempted to give it up. Check with a nearby hospital
to see if they host or have referrals for meditation groups
or classes. You might also be able to find a meditation
group in your area online. It is also important to realize
that some of us will find that we do better when we use
visualization exercises, guided meditation, or if instru-
mental music is quietly playing in the background. Many
CD’s have been produced specifically for meditation ses-
sions.

Once we learn how to bring our awareness to the
present moment, we can use this skill not only in times of
quiet stillness, but also to recover our composure in situa-
tions of highly-charged emotions. For example, walking
away from an argument without needing to be heard, make
a point, or defend a “principle” may be the wisest way to
respond to the other person and preserve our health. In
these situations, being able to quickly ease our minds, bod-
ies and spirits will not only help us to cool down, but can
even bring us back to the richness of living in the moment.
Who knows, it may even save a career or even a life.
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Reading is my personal favorite way to relax and un-
wind. If you need a brief reprieve from the pressures of
the moment, reading fiction is one of the safest. Although
we would hope to have lots of time for settling into our
favorite authors or subjects, but even snatching a moment
here or there to read a few pages works as a healthy dis-
traction. While reading may serve to transport you to an-
other time and place it can also be educational and infor-
mative. Either way, reading entertaining, uplifting, and
challenging works is a healthy mental activity.

Journaling has proven to be therapeutic for some
people. Initially it can be difficult to begin journaling, and
that blank page is always a challenge. But most people
find that after they write the first sentence—even if it sim-
ply says, “I don’t know what to write”—more thoughts be-
gin to flow. Writing exercises a different part of the brain
than speaking and, for that reason, can produce a more
creative flow of thoughts. Journaling can also help you to
identify the stressors in your life and reveal how you have
been dealing with them. Identifying healthy and unhealthy
patterns in your day will give you a better understanding
of the sources of your stress and why you respond to them
as you do. Even if you find that making these discoveries
can be exhilarating at times, you will also find it relaxing
because it is providing you with better ways to manage
your stress.

Deep and sound sleep are crucial to maintaining a
healthy mind and body. Typically most people require
seven to eight hours of sleep a night. However, as most of
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us realize, sleep can be tricky. Eight hours of troubled sleep
can leave us feeling less rested than a twenty minute cat-
nap of sound sleep. Therefore the goal we aim for is to get
the highest quality of sleep that we can. A number of con-
ditions are necessary for us to achieve this goal, including
the comfort of our mattress (soft or firm enough), being
warm or cool enough, whether or not we need a window
open for fresh air, a dark room, and as much quiet as pos-
sible (although some people have trouble getting to sleep
without some “white noise,” such as a fan running).

Although some people fall asleep to the inane chatter
that is easily accessible on television channels or radio
stations, it is usually a good idea to avoid programs that
are action-packed or stimulating in any way. The adrena-
line the body produces in response to such stimulation
directly interferes with getting a good night’s rest. It may
be best to make the bedroom a television-free zone if pos-
sible. Reading can help one get drowsy, but beware of page-
turners, horror stories, or suspense-packed novels that will
either keep you up until the early morning hours or make
it difficult for your body and brain to settle down enough
to fall asleep. Caffeine and other stimulants should be
avoided in the evening. Although some work schedules do
not allow us to establish regular hours for going to bed
and getting up, we should try to normalize our sleep sched-
ule as much as possible. In this way, the body is able to
regulate its circadian rhythm and thereby promotes rest-
ful sleep.

Pets have been proven to help their owners relax and
even lengthen their lives (especially if they behave them-
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selves). We will probably never find a human who will con-
sistently greet us when we come home with as much ex-
citement as our dogs. Not only do our pets love us uncon-
ditionally, accept us without ever judging us, and accom-
pany us through the vagaries of life’s ups and downs, but
research has shown that simply petting a dog or cat calms
anxiety and can relieve depression. Some hospitals have
even introduced friendly dog visits to provide necessary
emotional support in the healing process.

Laughing is healthy, therapeutic, and fun at the same
time. Norman Cousin’s Anatomy of An Illness presents a
classic case of someone who laughed his way to better
health, eventually leading to the founding of the Norman
Cousins Center for Psychoneuroimmunology. Like exer-
cise, laughing promotes cardiovascular and neurological
activity that improves mood, aids relaxation, and helps us
to enjoy living in the moment. A favorite comedian live or
recorded, a theatrical or movie comedy, or having hilari-
ous conversations with family and friends are all healthy
de-stressors. Of course, the same may not be true of cruel
cackles or maniacal laughter.

Spending time with (healthy) friends and loved ones is
not only relaxing, but also provides added support for deal-
ing with personal issues such as negative mood states, low
self-esteem, and insecurities. People who love us provide
us with reality checks as well as affirmation and encour-
agement. Being able to talk through frustrations, sadness,
and irritations with those who care for us, prevents us from
taking ourselves or our problems too seriously. Blowing
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off steam with a close friend who is willing to hear it al-
lows us to work through emotional issues, and sometimes
just hearing ourselves express our thoughts out loud gives
us a better and truer perspective on our situation. If it is
true that humans are a social animal, we are in trouble
today because so many of us are trying to make it without
a connection to a real community. We may be able to make
our way without a relational support system, but our lives
are certainly more interesting, more enjoyable, and less
difficult if we have a network of family and friends in place.
It is always a source of comfort and hope to know that we
are not alone.  On the other hand, as far as possible we
want to avoid toxic individuals who create unnecessary
drama and conflict in our lives, even if they are close rela-
tives. This will become apparent when you read the up-
coming Chapter 6 about Personality Disorders.

Religion, faith, prayer, and spirituality for thousands
of years have provided humans valuable resources for
making sense out of life, finding purpose and meaning,
relieving emotional burdens, and gaining the courage and
wisdom to move forward in the right direction. After all,
what could be more reassuring than having God on your
side in the face of every challenge and hardship? What is
more comforting than God’s unconditional love? It is true
that there are toxic religious institutions even as there
are toxic people, and one must exercise wisdom and cau-
tion when it comes to embracing any particular ideology.
But a spiritual community, a confidence in divine support,
the ability to address every heartache and trouble to a
Greater Wisdom and Infinite Love, and a persistent rea-
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son to hope for a positive outcome provide the most pow-
erful anchor for the human spirit. If one is unable to find
this in a local religious organization, at least a semblance
of it can be found in any Alcoholics Anonymous meeting or
other Twelve-Step program based on the tenets and tradi-
tions of Alcoholics Anonymous.

Being entertained or pampered may sound selfish to
some people, but we need to remember that we are only as
helpful, patient, and worthwhile to others as long as our
batteries last. If no one is taking care of us, we will soon
enough exhaust our resources of energy to properly care
for anyone else. When flight attendants give passengers
instructions for take-off, landing, and “in the event of an
emergency,” they explain that should there be a sudden
change in cabin pressure, oxygen masks will drop from the
compartment above and then what? Parents with small
children are to put on their own masks first and then as-
sist their children with their masks. There is a good rea-
son for following the instructions in this order. If the par-
ent passes out, he or she will be of no use to the child, who
may not be able to pull on the mask for itself.

It may be that, even without having opportunity to
care for ourselves, we still have to do our children’s laun-
dry, prepare their meals, drive them to and from school,
wake them in the morning and tuck them in at night and
on and on. But the difference will be, that while we may be
doing the right things, we are doing them in the wrong
way. Perhaps we will be short-tempered, snap at our chil-
dren, not listen to them as closely as they need to be heard,
have less patience for their childish behavior, and so on.
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The brain can become overwrought with too much
thinking—i.e., excessive activity in the prefrontal cortex.
This is especially true for patients (and physicians) whose
anxiety or depression are exacerbated by rumination. A
pleasurable diversion, however, can interrupt the hyper-
activity of prefrontal neurons by releasing more
neurochemicals that act as inhibitors in the brain and ner-
vous system. If you can get everyone taken care of and out
of the house for a couple of hours, soak in a bubble bath; sit
near a lake, stream or ocean; go to the movies; if you can
afford it, get a massage. Eating can also play an important
role in self-care (think of it as “maintenance pampering”).
For me, eating is definitely a favorite way to relax and
though I enjoy visiting a favorite restaurant, there is noth-
ing like soul food at home. My wife just happens to be an
excellent cook. As a doctor I must include a warning about
developing a dependency on comfort foods, but there is
little danger when we indulge ourselves in healthy foods.

Finding healthy diversions and ways of indulging our-
selves is what these suggestions are all about. Hiking,
horseback riding, listening to music, cooking (another fa-
vorite in our home), cleaning or weeding (for some, not
all), fishing, camping, volunteering in a soup kitchen or
other charity service, dancing, going to the beach, martial
arts training, having a spa day, spending time in nature,
working at a hobby, doing something creative and artistic,
or taking a vacation are all ways to force ourselves to slow
down and enjoy life’s goodness and beauty.

Try not to waste time with activities that do not pro-
duce anything useful, positive, or improve your health. Use
your time wisely, but avoid thinking and worrying about
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it all the time. Seek help if you are a workaholic. The per-
son who boasts of working for twenty or thirty years with-
out taking a vacation deserves our pity rather than our
admiration. Among the many ways to deal with stress,
avoid those that are unhealthy—like turning frequently
to alcohol or taking foolish risks—and choose those that
will give you something to remember fondly afterward.

You may need to disconnect from the outside world
on occasion when working on a stressful task or situation.
This may mean turning off the cell phone, not opening your
email, and  not answering the doorbell for awhile. The
purpose is not to “tune out” in an unhealthy way, but to
take a “timeout” so our attention and energy are not dissi-
pated by activities other than the work at hand.

Find what works for you and do it. Personally, I enjoy
walking, reading, writing,  and time with my wife and chil-
dren. Fortunately I love my work, so it can also be relax-
ing for me. However, I do have to beware of the stressors
that sneak up on me that are not related to seeing my pa-
tients. I consider myself a workaholic in recovery.

Once again, let’s be clear of our goal, because it is nei-
ther reasonable nor desirable to think we can live stress-
free. What we want is to control rather than be controlled
by stress. The basic approach to managing stress laid out
in this chapter is a great first step.  Once we begin to move
in this new direction, stress actually becomes a form of
emotional energy that adds momentum to all the activi-
ties in our lives that eventually result in accomplishments,
peace and joy.



24
Healing the Mind and Body II
The Doctor and Patient Guide
Chapter 3 Managing Stress


