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Foreword

Occupational stress forms a major category in the International Institute of Stress library collection of more than 120,000 publications on stress and related subjects, but very few of these references are of any direct use to the driving force in business and commerce—the executive and the manager. Indeed, these individuals have been turning to us in great numbers for courses and guidance on stress reduction, but unfortunately we can only offer our help to a limited number of them. We would exhaust our fund of adaptation energy and, of course, stress ourselves beyond the limits of our stress tolerance if we even attempted to reach out to all of them. It is therefore very encouraging to see that a book has now been written that has captured and synthesized the very essence of our vast store of knowledge about stress. The book you are about to read has come at a time when it is needed most.

A respectable job is no protection against the stress of life in the business world today. Stress is with us to stay, so we have to learn more about it; through our knowledge we can harness its energy positively to work for us in the best possible way. That is, we must learn to adapt ourselves to enjoy a maximum of eustress (good stress) and a minimum of distress.

Stress is “perception.” It is the demands that are imposed upon us because there are far too many alternatives, too many choices. Stress is caused by being conscientious and hardworking; it is “being willing to labor under the pressure of deadlines,” it is “being strong enough to face up to resolving difficult business problems,” and, naturally, it is also rampant in the maze of complex interpersonal business relationships.

Stress plays a decisive and integral role in every business venture and in every business negotiation. Like heredity, high-fat diets, and lack of exercise, it can contribute to coronary heart disease, peptic ulcers, suicide, nervous disorders, migraine headaches, insomnia, pill popping, cocktail hangups, marital discord, child abuse, self-abuse, lack of confidence, allergies, strikes, picketing, and labor violence. The causes of these losses to business and industry are not immediately evident in stock exchanges. We only see a bearish market, a drop in the value of the dollar, economic crises, political imbalance, or a loss of national identity. We see a stupendous loss of vital human resources.

Karl Albrecht’s analysis of “wellness” could be a powerful stimulus to anyone who would like to know more about a holistic approach to health. We tend to think that this concept would be irreconcilable with the aims and aspirations of industrialization. Not so. Stress and the Manager recognizes full well that the manager, the executive, and the laborer are first of all human beings, just as susceptible to the harmful effects of distress as anybody else. That is why the idea of “human resources development” seems to us most appealing and useful, if not indispensable, to arriving at a state of wellness, a state that would appear out of our reach.

We must now assume our responsibilities to ourselves and to others on an equal basis, and we must share and help one another to salvage our lifestyles and enlighten ourselves to the ultimate truth—that human resources are finite and must be used prudently with minimal destruction of our environment, both internal and external. The efforts we have to put in require much discipline and belt-tightening. It is now necessary for managers to face up to their physical and mental limitations if they truly wish to enjoy their triumphs and successes. They must even learn from the harsh realities of indecision, wrong decisions, and bad policy. If they cannot appreciate the lessons afforded by this exposure, they cannot really appreciate life, that great abstraction which we scientists are trying so hard to study.

These are all the things that Karl Albrecht has succeeded in explaining in Stress and the Manager. His description of the stress concept is wonderfully well-presented. Simplicity and style of prose are the telling hallmarks of this volume. The end product is a well-balanced book, written with an astute understanding of the complexities of the stress mechanism and the distress factor in business today.

I would not hesitate to support this book and will give it a place of prominence among recommended reading in the library and documentation service of our International Institute of Stress, for all those concerned with management.

HANS SELYE, M.D.
International Institute of Stress
University of Montreal
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1
Stress: The Twentieth-Century Disease


A strange new disease has found its way into the lives of Americans and into the lives of people in other highly industrialized nations of the world. It has been steadily growing, affecting more and more people with ever more serious consequences. It is now reaching epidemic proportions, yet it is not transmitted by any known bacterium or other microorganism. The range of symptoms is so broad as to bewilder the casual observer and to send the typical physician back to the textbooks. The symptoms range from minor discomfort to death, from headache to heart attack, from indigestion to stroke, from fatigue to high blood pressure and organ failure, from dermatitis to bleeding ulcers. This disease is exacting a steadily increasing toll of human health and emotional well-being. It is not really a disease in itself but, rather, a runaway condition of a normal body physiological function, namely, stress. We now know that chronic stress causes diseases of various sorts, complicates others, and induces discomfort and misery in those who suffer from it.

Although stress as a chemical process within the body is a normal manifestation of the body’s adaptation to the demands of its environment and can be caused by physical stressors such as severe injuries or bacterial invasions, most of the chronic stress experienced by twentieth-century Americans comes from anxiety. Apprehension, conflict, crowding, upheaval in personal life, rapid and unrelenting change, and the pressures of working for a living are inducing stress in people at levels that threaten their health and well-being.

In a broad sense, this book is about human wellness—what it is, how and why we’ve been steadily losing it, and how we can get it back.



THE EXPONENTIAL CENTURY


The period from 1900 until the present stands apart from every other period in human history as a time of incredible change. Mankind, at least in the so-called “developed” countries, has lost its innocence entirely. The great defining characteristics of this period—the first three-quarters of the twentieth century—have been change, impermanence, disruption, newness and obsolescence, and a sense of acceleration in almost every perceptible aspect of American society.

Philosophers, historians, scientists, and economists have given various names to this period. Management consultant Peter F. Drucker (1968) has called it the Age of Discontinuity. Economist John Kenneth Galbraith (1977) has called it the Age of Uncertainty. Media theorist Marshall MacLuhan (1964, 1968) called it the Age of the Global Village. Writer and philosopher Alvin Toffler (1970, 1975) called it the Age of Future Shock. Virtually all thoughtful observers of America, Americans, and American society have remarked with some alarm about the accelerating pace with which our life processes and our surroundings are changing within the span of a single generation. And this phenomenon is spreading all over the industrialized world. I call this the Age of Anxiety.

Not only are our lives changing, but most of the variables that define the change are moving at ever-increasing speeds. We not only have change, we have acceleration. A large portion of the change has occurred within recent history, largely since World War II. This suggests that the next 25 years will see even greater changes if this trend continues. The quickening pace of these change variables describes what mathematicians call an exponential curve, illustrated in Exhibit 1-1. Just looking at such a curve, showing for example the number of new inventions or processes, or the number of people in the world, or the rate at which consumer products come into being and die, gives one a feeling of apprehension. The intuitively felt questions are: “Can this continue indefinitely?” “Where are the limits?”
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EXHIBIT 1-1. Many aspects of American life follow this exponential change curve.
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EXHIBIT 1-2. Many significant technological events have occurred within a single lifetime.



Exhibit 1-2 shows a number of selected events of the first three-quarters of the century, each of which has touched off shock waves of social, technological, and economic change throughout American society and indeed the world. With the events arrayed on a linear time scale as in Exhibit 1-2, we can grasp the awesome intensity of the change process that is underway. The more significant new arrivals include:

  	Aircraft 	Metal extrusion

  	Aircraft carrier 	Microelectronic circuit

  	Antibiotics 	Miniature computer

  	Atom bomb 	Moon landing

  	Audio recording cassette 	Motion pictures

  	Ball-point pen 	Nuclear power

  	Birth control pill 	Organ transplants

  	Chemical fertilizers 	Phonograph record

  	Communication satellite 	Phototypesetting

  	Computer 	Plastics and other synthetic materials

  	Credit card 	Polaroid photography

  	Electric light 	Radar

  	Electrification of all homes 	Radio broadcasting

  	Electron microscope 	Rockets

  	Electronic calculator 	Skyscrapers

  	Food preservatives 	Space travel

  	Frozen foods 	Supermarket

  	Injection molding 	Supersonic transport plane

  	ICBM (Intercontinental Ballistic Missile) 	Synthetic fabrics

  	Jet engine 	Audio tape recorder

  	Jumbo aircraft 	Television

  	Laser 	Transistor

  	Life-support medical machines 	Video tape recorder

  	Mass-cargo ship 	Word processing machines

  	Mass-production techniques 	Xerox process

  	Mass transit 	 






Although these changes have had far-reaching noticeable effects, it may be that some of the most important effects have so far gone undetected. For example, we know of the fantastic power of the computer and its omnipresent influence in many areas of our lives, but you may find it a challenging mental task to list as many direct influences as possible that the advent of the computer has had on your own life. You’ll surely find the idea of the computer so intimately interwoven with many other aspects of society that it will be impossible to separate it out as a single distinct influence. Similarly, sociologists still argue about the influence on our society of television as a cultural communication mode. All agree that the impact has been enormous, but not all agree on the exact form of the impact.

We know that many of these change modes have served to put people into closer contact with one another by transferring information faster, with greater density, and with greater psychological impact. Rapid long-distance travel by jet aircraft has fostered a “mobicentric” society in which many people relocate about the country but stay in physical contact with families and friends. The airplane, as well as long-haul trucking and to some extent railroads, has made commerce a nationwide process. Goods manufactured in one corner of the country travel to all other areas for retail distribution. Multibillion-dollar food distributing corporations such as Safeway Stores, Incorporated move the products of American farms and factories about the entire country. A national telephone system puts Americans in electrical contact with one another across the continent, and indeed around the world, within seconds and at an amazingly low direct cost. Abundant electrical power for lighting keeps people active and busy much later at night than was the case in 1900.

The chronicle of these changes could go on and on. Suffice it to say that we are surrounded by change, we are imbedded in change, and change permeates virtually all of our lives as members of this exploding society. Truly, this has been so far the exponential century, and it shows no signs of stabilizing or coming to equilibrium. The disconcerting facts are that we simply do not know where we are going as a society or what will happen next. To try to predict with any confidence the developments of the last quarter of the century is a laughable exercise in fantasy which, if set down on the record, would probably prove to be ridiculously conservative when viewed from the perspective of the year 2000.

For example, take a moment to review the previous list of new events and count those that people foresaw before the beginning of the century. Only a few were even dreamed of in wildest speculation. Leonardo da Vinci and Jules Verne forecast heavier-than-air flight, but most of their contemporaries considered them hopeless visionaries. Just before Orville and Wilbur Wright demonstrated their airplane at Kitty Hawk, the U.S. Army had cut off all funds for the development, on the conviction that it was theoretically impossible.

Charles Babbage’s “calculating engine,” a contraption of gears and shafts, foreshadowed the digital computer, but no one predicted the development of the electronic technology that made it more than a curiosity. Nuclear power, television, electronics, radar, space flight, motion pictures, the Xerox process, the Bomb—all these revolutionizing changes burst into existence in a relative flash along the time scale of the twentieth century. The present-day profession of technological forecasting is more an exercise in logical possibilities, with a strong philosophical flavor, than an attempt to say what will be.

This is the nature of our world as we enter the last quarter of the twentieth century—bewildering change, ever-increasing demands on us as creatures to adapt to newness, and a growing sense of awe and apprehension about what it all means and where it all is leading us. Whether we like or not, we are all citizens of the exponential century.

THE NEW AMERICAN LIFE STYLE

Americans have become exponential creatures forced to adapt to exponential change. And, as we see later, it is taking its toll of their psychological well-being and their physical health.

One consequence of the bewildering variety of changes taking place within this exponential century has been a complete metamorphosis in the typical American life style. Most Americans living at the three-quarter mark of the twentieth century are no more like their turn-of-the-century ancestors than those ancestors were like their own ancient cave-dwelling forebears. A citizen of the 1900s suddenly transplanted into the 1970s would find himself utterly bewildered by that world. He would encounter so many things, processes, and social norms entirely beyond his imagining that he would probably remain confused and disoriented for months or even years. Similarly, a citizen of the 1970s taken back to the world of 1900 would surely find himself groping for familiar things and processes in a world that would seem incredibly primitive and decentralized.

To understand the psychological impact of the changes that have taken place within a single lifetime and to appreciate the vastly increased levels of stress that Americans now experience, we must look at the major changes in life style that have transformed 1900 man into 1970s man. Five areas of change seem to me most significant in assessing what has happened to the American creature. Although these categories may not cover all significant changes within this century, nevertheless I believe they constitute the primary reason why this period has become the age of stress.

The five significant areas of change are as follows:

 	
From rural living to urban living.


 	
From stationary to mobile.


 	
From self-sufficient to consuming.


 	
From isolated to interconnected.


 	
From physically active to sedentary.





Let’s look at each of these changes in turn to see what kinds of pressures and demands for adaptation they have placed on the typical American.

In 1900 most Americans lived on farms or in rural areas. Only 40% of them lived in urban areas. However, with the rapid development of technology, transportation, and big corporations, as well as the concentration of large manufacturing operations in the cities, a steady migration brought most Americans to the cities. By 1975 almost 75% of Americans lived in urban areas. And of the remaining rural 25%, only about 4% could be classified as farmers. Many of the others made their livings by working in cities or urban areas. This has revolutionized the style of living for a large fraction of the American population, making them much less self-sufficient and much more dependent on the logistic systems that serve the cities.

The city dweller usually eats, sleeps, and lives within a few yards of other people whom he knows only casually. He is usually confined to a small plot of territory, with the necessities of life carefully condensed into living quarters and storage spaces. In some ways, the typical city apartment or condominium is reminiscent of the ancient cave. The primary difference is electricity, hot and cold water, and indoor toilet facilities. City dwellers usually spend a large fraction of their waking hours in fairly close proximity to other people, especially if they work for organizations.

A typical city worker will get up at a fixed time in the morning, drive a car to work on a crowded freeway or busy street, go into a densely populated building, ride up a crowded elevator, and work all day as a member of a social unit. He may eat lunch in a crowded restaurant and walk to and from lunch along a crowded, busy street. Living in the presence of large numbers of people induces a relatively high level of alertness in the city dweller. Everyday activities such as sprinting across the street to avoid oncoming traffic, or jamming on the brakes to avoid a scurrying pedestrian, all require the city dweller to stay alert and act quickly.

And, of course, crime and violence are frequently on the mind of the city dweller. He wonders from time to time what the chances are of being robbed, mugged, or assaulted by those who lurk insanely at the edges of the social structure, unable to meet their needs in socially acceptable ways. Larger and older cities, which some politicians like to term “our ‘mature’ cities,” generally have fairly large slum areas, which tend to breed crime and antisocial behavior as well as continued poverty. Former Mayor Lindsay is said to have listened to astronauts Borman, Lovell, and Anders describing the moon by saying, “It’s a forbidding place … gray and colorless … it shows scars of a terrific bombardment … certainly not a very inviting place to live or work,” and to have remarked that for a chilling moment he thought they were talking about New York City.

The entire setting of the city as a sociologistic operation demands a much higher level of alertness and responsiveness than the quiet, rural setting in which challenging events come much less often and with much less severity. This combination of crowding and reactivity seems to induce a much higher nominal level of stress in the city dweller than that experienced by the rural person. We can readily understand the effects of the on-your-toes orientation in keeping a person aroused for a full working day, but the effects of crowding have not been so widely recognized.

Although people vary in their tolerance and appetite for contact with other humans, every person has a comfort level that can be exceeded. Having even one person within your “near zone”—a spatial area surrounding your body out to a radius of three to five feet—will make you somewhat more aroused than simply being alone. As a creature, you react in a very basic biological way to the presence of others in your near vicinity. Prolonged close contact, without means for retreat and relaxation, can be extremely stressful for most people.

From time to time, I have noticed in myself a “crowded” feeling when I have had to drive my car on a busy Los Angeles freeway during the rush period. Sometimes, while waiting for a traffic jam to clear on the “world’s biggest parking lot,” I have looked around at the surrounding sea of cars and drivers and have begun to feel a vague sensation of imprisonment. I often watch other drivers as they hunch forward, hands gripping their steering wheels, faces fixed in expressions of intense concentration and anticipation. I watch as they “jack-rabbit” away as soon as an opening clears. Moving along at 55 miles an hour in a small steel and glass conveyance and seeing four others surrounding me at a distance of less than 10 feet away is for me a somewhat stressful experience. I believe city driving induces a low-grade level of anxiety in all drivers, although many of them have been driving for so many years they have come to see themselves as being perfectly calm. When tempers flare in very heavy traffic, the stress of driving shows through dramatically.

These two key factors, crowding and pace, induce an almost unremitting arousal within the body of the typical city dweller. This form of stress was almost completely unknown to the rural dweller of 1900, and it is to a great extent unknown even to today’s farmer or resident of a tiny out-of-the-way American town. Clearly, the migration from farms to cities was a migration from tranquillity to anxiety. Although most city dwellers seem to have learned to live in the city environment, and even to prefer it, nevertheless it has been taking its gradual toll of their health and well-being.

Second, Americans have become the most “mobicentric” people on earth. The automobile and the airplane have extended the reach of virtually all people and have cut them loose from their places of birth. Large numbers of people travel about the country on business and on vacations. They change jobs much more frequently than ever before. Some estimates hold that the typical professional person changes jobs on the average of every three to five years. Other estimates suggest that the typical family relocates to another home on the average of every six or seven years.

The typical pattern for 1900 was to be born in a community, to grow up there, to work there, to marry and raise a family there, and to grow old there. The typical late-twentieth-century style is to be born somewhere, to grow up in several different somewheres, to be educated somewhere else, to move from place to place as part of one’s career, and to get married and divorced and remarried. The American of the 1900s who could afford a vacation to Europe would have had to be quite wealthy indeed, but by the 1970s almost any typical middle-class family could manage to fly to Europe for a week or two.

The American love affair with the automobile led to a 1975 ratio of one registered automobile for every two people, counting infants, children, the aged, and the insane (and accounted for 50,000 highway deaths a year). A great portion of the American economy revolves about the automobile. About a million people are employed directly in the manufacture of cars, and they work for a few large companies. Several million others manufacture the vast array of parts, components, materials, and spare parts needed to make the cars and to keep them operating. Hundreds of thousands of others produce and distribute the petroleum products throughout the land that enable a citizen to drive his car from one end of the country to the other end without fear of running out of gas or oil.

Virtually every teenager longs for—and soon gets—his own “wheels.” This is the big growing-up event—emancipation from the home and physical liberation through mobility. The development of the fast-food industry, paced by enormously profitable firms like McDonald’s, has supported and capitalized on this mobility phenomenon.

Whereas the typical citizen of 1900 worked within a 10-to 15-mile radius of home, Americans of the fourth quarter of the century think little of driving 30 to 50 miles to and from work each day. And for more and more working people, travel has become at least an occasional part of their jobs. It is difficult to find an adult American who has never taken an airplane ride. The large megalopolis areas on the east and west coasts have shuttle flights between their larger cities that operate many times each business day. I can leave my office in San Diego, take a half-hour flight to Los Angeles, and be conducting business in a client’s office before the morning is half over. I can reach San Francisco in slightly more than an hour.

The citizen of 1900 would have considered the idea of moving across the country to take a new job an upheaval of the first magnitude; the late-century citizen sees it as a logical step in a career pattern. Of course, the industrial society of 1900 had so few large organizations that such a move would not have been even appropriate.

The biological phenomenon of jet lag did not exist in 1900, even in imagination. Traveling at 600 miles an hour for five hours puts one in a different time zone, where people eat, sleep, and work on different schedules. A great deal of study has shown that jet lag is primarily a disorder caused by desynchronization of basic biological cycles within the body and that it causes physical stress as well.

The primary form of anxiety arising from the new mobicentric life style is the loss of a sense of permanence. In his book Future Shock, Alvin Toffler (1970) demonstrates that too high a rate of change for a person produces the physical stress reaction in his body and leads to a reduction in emotional well-being, severe degradation of physical health, and a general decline in the quality of life. Without some regions of stability in one’s life, Toffler says, one loses the sense of continuity and predictability that makes life relaxing and assuring. Too much change destroys this feeling of stability and causes chronic anxiety.

Third, Americans have become consumers. In 1900 the majority of families grew at least some of their food, raised animals, and made many of their own necessities, but by the 1970s the usual family had become almost wholly dependent on a small number of farmers and on factories for the goods they consumed. And by the 1970s the style of consumption had become so opulent, compared to the 1900 style, as to be readily classifiable as vulgar. The enormous surge in the manufacture of consumer products of all kinds, spurred by advancing industrial technology and the mass brainwashing capability of the highly sophisticated advertising industry, has produced a generation of eager and obedient consumers.

The function of advertising has been to teach Americans in mass numbers to want, need, and buy the products of American industry. Americans buy almost any product that appears on the market provided it is well packaged and has sufficient advertising exposure—from microwave ovens to citizens’ band radios to pet rocks. The proverbial visitor from Mars would surely remark about the apparent compulsion of most middle-class Americans to own things. Acquisition and consumption of the fruits of American industry have become ends in themselves—a form of proof and self-assurance of one’s economic security and standing. The annual buying spasm every Christmas season, when Americans purchase an enormous variety of gift items, including elaborate and costly toys that their children promptly toss into the closet and forget, testifies to the fierce preoccupation with getting things.

News magazines such as Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & World Report occasionally carry articles pointing up the economic distress of the middle-class American. There is always an interview with the Joneses, a suburban couple with two children, two dogs, two cars, and two jobs. “It’s getting terrible,” say the Joneses. “Our taxes are going up, our medical bills are going up, and Jane has had to go back to work just so we can make ends meet.” But making ends meet for the Joneses means replacing their four-year-old car with a new one, buying a camper or other recreational vehicle, buying a continuous stream of consumer articles and gadgets, buying an extra television receiver for the children’s room, and upgrading the family television set to a version with an extra large screen. Jane has to have her clothes, and John has to have his fishing equipment and golf clubs. Compared with over 80% of the world’s citizens, the Joneses are wealthy beyond belief. The average farmer in India or Brazil or China or Africa could no more conceive of a style of living like theirs than he could conceive of personally flying to the moon. Yet, to the Joneses, times are tough.

It is a time when middle-class buying power has shaped virtually the entire landscape of the country. Advertisers court the discretionary income of the American family with every variety of gadget, toy, pastime, and “labor-saving” device imaginable. American industry gave the world the electric carving knife, a device so moronically simple that the user has only to hold it steady (presumably the average housewife can still do that), push the button, and let the oscillating blade do the work.

Because of the need to sustain the buying boom and to create and maintain demand for the products of American factories, a “throw-away” mentality has steadily crept into American life. In his book Future Shock, Alvin Toffler (1970) observes:*

Nothing could be more dramatic than the difference between the new breed of little girls who cheerfully turn in their Barbies for the new improved model and those who, like their mothers before them clutch lingeringly and lovingly to the same doll until it disintegrates from sheer age. In this difference lies the contrast between past and future, between societies based on permanence, and the new fast-forming society based on transience.

The child soon learns that Barbie dolls are by no means the only physical objects that pass into and out of her young life at a rapid clip. Diapers, bibs, paper napkins, Kleenex, towels, non-returnable soda bottles—all are used up quickly in her house and ruthlessly eliminated. Corn muffins come in baking tins that are thrown away after one use. Spinach is encased in plastic sacks that can be dropped into a pan of boiling water for heating, and then thrown away. TV dinners are cooked and often served on throw-away trays. Her home is a large processing machine through which objects flow, entering and leaving at a faster and faster rate of speed. From birth on, she is inextricably embedded in a throw-away culture [p. 53].

Toffler goes on to enumerate a variety of other throw-away articles, each suggesting by its very existence that American life is fundamentally a process of consumption. He especially notes the arrival of the paper wedding gown, an artifact of an “advanced” culture that has some interesting implications.

The apparent effect of this compulsive consuming and of the transient nature of the things acquired has been to create in the back of the American mind a general impression that nothing lasts—or even should last. Although the value implications of this idea lie outside the range of this discussion, nevertheless this unconscious attitude carries with it a vague feeling of anxiety about loss of permanence. The citizen of 1900 believed in thrift, saved scraps of clothing, wood, and other useful materials, repaired functional objects that had broken down, and purchased only what he could not conveniently make. But the citizen in the fourth quarter of the century throws away the sock with a hole in it, throws away the broken tool and buys another, throws away leftover food, puts table scraps into the garbage disposal, and throws away the lawn chair with the broken webbing. Toffler believes that the fourth-quarter citizen has so little permanence left in his life, that he experiences an unconscious anxiety about it. Perhaps this explains the enormous interest of many city dwellers in buying antiques and “funky” articles with an air of nostalgia about them. Many Americans pay high prices for horse collars, chipped dishes, coal scuttles, old brass ornaments, and ancient faded photographs of strangers, possibly trying to recapture a feeling of the stability and realness of the past. I believe these aspects of the changing American life style—consumerism, disposalism, and transience—have deprived many Americans of much-needed feelings of stability and permanence and have contributed heavily to the rising levels of environmentally derived chronic stress they feel.

The fourth factor, interconnectedness, has probably done more to change the lives, beliefs, values, aspirations, and habits of Americans than any other. And it has probably led to a greater share of the increasing stress load than any other factor.

Whereas the citizen of 1900 got most of his news from local gossip channels and the town newspaper, and his main interest was what was happening in his own community, the citizen of the fourth quarter is literally deluged with information about the community, the state, the country, and the world. Most Americans experience constant information overload and don’t know it. They wallow about in morbid and distressing accounts of crime, disaster, political machinations, and international tension, euphemistically called “The News.” The function of the television news broadcast, and indeed of all commercial television programming, is to deliver predictable numbers of pliable viewers of the proper demographic make-up, to advertisers who pay for the opportunity to insert buying directives into the viewers’ uncritical fields of attention. Semanticist Irving J. Lee (1941) has referred to this century as the Age of the Organized Lie [p. xiv].

The incredibly efficient and high-capacity media that transfer information and persuasion throughout the land have the effect of connecting every American with every other one, in some way or other. An event taking place in one part of the country can be known within minutes in all other parts of the country. Hundreds of millions of people watched a live television broadcast in 1969 as Neil Armstrong stepped out of the Eagle and walked on the surface of the moon. Both processes—a moon landing and world-wide television coverage of it—were utterly inconceivable to the general public of 1900.

With television, radio, nation-wide newspapers and magazines, and the extremely efficient telephone, Americans have come to conceive of themselves as interlocked with one another and interlocked with all other countries of the world. As mentioned earlier, sociologist Marshall MacLuhan (1964, 1968) has advanced the notion of the world as being a “global village,” shrunk by our highly efficient communication media.

Many media experts believe the relatively recent sense of disenchantment and dissatisfaction Americans feel about their national leaders comes from simply knowing too much about them. In Lincoln’s time, they reason, most citizens had only heard of “honest Abe” and had perhaps seen paintings or photographs of him. But Americans of the twentieth century had the dubious privilege of seeing Lyndon Johnson holding his dog by its ears and cheerfully showing his surgical scar for all to see. They watched the details of Richard Nixon’s final agony as he was forced out of office by the Watergate affair, and they watched as congressmen debated and investigated at excruciating length on the misdeeds of the Nixon underlings involved in the episode. They watched Gerald Ford bump his head and stumble getting out of a helicopter. The high-speed visual media have had the effect of demystifying our national leaders. We see them in various stages of undress and in varying exposures of their normal humanity. It may be that Americans need to believe in their leaders as being somehow more than human, a bit unreal and mystical. Television has swept all that away and has stripped them of their charisma.

The generation that came of age at the three-quarter mark of the century was the first subculture of human beings raised and socialized primarily by the television set. Researchers calculate that, by the time the typical American child reaches the age of 18, he will have spent more hours watching and listening to the television set than in school, and far more hours than in high-quality contact with his parents.

The A. C. Nielsen Company, by whose statistics many television programs live or die, estimates that 97% of all American households have television sets (U.S. News and World Report, 1977, pp. 20-23). Nearly 77% of these are color sets. Almost 45% of American homes have more than one set. The company estimates that adult women, the heaviest viewers, spend over 30 hours each week in front of the TV set. Young children, ages two to 11, average over 25 hours each week. Adult men come next, with over 24 hours, and teenagers watch over 22 hours a week.

Other experts estimate the average television time as high as four to six hours a day, seven days a week. This is an enormous length of time for human beings to spend in a trance-like stupor, uncritically absorbing the values, subtle messages, and outright directives transmitted to them by production scriptwriters and advertising copywriters.

To grasp the significance of this mode of socialization, try a brief experiment for yourself. With a note pad beside you, watch about two or three hours of the most popular television programs during prime evening time. See how many episodes you can identify in which some particular social value is stated, implied, or suggested by the way in which the story unfolds.

For example, how many times does the hero use violence, physical force, or intimidation to achieve his ends? How many separate incidents of violence or threatened violence do you count within two to three hours? What values are implied in the typical program with respect to sex and the part it plays in human relationships? What is the function of sex in the story? What common stereotypes do you see reinforced—the passive housewife, the dumb blond, the dumb cop, the beautiful and charming career girl, the crooked politician, the masculine detective, the hip black person with lots of rhythm and the latest slang, the calm and cool doctor? How do the protagonists deal with their problems? For what do they strive?

A short session using this kind of analysis may convince you that the primary means by which American children learn the values they adopt is by seeing them implied and modeled on the television screen and in the movies. In a very real sense, television and motion pictures tell our children what the “facts” are. They tell children what kinds of behavior are plausible, feasible, and desirable, and what their likely consequences are.

One of the “facts” learned by American children—and their parents, too, apparently—is that the world is a dangerous place. Several studies have shown that the typical heavy television viewer believes the incidence of violent crime and robbery to be much higher than the occasional viewer does and estimates it to be much higher than it really is. Heavy viewers believe there are many more doctors, lawyers, executives, and other professionals than there actually are in the real world. They also tend to see other people as being less trustworthy than do occasional viewers. They overestimate their chances of encountering violent crime substantially—much more than do occasional viewers.

Researchers George Gerbner and Larry Gross (1976), reporting in Psychology Today magazine, observed:

… those of us who grew up before television tend to think of it as just another medium in a series of 20th-century mass communications systems, such as movies and radio. But television is not just another medium. If you were born before 1950, television came into your life after your formative years. Even if you are now a TV addict, it will be difficult for you to comprehend the transformations it has wrought.

Television is different from all other media. From cradle to grave it penetrates nearly every home in the land. Unlike newspapers and magazines, television does not require literacy. Unlike the movies, it runs continuously, and once purchased, costs almost nothing. Unlike radio, it can show as well as tell. Unlike the theater, it does not require leaving your home. With virtually unlimited access, television both precedes literacy and, increasingly, preempts it [p. 41].

Not only does television portray highly unrealistic, stereotyped versions of life, but it frequently shocks and horrifies the viewer. A steady diet of TV violence keeps the heavy viewer in a semiagitated state of arousal, which is occasionally relieved somewhat by commercials and light comedy. Watching television news, one gets an impression of a world where violence and unrest are rampant, where everything goes wrong, and where catastrophe strikes every day. By its very nature, the news must disturb people in order to capture their attention. Radio news operates in exactly the same way. I believe the essential psychological process of newscasting is to capture the attention of the viewer with a report of something going wrong in the world, thereby arousing in him a distinct feeling of anxiety and apprehension. Then, by packaging the horror story up nicely, promising more details later, and sandwiching it between several items of national news and football scores, the newswriter says to the viewer: “There! Wasn’t that terrible? But you can thank your lucky stars it wasn’t you!” And the viewer can heave a little sigh, cluck his tongue, and muse about what the world is coming to. I believe this one-two punch of arousal followed by relief is the primary mode by which television news captures and influences the viewer.

In his provocative book De-managing America, executive Richard Cornuelle (1975) comments on the lopsided view of life in America that television and newspaper organizations gather and sell as “news.” He quotes Charles Kuralt, the TV commentator who traveled all over America filming his On the Road features:

To read the papers and to listen to the news, … one would think the country is in terrible trouble. You do not get that impression when you travel the back roads and the small towns. … You find people who are courteous and neighborly and who really do care about their country and wish it well. … You do not get the feeling of a country on the brink of revolution or torn apart by hatred—the kind of impression you might get if you only read the page-one stories [p. 28].

The effect of heavy television viewing, in my opinion, is to create in the viewer a gradually accumulating feeling of anxiety and apprehension about the world in which he lives. The omnipresent threat of nuclear war, of inflation, of racial unrest, of higher taxes, of malfeasance in political office, and of neighborhood crime all add up to make the heavy viewer a more anxious person than the person who watches television seldom or not at all.

It is my opinion that the high-speed communication media within which we live have the effect of overloading us with information about problems beyond our control, of alarming us with incidents far removed from our immediate experience, and of helping us to worry vaguely and without focus. This is an extremely important component of the twentieth-century stress diet experienced by the typical American.

The fifth important change factor, the shift from a physically active life style to a sedentary one, more or less sums up the other factors previously mentioned. Not many Americans work hard for a living any more. Some labor statisticians estimate that fully 50% of the work force now engages in “knowledge work”—the production, processing, and handling of information. The fraction of the work force engaged in heavy physical labor is steadily declining, as automation and new machinery take the place of muscle power. Instead of walking to his job and spending 12 hours a day at strenuous but healthful work, the typical American now spends about eight hours a day at sedentary work, one to two hours sitting in a car driving to and from work, and four to six hours parked in front of the television set. This repetitive daily routine has deprived Americans of the activities that oblige them to use their muscles and to stay trim and fit.

American housewives, “emancipated’* by a variety of labor-saving devices, have lost the sense of working productively at keeping up a home. In 1900 a wife worked as hard as her husband did, helping with crops, raising animals, churning butter, preserving fruits and vegetables, raising children, and caring for the house. She also walked considerable distances on the farm or in the town, doing her daily chores. Now the middle-class wife—if she doesn’t work at a sedentary job outside the home—merely rattles around inside the house, with the children away at the baby-sitting center euphemistically called a “school,” and struggles most of the time against a gnawing feeling of boredom, lack of challenge, and meaninglessness. The most meaningful activity of the day is watching five or six soap operas on TV.

Alcoholism and the abuse of socially acceptable drugs and medications has been skyrocketing among suburban wives over the last decade. More than a few of them start the day with liquor and carry through with tranquilizers. Just as an underworked factory worker can become restless, uneasy, and anxious, so can the underworked and underchallenged housewife. It is ironic but true that lack of work is just as stressful as overwork. Add to this the frequent messages the housewife gets from television, magazines, and books telling her that today’s woman is a feminist. She should make a career for herself, get an education and a good job, and join the world of the free-spirited women who have been given so much attention by the media. Having been raised and fully socialized with the belief that the only fulfilling life for her is marriage and a family, she now feels swindled, defensive, unsure of herself, and angry. A great deal of the stress she experiences arises from her adjustment difficulties.

The American child has also become a sedentary creature. More and more children are overweight, inactive, and physically weak. In the early 1960s, President Kennedy’s Council on Physical Fitness detected a dramatic downtrend in the fitness levels of American children. Although many programs have attempted to reverse this trend, the child of the fourth quarter of the century is still considerably less physically able and less fit than his counterpart of 1900.

Apparently, the hypnotic effect of staring at the television set makes this form of activity addictive for most children. Those who spend the daylight hours after school watching television simply lose the opportunity and the incentive to engage in normal, child-type play activities. We have raised a generation of children who are almost as sedentary and out of condition as their parents. It is very likely that a sedentary child will carry this habit pattern into his adult years, living in a style that promotes poor health, low vitality, overweight, and susceptibility to major diseases such as heart attack, stroke, and other degenerative disorders.

A direct consequence of this shift from active living to sedentary living is that many Americans have become fat. Overweight is a primary preoccupation of many people in this country, but few of them are willing to change their life styles and habit patterns in order to get into good condition and lose weight. So they buy diet books and weight-loss pills and answer mail order advertisements for the latest magic way to lose weight “without exercise and without feeling hungry.” They go on crash diets until they have punished themselves enough and dissipated their guilt feelings, and then they revert to their over-eating habits, which they had merely set aside for a few weeks or months.

Unfortunately, the sedentary person, especially after the age of 40, lives at great risk of health breakdown because his body cannot maintain itself at a high level of efficiency and biological performance. The sedentary person is more susceptible to colds, flu, minor disorders, and digestive upsets and is much more strongly predisposed to the killer diseases of heart attack, high blood pressure, stroke, and related disorders. And, even worse, it seems that the sedentary person handles stress much less effectively than the active, physically fit person does. Whether this reflects a difference in psychological make-up, in overall living patterns, or in body physiology is not yet clear, but the facts show that the sedentary person succumbs sooner and more severely to major stress diseases than does the healthy, fit person.

All these factors taken together portray a new American life style—one of affluence, material comfort, and security but also one of rapid and unsettling change coupled with a steadily growing feeling of gnawing uncertainty. Americans are the most comfortable and yet the most uneasy people in the world. The effects of crowding, of frequent major changes in their life situations, of constant acquisition and disposal of physical articles, of moving at an ever-increasing pace, and of experiencing more frequent and intense episodes of pressure and conflict in their jobs are steadily adding up on most Americans. These effects, added to the steadily declining level of physical conditioning and health habits, make Americans subject to stress-derived disorders more than ever before. We are in the middle of a national epidemic of stress disease, and the statistics of death and health breakdown show it clearly.

Apparently, the new American life style is not the final answer. We must find a reasonable modification of that life style that gives us back our physical health and our emotional well-being.

FUTURE SHOCK

Writer and sociologist Alvin Toffler (1970) coined the term future shock to describe the feeling of vague, continuous anxiety that arises in people who are subjected to a rapid pace of change. Americans in particular, who live in an environment of social, technological, and logistic acceleration, feel the psychological effects of impermanence. It is, says Toffler, as if we feel the future rushing upon us, and there is nothing we can do to stop it or even slow it down. The present gets replaced by the unfamiliar future at such a rapid rate that we are forced into a state of continuous adaptation. And this adaptation, Toffler believes, produces an underlying feeling—largely unconscious—of apprehension and longing for stability. In his research of the future shock phenomenon, Toffler visited many organizations, interviewed many people, and examined a great deal of research results dealing with expected futures and with human adaptation to change. He concludes:* “… future shock is no longer a distantly potential danger, but a real sickness from which increasingly large numbers already suffer. This psychobiological condition can be described in medical and psychiatric terms. It is the disease of change [p. 2].”

In describing the potential of humans for adapting to rapid change, Toffler further observes:

… I gradually came to be appalled by how little is actually known about adaptivity, either by those who call for and create vast changes in our society, or by those who supposedly prepare us to cope with those changes. Earnest intellectuals talk bravely about “educating for change” or “preparing people for the future.” But we know virtually nothing about how to do it. In the most rapidly changing environment to which man has ever been exposed, we remain pitifully ignorant of how the human animal copes [p. 2].

Toffler offers a dramatic perspective on the rate of change that American society has experienced, with his concept of the “eight-hundredth lifetime.” Dividing the past 50,000 years of human history into lifetimes of about 62 years gives us about 800 human lifetimes to use as a kind of historical time line. The first 650 of these lifetimes, Toffler observes, were spent living in caves. Writing has been available only for the past 70 lifetimes, making it possible to preserve information precisely from one lifetime to the next. The wide-scale use of print has happened only within the last six lifetimes. We have been able to measure time accurately for only the last four. The electric motor is a phenomenon of the last two lifetimes.

Toffler observes that the overwhelming majority of the material goods we use and the technological processes that shape our lives so powerfully have emerged within the short period of the last lifetime. The pace of change has been quickening for the last 150 lifetimes, and we are now seeing the sharp rise of the exponential curve caused by the mutually compounding effects of technological changes and “advancements.” Because one invention or technological process tends to beget or enable many others, change is a self-reinforcing and self-accelerating process.

Toffler believes that the effect of this accelerating change is to force upon virtually all people who experience it an inescapable level of physiological stress—a form of tangible biological arousal that makes them more vulnerable to other pressures and events in their lives. Future shock can itself make people physically sick, and it predisposes them to becoming sick as a general matter.

If we are to deal effectively with future shock, says Toffler, we must find ways as individuals to adapt psychically to an increasing rate of change and to engineer our lives to create our own islands of stability and sanity to which we can occasionally retreat in order to find feelings of security and to reduce anxiety.

Toffler’s book may well turn out to be not only one of the most prophetic but also one of the most famous and unsettling books of our time. For me, simply rereading it and paging through some of the key portions is an unsettling experience. The word pictures Toffler uses to describe the headlong rush of the future into our present-day lives engender in me a feeling of anxiety, apprehension, and a desire to retreat. Simply reading Future Shock is a stressful experience. And more than once, in writing the manuscript for this book, I have found myself beset with anxious feelings and sensing the need to put it aside for a time. It seems that even thinking about stress for any length of time can be stressful.

Although not all forms of stress arise from the future shock phenomenon, it is important to understand that future shock causes in most people an underlying “bias level” of anxiety and stress, which predisposes them to loss of emotional well-being and health breakdown when combined with the other stress loads caused by everyday living and working.

THE DECLINE IN AMERICAN WELLNESS

Over the first three-quarters of this century Americans have enjoyed a dramatic increase in health and a dramatic decline in wellness. I offer this paradoxical-sounding statement to draw a sharp distinction between the medical view of “health” and the broader, holistic view of the well-being of the total person.

Although medical research and the competent treatment of patients by physicians has virtually eliminated most infectious diseases, there has been a simultaneous increase in a number of other diseases, known broadly as degenerative diseases. Diseases such as tuberculosis, diphtheria, pneumonia, and various other general infections have virtually disappeared from the charts as the most prominent killing diseases, but others such as heart attack, hardening of the arteries, stroke, cancer, kidney failure, and cirrhosis of the liver have increased dramatically. This second category of diseases, now known to be stress-related, has become the new health menace of the twentieth century. Exhibit 1-3 compares these disease categories for the two benchmark years of 1900 and 1970. Notice especially the dramatic increase in heart diseases.

The commonly accepted definition of “health” among American physicians is the absence of any substantial symptoms which would suggest an underlying disease process. This means that you can have frequent severe headaches, chronic indigestion, diarrhea, constipation, intestinal cramping, sleeplessness, and frequent feelings of fatigue, and so long as you don’t have all of them at the same time, your doctor will probably pronounce you healthy.

And he is right from the medical point of view. But from a broader point of view—your own—you are not well. You would like to feel better, but to the physician your subjective comfort is not really a goal of the medical treatment. The goal is to locate and eliminate any concrete disorder. If you complain enough, the physician will probably prescribe some medication that will eliminate the symptoms and mask the underlying source of your unwellness—the stress process within your body. Nutritionist Carlton Fredericks comments acidly, “The typical doctor’s definition of good health is the ability to remain upright in a strong wind.”

I advance this point of view, not to demean the medical profession, but to assert as emphatically as possible that so far most physicians have almost entirely overlooked the primary basis of most twentieth-century disease—namely, the emotions and health behaviors of the patient himself.

[image: Image]

EXHIBIT 1-3. Stress-related diseases have emerged as primary causes of death in the late twentieth century. Adapted from “The Ills of Man” by John H. Dingle, Scientific American, September 1973. Reprinted with permission.



Many practicing physicians have commented that fully 80% of their patients have emotionally induced disorders, yet they go right ahead “treating” them with medications such as tranquilizers, sleeping pills, stomach remedies, muscle relaxants, and pain killers. They refuse to get involved with the causes of the disorders, namely, the living processes and emotional reaction patterns of their patients.

One of the tragedies of American medicine is that two separate organizations educate and control two different kinds of practitioners of health. The American Medical Association tells us that the body is the province of the physician-chemist, and the American Psychological Association tells us that the mind is the sole province of the psychiatrist. This historical semantic blunder leads most people—patients and practitioners alike—to act as if the mind and the body were two separate entities and that nothing very significant can be learned by studying them together. The original theorists of holistic medicine, the Greek Hippocrates and the Roman Galen, disproved this many centuries ago.

The broad term wellness is increasingly replacing the out-moded medical definition of “health” as the mere absence of physical disease entities. Wellness implies a continuum scale rather than a binary sick-or-well choice. It includes psychological wellness along with physical wellness. The World Health Organization’s current definition of health reads, “Health is physical, psychic and social well-being, not only freedom from disease.” A high level of wellness means a high level of total human functioning.

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, it is becoming embarrassingly obvious to most scientists—but not especially to physicians and psychiatrists—that all disease has both psychic and physiologic components. But subdividing professional practitioners along the arbitrary lines of “mind” and “body” makes it virtually impossible for them to develop an integrated methodology for treating the entire person. In this respect, American medicine may be at least 50 years behind such countries as Japan, where physicians treat the patient, not the disease.

Organizations such as the Association for Holistic Health have been promoting an integrated view of human well-being, and a slowly growing number of doctors has been beginning to learn and practice this approach to treating their patients. More physicians are beginning to understand the enormous health benefits of exercise and to promote stress reduction techniques. These doctors seem to take a strong interest in their own health and to practice the living techniques they preach.

However, while more and more doctors are moving toward a holistic, person-centered, total-systems approach to wellness, the vast majority of them still treat symptoms and dispense medication, with little appreciation of the personality patterns of the patients or of his style of living. Psychiatrists are probably more adaptable in dealing directly with stress as an emotionally based disorder, but it is not yet clear how the small number of such professionals can effectively help the huge numbers of Americans whose health is in danger from stress overloading.

The key principle underlying the entire holistic health concept is responsibility. This is the notion that one’s health is almost entirely a function of what one does with one’s body and one’s thoughts. Poor health behaviors lead to poor health. Immature thinking and reacting lead to negative emotions and unnecessary stress. Overeating, oversmoking, overuse of tobacco, abuse of recreational drugs or patent medicines, and sedentary living are choices that one can make or unmake. By taking complete responsibility for your health, you become obligated to yourself to act and live in ways that will guarantee your own total wellness.

I believe that the total wellness concept will emerge as one of the most significant advances of our age and that many people will eventually adopt it as a guiding principle for living in the exponential century. Until that happens, however, we will continue to be plagued as a society by stress-influenced disorders and by a low level of vitality and general wellness, although we will have what the physician considers acceptable health.
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