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Your Stress-Free Life Starts Now 

Today is the first day of a new year in your life. It doesn’t matter if today isn’t December 31; it’s still the first day of a new year of beating stress! This book includes 365 ways that you can take control of the stress in your life, at home, at work, in relationships . . . everywhere! Stress can creep into all the areas of your world, but that doesn’t mean you have to tolerate it. From the yoga studio to the Internet to your doctor’s office, there’s help out there for you.

So go after it!

The first few chapters of this book will uncover the mysteries of stress: what it is, its different forms, and what it means to you. Once you know what your own personal definition of stress is, you can move toward overcoming it. Does stress take more of a toll on your mind or your body? Do you release stress through bad habits, such as nail biting or binge eating? Do you watch your diet and get enough regular exercise? If you have bad habits you need to work on, or if you have good habits you’d like to increase, this book will help you do it.

The middle section of this book will introduce you to some fun and energizing ways to beat stress. Several you may already be familiar with; others will be brand new to you. These strategies include: massage; meditation; alternative therapies such as herbal remedies; and even attitude adjustment. You never know what might work for you until you try.

The last several chapters of this book will hone in on specific areas of your life and individual details, such as what you do for work, what your home life is like, whether you are a man or a woman, and how old you are. Each circumstance comes with unique stressors, and there are specific ways to tackle them. It’s all right here in these pages, so take the first step toward a stress-free life today!


CHAPTER 1 

What Causes Stress? 

1. Are You Under Stress?

You know you’re under stress when you rear-end the car in front of you on the way to work (oops!), make it to work three hours late and get fired (no!), then have your wallet stolen on the bus ride home (oh, that’s just perfect!). But what about the stress when you get engaged to the love of your life? Or, when you finally get the promotion of your dreams? Is it stressful to graduate from college, or start an exercise program, or binge on chocolate-chip cookies? You bet it is. What’s so stressful about a few chocolate chip cookies? Nothing, if you eat one or two chocolate-chip cookies now and then as part of a well-balanced diet. Plenty, if you deprive yourself of desserts for a month, then eat an entire bag of double-fudge chocolate chunk. Your body isn’t used to all that sugar. That’s stressful.

“Too much stress can cause dramatic health problems.”

2. Look Out for Change 

Any kind of a change in your life can cause stress. Some of that stress feels good, even great. Stress isn’t, by definition, something bad, but it isn’t always good, either. In fact, it can cause dramatic health problems if you endure too much for too long. Stress isn’t just out-of-the-ordinary stuff, however. Stress can also be hidden and deeply imbedded in your life. Maybe you want to start your own business but you’re afraid to give up your current job. Maybe your family has communication problems but no one is willing to address the issue. You might even get stressed out when something goes right! Stress is a highly individual phenomenon.

3. Don’t Get So Wound Up!

We have lots of ways to describe the feelings of stress. Keyed up, wound up, geared up, fired up—all those expressions contain the word up because the stress response is, indeed, an “up” kind of experience. Muscles are pumped for action; senses are heightened; awareness is sharpened. And these feelings are useful, until they become too frequent. Constant stress exacts a heavy toll on the mind, body, and emotional well-being. Your health and happiness depend on responding to stress appropriately.

4. Determine What Stress Means to You 

Most people have a preconceived notion of what stress is in general, but what does stress mean to you? Discomfort? Pain? Anxiety? Excitement? Fear? Uncertainty? These are mostly conditions stemming from stress. But what is stress itself? Stress is such a broad term, and there are so many different kinds of stress  affecting so many people in so many different ways that the word stress may seem to defy definition. What is stressful to one person might be exhilarating to another. Stress has become a way of life for many, but that doesn’t mean we should sit back and accept the insidious effects of stress on our bodies, minds, and spirits.

5. Remember: You’re Not Alone 

Almost everyone has experienced some kind of stress, and many people experience chronic stress, or constant, regular stress, every day of their lives. Some people handle stress pretty well, even when it is extreme. Others fall apart under stress that seems negligible to the outside world. What’s the difference? Some may have learned better coping mechanisms, but many researchers believe that people have an inherited level of stress tolerance. Some people can take a lot and still feel great and, in fact, do their best work under stress. Other people require very low-stress lives to function productively.

6. Don’t Give Up, Even if You’ve Been Here Before 

You’ve probably tried stress management techniques before. Perhaps you just haven’t found a stress management technique that fits your unique life. Your personality, the kind of stress you are trying to relieve, and the way you tend to handle stress all factor into your stress management success. For example, someone who is physically drained by too much interaction with people may not be helped by strategies that encourage increased social activities with friends. Someone else who is stressed by the lack of a support system might find profound benefit in increased social activity. It all depends on who you are. 

7. Why Does Stress Happen?

So what’s the point of stress? Stress is a relatively complex interaction of external and internal processes caused by something relatively simple: the survival instinct. Life is full of stimuli. Some we enjoy; some we don’t. But our bodies are programmed, through millions of years of learning how to survive, to react in certain ways to stimuli that are extreme. If you should suddenly find yourself in a dangerous situation—you step in front of a speeding car, or you lose your balance and teeter on the edge of a cliff—your body will react in a way that will best ensure your survival. You might move extra fast. You might pitch yourself back to safety.

8. The Fight-or-Flight Response 

Whether you are being chased around the savanna by a hungry lion, or you’re being followed around the parking lot by an aggressive car salesperson, your body recognizes an alarm and pours stress hormones, like adrenaline and cortisol, into your bloodstream. Adrenaline produces what is called the fight-or-flight response, increasing your heart rate and breathing rate and sending blood straight to your vital organs. It also helps your blood to clot faster and draws blood away from your skin (so that if you’re injured you won’t bleed as much) and also from your digestive tract (so you won’t waste time with intestinal troubles). And cortisol flows through your body to keep the stress response responding as long as the stress continues. But if you were to experience the constant release of adrenaline and cortisol every day, it would tire you out. You’d start to experience exhaustion, physical pain, a diminished ability to concentrate and remember, and increased frustration, irritability, and insomnia.

9. When Does Stress Happen?

Stress is to be expected when you experience a major life change, such as when you move, lose someone you love, get married, change jobs, or experience a big change in financial status, diet, exercise habits, or health. But you can also expect stress when you get a minor cold, have an argument with a friend, go on a diet, join a gym, stay out too late, drink too much, or even stay home with your kids all day when school is cancelled due to that irritating blizzard. Remember, stress often results from any kind of change in your normal routine. It also results from living a life that doesn’t make you happy.

10. Identify Environmental Stressors 

Environmental stressors are things in your immediate surroundings that put stress on your physical body. These include air pollution, polluted drinking water, excess noise, artificial lighting, or bad ventilation. You might also be in the presence of allergens due to the field of ragweed growing outside your bedroom window, or the dander of the cat that likes to sleep on your pillow. If you’re experiencing trouble breathing or sleeping, or you’ve noticed any skin irritations or other physical issues (headaches, nausea, etc.), you might be in the presence of environmental stressors.

11. Identify Physiological Stressors 
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