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To YOU who feel stressed . . .

May you learn to make stress beneficial and be younger, healthier, and more “beautiful inside and out.”



The You Docs


Stress Less, Live More


In a world where you have more information, more responsibilities, more electronic devices, and more ways to update your status, it’s no wonder that you also have more stress.

Why? Because in response to all of the increased demands on you, you search for more, too. You want more time, more money, more energy, more sleep, more IT support, more friends to follow, more reality shows to take your minds off the heavy stuff in your lives.

So what’s the result? You may end up on the wrong end of stress’s right hook. And it beats you up. Badly.

The truth is, many people actually misunderstand stress. Many believe that the secret to eliminating stress is, well, eliminating stress. While bubble baths and island living may be the answer for some, stress-elimination isn’t really the goal. You actually need stress—and many stresses are actually good for your health. The secret, then, is figuring out what’s good, what’s bad, and then using that information to minimize the destructive effects of certain stresses, so you can lead a healthy and happy life.

In this book, you’ll find seventy-five of our best “Stress Less” secrets culled from the research we did for several of our bestselling books in the YOU: The Owner’s Manual series. Within these pages, you’ll find some big-picture lessons that will help you redefine what stress is, and you’ll come across dozens of nuggets that will help you in a pinch—to sleep better, feel more energized, and be ready to embrace all of the wonderful things that life has to offer.

Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’re off to do some meditation . . . “ommmmmmmmmmmmmmmm.”

Here’s to a healthy and happy YOU,

Michael F. Roizen, MD, and Mehmet C. Oz, MD



STRESS:

THE BIG PICTURE

1. Know the Difference

We tend to think that stress is like a pair of slippers—one size fits all. Either we’re stressed, or we’re not. But the fact is that stress comes in different shapes, sizes, and levels of intensity. Some of us certainly worry more than others, and some of us are much better equipped to cope with exploding dishwashers than others. But the danger is that stress—which often increases as we age—is a major driver of many kinds of health problems. It’s important to know the different kinds of stress you experience. They are:

Ongoing Low-level Stress or Single-event Stress: You work, you have a family, you interact with people who sometimes sneeze without covering their mouths. Life generates a constant hum of stress, no matter who you are or what you do (i.e., your babysitter fails to show up and you have to hustle your kids off to a surprisingly accommodating sister-in-law). To expect that you can eliminate all stress is not only unreasonable but also unhealthy because, as you’ll see in a moment, your ability to respond to stress can make you stronger. You deal with it. Stress over.

Nagging Unfinished Tasks: One of the most influential forms of stress comes in the form of a chisel that chips and chips and chips and chips and chips and chips away at your brain cells a little bit at a time. Until. You. Can’t. Take. It. Any freaking more! Whether it’s a cluttered closet, or cracked bathroom tiles that have been staring at you for years, or weekly paperwork that gnaws at you every Friday, these nagging unfinished tasks (we call them NUTs) are much more destructive than the low levels of stress we expect from life.

Major Life Events: You don’t need us to tell you the kinds of things that fit this category; a divorce, a move, a job change, a death in the family, a sudden serious illness, and bankruptcy aren’t exactly on the same level as a cell-phone battery dying. The stats show that three major life events in a one-year period will make your body feel and act as though it were thirty-two years older in the following year—meaning that it’s especially important to develop coping strategies and support systems to sustain you in times of crisis.

2. Remember, Some Stress Can Be Good

Stress is good. There, we said it. Instead of calling us crazier than a four-headed firefly, hear us out. Stress heightens all of our biological systems so we can deal with an impending threat, be it an enemy, a natural disaster, or the fact that some idiot built the fire too close to the cave. Changes occur inside our body that give us the strength or the sense to fight a predator or hightail it out of there. What happens to your body during high-intensity stress? Your concentration becomes more focused than a microscope, your reaction time becomes faster, and your strength increases exponentially. Historically, stress was good—it kept you alive.

3. Until It Backfires

The big difference between stress today and stress yesterday isn’t the fact that cavemen didn’t have e-mail; it’s that their stress was fleeting. They had periods of high-intensity stress (a saber-toothed tiger up ahead!) followed by low (or no) levels (whew, it passed by the cave). Though our cave ancestors did have some big stresses, like famine, it’s a bit different today. Today we’re drowning in a sea of stress, with wave after wave after wave knocking us over. Those heightened biological reactions work in our favor for short periods, but when stress continues unabated, those biological reactions turn wacky.

4. Understand the Threats, Seize the Opportunity

Simply, too much stress can lead to a host of ultimate stress-enders, like heart attacks, cancer, and disabling accidents. Plus, stress weakens your immune system and destroys your sleep patterns, which can lead to unhealthy addictions to food, alcohol, or 3 a.m. infomercials. And that’s not even counting the other things that stress is associated with, like depression, alcohol and tobacco addictions, mood disorders, headaches, and fatigue. You get it: If you can reduce the effects of your stress and increase your effectiveness in stress-management, you’ll live a much healthier and happier life.

5. Learn Some Biology

Before we tell you what you can do to manage your stress, we believe it’s important to learn how stress works—and why it can be so destructive. When you learn the why, you’ll be better equipped to handle the how-to.

Essentially, stress symptoms are experienced when a series of chemicals that are produced in your brain travel through your blood and affect just about every system in your body. Specifically, this happens through the stress circuit—the interaction between your nervous system and your stress hormones. That’s the hormonal system that sounds like a Star Wars galaxy: the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis.

The stress hormones cycle among these three glands in a feedback loop. When you’re faced with a major stressor like a mugger, a looming deadline, or a chocolate shortage, the cone-shaped hypothalamus at the base of your brain releases CRH (corticotrophin-releasing hormone), which then does a hula dance on your pituitary gland, stimulating it to release another hormone called ACTH (adrenocorticotropic hormone) into your bloodstream. ACTH signals your adrenal glands to release cortisol and facilitates production and then release of epinephrine (also known as adrenaline, the fight-or-flight chemical). These four chemicals serve as your body’s SWAT team—they respond to emergencies. Adrenaline increases your blood pressure and heart rate, while cortisol releases sugar in the form of glucose to fuel your muscles and your mind. Then, to close the loop, cortisol travels back to the hypothalamus to stop the production of CRH. Stress over, hormones released, body returns to normal. But only if the stress stops as well.


6. Learn Some More Biology


In addition to giving you the chemical tools to beat the dickens out of your stressors, stress hormones also work throughout various regions of the brain to influence everything from mood and fear to memory and appetite. And they also interact with hormonal systems that control reproduction, metabolism, and immunity. See where this is going? The HPA axis is like a curious two-year-old, touching everything in its path. That’s okay in short spurts, but not when you overfill your hormonal systems. That’s why stress is so highly correlated with bad health. Specifically, this is what happens when you let the hormones in the HPA axis run crazy:

[image: images] An overactive HPA axis can mean that your body is unable to turn off your stress response. So? That can lead to anxiety and depression, which are further manifested through such things as low sex drive and high blood pressure. Also it leads to graying of your hair prematurely (perhaps why presidential hair often turns gray in office).

[image: images] When the HPA axis is flooded, we also experience other potentially fatal health problems, like elevated lousy LDL cholesterol or triglycerides combined with reduced healthy HDL cholesterol, not to mention rupture of vulnerable plaques. Part of this risk comes from a stress-related surge in chemicals called cannabinoids, which cause us to eat and can eventually lead to such conditions as diabetes and the biggie (literally), obesity.

[image: images] Cortisol prevents the release of chemicals that strengthen your immune system. That’s why you tend to get sick when you’re stressed out. Too much cortisol essentially suppresses your immune system and decreases your ability to fight infection. Stress also makes you more susceptible to diseases that you rely on your immune system to hold at bay or eradicate, like cancer. Men have a pretty quick rebound from the cortisol release during stress, but women often sense a lingering impact of the hormone, which is why men are so chipper the day after a lover’s spat that they have already forgotten about it, while women retain perfect recall of the event, together with the emotional undertones. CRH prevents the release of a hormone that controls all the hormones responsible for reproduction and sexual behavior, including those that control ovulation and sperm release. Indeed, reducing stress is one of the tactics used by couples with fertility issues. They’re relaxing not just for some mumbo-jumbo reason but to try to make their bodies better equipped hormonally for conception. Makes evolutionary sense, right? Why would you want to produce babies in the middle of a drought or when fighting off hairy four-legged neighbors?
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