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PREFACE to Breaking the Stress Cycle


It has been ten years since this book was first published. The French have a saying that translates as “The more things change, the more they stay the same,” but it seems like nothing is staying the same, so let me begin this new introduction by recognizing a few of the changes over the past ten years, both in this book and in the world.

One change is the title for this book. The original edition was called The Myth of Stress, which confusingly implied that I consider stress a myth. (It isn’t.) The new title, Breaking the Stress Cycle, points more directly to this book’s promise: if stress and anxiety have made your life an emotional roller coaster and you wish you could stop the ride and find solid ground again, Breaking the Stress Cycle can help. It can permanently alter both how you understand stress and how you deal with it.

The second change, significant only to me perhaps, is that I got married and became a father. Some people used to tell me that my seven-step technique to dismantle stress would fly out the window once I experienced the realities of parenting. In fact, fatherhood has just given me many more chances to apply it. To quote an old commercial, “I’m not only the Hair Club president. I’m also a client.” If you’ve struggled with frustration as a parent, this book will add a useful new tool to your parenting toolkit.

A third change is that with ten additional years of teaching and speaking engagements under my belt, I’ve been able to test my unique approach to stress with several thousand more people. I’m happy to report that it’s still both effective and surprising for the people who have used it—effective because it can change how you feel in a matter of minutes, and surprising because most people are still unaware that they are confused about the nature of stress.

Today this ignorance is especially expensive, because the fourth—and largest—change since this book’s original release is the almost cataclysmic level of disruption taking place in the world. Ten years ago, if you had mediocre stress-coping skills, you could still get by. But today, as our world stumbles from one heartbreaking catastrophe to the next—global health crises, political polarization, economic uncertainty, discrimination, climate change—a suboptimal toolkit for dealing with stress takes a real toll.

That toll shows up as more frequent arguments with our partners, less patience with our parents and kids, greater frustration with colleagues, or simply across-the-board despair. We see evidence of this not just anecdotally in our own lives, but also empirically in the world’s longest study of human well-being, the Harvard Grant Study.

The Grant Study has spent more than eighty years and twenty million dollars seeking to learn what matters most for happiness over the span of our adult lives, through good times and bad. And the answer is not money, achievements, health, family, or faith. After all, you know people who have all these things and are still not especially happy. So what is the most important thing for achieving happiness based on data?

The answers most commonly cited in TED talks and media headlines are relationships and love, and no one can deny that these are important. But there’s something else that matters, too. Psychiatrist George Vaillant ran the Grant Study for three decades, and when summarizing the findings in his book Triumphs of Experience, Vaillant noted that, yes, love matters, but there is another extraordinary thing that the happiest people had found: “a way of coping with life that does not push love away” during challenging times.

You might want to read that again, because it’s a revelation. The happiest people don’t just have love—they also have a coping skill that acts like a shield to protect it. This raises some provocative questions: when hurdles in life inevitably arise, how good are you at clearing them? When you experience stress, do you “push love away” by arguing, blaming, attacking, and withdrawing? Or do you have a process to take your stress apart, clear your head, and find common ground? Knowing how to not push love away is the superpower that, during hard times, keeps our relationships and love intact. What this means is that, in the big picture, the happiest people aren’t necessarily the ones who accumulated the most upside. They’re the ones who accumulated the least downside.

A good deal of my work over the past few years has been with financial advisors and their clients, because good advisors understand the importance of actively managing the downside. Successful long-term investing is not about chasing higher highs, which increases risk. It’s about preventing lower lows, known as “downside capture.” Reducing downside capture is just as important in our personal lives as it is in the markets. We are hardwired as human beings to be tribal and to form strong interpersonal connections. To protect the strength of these connections over time, we need to maximize our investments not in government bonds, but in social ones.

And one important key to repairing and strengthening social bonds is understanding stress. Stress doesn’t just affect your health and performance. It’s at the center of your attempt to live a happy life, because stress is what causes you to push love away and capture more downside. Every argument you leave unresolved, every negative judgment you cling to, every regret of the past or fear of the future that you sweep under the rug matters. Your long-term well-being is on the line. And your children’s well-being is, too, because how they deal with stress in the future is patterned on how they see you do it.

In fact, one could make the argument that all our collective challenges, even the enormous systemic ones like racism and climate change, are tied into our individual ability or inability to handle adversity well. There’s a saying in trauma circles that “hurt people hurt people.” Recognizing that perpetrators of harm have been affected by their own previous harm doesn’t give them a pass. It simply gives us a more informed and compassionate framework for real change. Most people are not sociopaths incapable of transformation. Only 2 percent of us have the brain chemistry “hardware” limitations that render a person incapable of empathy. The great majority of us have a “software” problem. We’ve never learned how to meet adversity in a way that keeps our hearts and minds open. But this isn’t the presence of evil. It’s the absence of education.

In the chapters ahead, as you engage with this toolkit and feel your stress dissipating and your capacity for empathy expanding, you might look up and realize that the rest of the world isn’t so different from you. If you want other people to change, the answer isn’t judging them. Have you noticed that only polarizes them further? They are experiencing the aftereffects of love being pushed away in their own lives. Your judgment doesn’t lessen their burden—it compounds it. You can’t bomb your way to peace.

If you believe that the world would be a better place if more people had greater insight into themselves and each other, stress is an express ticket to that better place, because stress (as you’ll read in Part One) is an invitation to greater insight. You want greater wisdom, humility, and compassion in others? Stress is the way. You want to be a better leader, parent, and partner? Start with your approach to stress. But keep in mind, stress is the gift wrapping, not the gift. The chapters that follow will show you how to unwrap the gift and increase your capacity for honesty, accountability, and peace of mind.

If that sounds a little too abstract, a different metaphor might help. For hundreds of millions of people, the past ten years has been a convoy of dump trucks piling manure at their feet. That manure is stress. It doesn’t have an upside, it’s not a motivator, and it has no intrinsic value. It stinks.

But there is a group of transformation gurus with a solution. They are called farmers. Farmers take this manure and process it through a series of steps, turning it into compost. And compost, dear reader, has great intrinsic value. It feeds the soil, which feeds the crops, which feed the world. Forget turning lead into gold. The real alchemy on Earth is composting. You start with what is literally a pile of crap—the very symbol of worthlessness—and you turn it into fuel for accelerated growth.

That’s what this book is going to teach you: to take the heaping pile of crap in your own life and—without diminishing it, sugar-coating it, or passively accepting it—learn to process it through a series of steps. You will become a better person if you do this, not because of any self-help sleight of hand, but because the alchemy of turning stress into insight accelerates your growth as a human being.

Shit happens. This book can’t change that, but it can show you what to do with it.

Let me know how it goes.

Sincerely,

Andrew Bernstein

New York, NY

andy@resilienceacademy.com






INTRODUCTION How I Came to Write This Book


What is stress? Where does it come from? And is it possible to live without it?

I began asking these questions twenty-five years ago under some challenging personal circumstances. When I was fourteen, my father passed away unexpectedly. Two years later my little half sister was killed in a car accident, and a year after that, two more friends of mine died. While my high school classmates worried about SAT scores, I wondered if I would ever be happy again. At one of the wake services an older gentleman approached me to see if I had any questions he could answer. I did: how long would the pain last? He looked down at me soberly for a moment and said, “The rest of your life.”

I seriously hope this man was not a therapist.

Looking back at that answer now, I’m grateful for two reasons. First, I’m grateful because his response was so absurdly bleak that it started me on a quest to find a better one. And second, I’m grateful because that answer wasn’t true, though it was years before I understood why.

After high school I attended Johns Hopkins University, dreaming of becoming a surgeon, but in my sophomore year the English department seduced me. I had thought English majors lounged around in black turtlenecks arguing about semicolons. In fact, they are taught to think critically about life, using literature as a mirror to see the world. Whether or not that would make me employable, I liked the idea of learning to think critically about things. I enjoyed it and did well, even beginning a PhD in literature after college. And then my girlfriend broke up with me, and I wanted answers to my big questions again. So I dropped out of graduate school, moved to an island in Maine, got a dog, and began working in a bakery. When overwhelmed, some people go postal. I went Thoreau.

When I wasn’t delivering bread or hiking the Maine woods with my dog, I was reading, but this time instead of literature I read self-help. Traditional, alternative, Eastern, Western, ancient, contemporary—I read widely and found that my years of academic training had taught me to quickly identify an author’s underlying argument and test its validity. Now, instead of applying this X-ray vision to literary criticism, I applied it to the world of personal transformation. What was the author really saying? Did his or her process actually work? If so, how?

I spent the rest of my twenties living in different cities, working as a freelance writer and continuing my education in self-transformation. Somewhat randomly, I sold a screenplay to the Muppets (yes, the Muppets) and moved to Los Angeles. I had dabbled on and off in comedy writing, and several agents had encouraged me to consider it as a career. And it was there in Los Angeles, after a few years of swinging through the jungles of Hollywood as a screenwriter, that I met someone who changed my life.

Let me say here that those three words—changed my life—always raise a big red flag for me. Anybody selling anything claims it will change your life—a weight-loss program, a skin-care product, a vegetable peeler. In a way, these claims are true. Yesterday I had no vegetable peeler. Today I have one, so my life has literally changed, and just look at these carrots! But when we reflect back on the things that have really changed our lives, I suspect we will not find them in our kitchen drawers. In my case, I met a woman who helped me understand how stress was created and how I could take it apart.

That woman’s name was Byron Katie. A silver-haired grandmother with sparkling blue eyes, Katie, as everyone calls her, is the founder of a transformational process called The Work. The Work is a sequence of four provocative and penetrating questions that can change how you see any difficult situation. I found it to be both simple and surprisingly effective, and I found Katie herself to be unshakably peaceful and loving, with a great sense of humor. After spending several months getting to know her and her process better, I gave up screenwriting and became the creative director of her company, in charge of advertising, marketing, and design.

Over the next three years, I did The Work a lot. The clearer I got on specific challenges, the more easily I could see how stress and conflict in general were created. Part of my job was making this information available to others. The Work already had thousands of fans around the world, and today, with Katie’s bestselling books, it may be millions. But some people, for whatever reason, found the process difficult to grasp. At first I thought this was a shortcoming of my marketing efforts, but eventually I realized that people simply respond differently to different things. And that got me thinking.

When it comes to getting in better physical shape, we have plenty of choices: walking, running, spinning, yoga, swimming, Pilates, CrossFit. There is no shortage of options, with new ones gaining popularity every year. But when it comes to getting in better mental shape and resolving the problems in our lives, far fewer choices come to mind, and these tend to fall short of full mainstream acceptance. Why is that?

It’s certainly not because of a lack of need. How many people do you know who struggle with stress on a daily basis, or who have complained of some hardship for months or even years? Yet many of us view the available options as either too clinical (“I’m not doing that”), or too touchy-feely (“I’m not doing that either”), and as a result we don’t do anything. It isn’t that the existing solutions don’t work. Processes like The Work and Cognitive Therapy, to name two of my favorites, have helped many, many people. But the shoe has to fit the foot, not the other way around, and it seemed to me that millions of us were walking around skeptical, barefoot, and in pain.

So, I wondered, what about designing a new shoe? What if the dynamics of personal transformation could be taught in a mainstream way appealing to those who just wanted to live with less stress, without any clinical or spiritual overtones? I started to envision a new process, and I left Katie’s company to explore that vision. I still highly recommend that you learn more about The Work at thework.com. It’s a very powerful process, and I owe it and Katie an inestimable debt of gratitude.

After spending several months revisiting the techniques I had explored earlier and studying many I hadn’t, I developed a process I first called Mental Yoga, a sequence of cognitive steps that would “stretch” your mind out of stress the way yoga stretches your body. I shared it first with family and friends, and then, in the summer of 2004, I began offering public workshops.

Word spread surprisingly fast. A participant at one of my first workshops took me aside to say that this technique had helped her enormously with a long-standing relationship issue, and that she happened to be writing a piece on transformation for a bestselling magazine. Would it be all right if she featured me? (Okay, twist my arm.) Others asked if I could help colleagues at their companies, but… what about calling it something else? The name Mental Yoga was a little confusing—some people brought yoga mats or expected meditation—so I changed it to Active Insight. Insight is the heart of transformation, and this process makes it an active experience.

As you’ll see in the chapters that follow, stress always indicates a lack of insight, and the seven steps of Active Insight remedy this. They help you gently but directly challenge the way you understand your situation, provoking a profound shift in perspective in just a matter of minutes. The more you do it, the more insights you have—into relationships, money, success, body image, interpersonal conflict, or anything else—and the less you experience stress. It’s not that you become better able to “handle” stress. The stress is actually no longer produced.

I’ve now taught Active Insight to people from more than fifteen countries, including thousands of leaders at Fortune 500 companies. Because there’s no jargon and nothing touchy-feely about it—and because it helps people stay focused no matter what is happening—CEOs and senior management teams have embraced it. I teach regularly at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School in the Executive Education division, where my resilience program is featured as part of leadership training. And I teach pro bono at some of the country’s most respected not-for-profit organizations, helping participants use Active Insight to deal with many of life’s biggest challenges.

I’ve learned from all these workshops that stress always works the same way. The issues that we each face may differ, but the basic dynamics of stress do not. Yet these dynamics are widely misunderstood by stress researchers, and have been for more than half a century. As a result, most people today are confused about where stress actually comes from, which leads to disastrous effects on our health, our happiness, and our ability to handle changes smoothly and get things done.

This book is intended to help fix that. This is the book that my workshop participants have been asking me to write so they could share Active Insight with their families and friends. And, on a more personal note, it’s the book I would have wanted to read when I began seeking answers long ago. Part 1 teaches you what really causes stress and how Active Insight works. Part 2 guides you step-by-step as you apply Active Insight to more than a dozen challenging situations. Together, these give you a complete reeducation in the nature of stress and a simple tool you can use to regain peace of mind anytime you need to for the rest of your life.

So where does stress really come from, and how can you live without it? Let’s get started and I’ll show you.






PART ONE THE TRUTH ABOUT STRESS







CHAPTER 1 The Myth of Stressors


Where does stress come from? Here’s what most people think: stress comes from the enormous pressure and responsibilities in your life. It comes from your deadlines and ambitions. It comes from a loss of control, or from having insufficient resources, such as time and money. It comes from the state of your romantic life (or lack thereof). It comes from injustice, inequality, the economy, the environment, and the unprecedented disruption taking place around the world. It comes from your mother-in-law. That one may be worth repeating twice. It comes from your mother-in-law.

In short, stress comes from all the things in your life that aren’t going quite as smoothly as you would like. For most people, that’s a pretty long list. Some of these things you can change, of course, and you do. But some resist your best efforts, and so you experience stress. Since everyone around you seems to be in the same boat, you resign yourself to the fact that life is inherently stressful. “That’s life,” you say with a sigh. You just have to accept it.

Actually, that’s not life. The belief that life is stressful is a misunderstanding based on a faulty interpretation of the nature of stress. And, just to put a few more cards on the table, you do not have a stressful job (no matter what your job may be), you are under no pressure at school, at work, or at home, and your mother-in-law (or whoever else seems to drive you crazy) is not a stressor. In fact, there is no such thing as a stressor.

Let me make clear that I’m not saying that stress itself is a myth. Stress is very real, and if you’re reading these words, it’s a safe bet that you’re living with more than your fair share of it. The myth involves where stress comes from and what you can do about it. The stress in your life didn’t get there the way you think it did, and it’s not going to go away unless you learn where it really came from and how to address it more effectively. That’s what this book is going to teach you. In this chapter, we’ll take a closer look at where stress research unwittingly went astray decades ago, creating the confusion that almost everyone struggles with today.

So let’s begin at the beginning by asking, what is stress exactly? According to the American Heritage Dictionary, stress is defined as follows.


STRESS: A mentally or emotionally disruptive or upsetting condition occurring in response to adverse external influences and capable of affecting physical health, usually characterized by increased heart rate, a rise in blood pressure, muscular tension, irritability, and depression.



That probably seems pretty accurate to you. After all, it’s in the dictionary for a reason—smart people have written this definition to line up with common experience. Nevertheless, it’s wrong. Look at it again. Can you see where it’s wrong?

The first part, I admit, is true. Stress is a mentally or emotionally disruptive or upsetting condition. Stress is not just anxiety about getting things done. I’ll use the term “stress” in this book to include anger, frustration, jealousy, heartache, sadness, fear, worry, resentment, regret, shame, and any other negative emotion you experience, large or small. Anything you are bothered by—anything that you think about with even the slightest degree of annoyance—qualifies as stress, and I’m going to teach you how to eliminate it. But as far as the dictionary goes, that first part of the definition passes muster.

The latter part of the definition is also true. Without a doubt, stress can affect your physical health. The Centers for Disease Control estimate that 75 to 90 percent of medical visits are stress related, and the list of conditions caused or exacerbated by stress is growing fast. It already includes the six leading causes of death. If you want to improve your health, you want to lessen the amount of stress in your life.

But what about that middle part, the part about stress “occurring in response to adverse external influences”? A quick mental scan of your life would seem to confirm this, as you imagine your responsibilities, your bills, that one special person who always gets under your skin. Those do seem to be “adverse external influences.” Let’s run with this for a moment and say that this, too, is correct. Why would people experience stress in response to “adverse external influences”? In the big picture of life on Earth, how would this response to “adverse external influences” have been helpful?

When asked this question, most people envision a time long ago when life on Earth looked dramatically different. There were no deadlines and traffic jams, and there was no pressure to perform well. There were, however, challenges. Big challenges. Big challenges with teeth, like the saber-toothed tiger. In fact, if you pick up almost any book on stress, you’re practically guaranteed to read about the saber-toothed tiger and the role it played in the stress response. The story goes something like this…

Once upon a time, our caveman and cavewoman ancestors went foraging only to come across—a saber-toothed tiger. Our ancestors immediately experienced a surge of adrenaline, giving them extra energy to fight or run away. As you may remember from high school biology, this is called the fight-or-flight response. Those who had a strong fight-or-flight response were more likely to survive these encounters and would pass this response on to their offspring. Those who didn’t have a strong fight-or-flight response, for obvious reasons, wouldn’t. As a result, over millions of years, this hormonal surge was strengthened and became hardwired into us as an automatic response to (pay attention here) adverse external influences. And then something unusual happened.

In just a few thousand years—the mere blink of an eye from an evolutionary perspective—life changed radically. Civilizations were born. Cities emerged. And now, instead of facing the occasional saber-toothed tiger and the rare but helpful surge of hormones that accompanied it, we find ourselves surrounded by challenges on a daily basis: traffic jams, project deadlines, quarterly numbers, work/life balance, relationship crises, exams, child care, elder care, family conflicts, discrimination, economic downturns, geopolitical unrest, war, and so much more. As a result, our fight-or-flight response is going haywire. The number of “adverse external influences” has multiplied exponentially, so that some of us are living in a near-constant state of stress. It’s as if saber-toothed tigers are everywhere, continually tripping our internal alarms. We’ve become victims of our own biology.

This story gets repeated in hundreds of contemporary articles and books written about stress. But where are the writers getting it from? It turns out they’re getting this mostly from one man—the man who gave birth to the modern stress concept and unintentionally got us all thinking about stress in exactly the wrong way. That man, the so-called father of stress, was Dr. Hans Selye. To break through the myth, we need to understand a little bit about who Selye was and what he accomplished.

In 1936, freshly out of medical school, Hans Selye began his career as a researcher at McGill University in Montreal. This was the golden age of endocrinology, when the discovery of new hormones splashed across the front pages of newspapers around the world and the scientists behind those discoveries won Nobel Prizes. Selye’s lab was trying to isolate new sex hormones, and Selye, dreaming of making a breakthrough of his own, would go to the slaughterhouse each morning, bring a large bucket of fresh cow ovaries back to the lab, grind and mix them with formaldehyde as a preservative, and inject them into rats. If the rats exhibited symptoms that had never before been noted, it was likely the injection contained an undiscovered hormone that could be purified and used to help millions of people.

Lab work like this typically involves months of dead ends, but on one of his very first experiments, Selye hit the jackpot. After injecting rats with his ovarian extract mixture, Selye sacrificed them and noticed that all the rats exhibited the following three symptoms:


	The adrenal glands (small structures perched on top of each kidney) were enlarged.

	The thymuses, spleens, and lymph nodes (all parts of the immune system) had shrunk considerably.

	There were deep bleeding ulcers in the stomach and intestines.



Selye reviewed the literature on ovarian extracts and found no mention of this triple response, or “triad.” Eureka! Only twenty-eight years old and he was already on the verge of discovering a new ovarian hormone. He was ecstatic.

Selye’s ecstasy diminished only slightly when he was able to produce the same triad with extracts from cow placentas. Perhaps, he reasoned, this new hormone was found both in ovaries and placentas. Hormones, after all, could be produced by more than one organ. Then he tested pituitary extracts and found the triad yet again. Over the next few weeks, Selye tested extracts from kidneys, livers, spleens—all resulting in the same triad being formed. How was this possible? Was this a general hormone found in any organ of the body? Selye had never heard of such a thing. He also wondered why the least pure extracts—the ones containing the most preservative—caused the most pronounced symptoms.

And then it hit him. With great reluctance, Selye picked up a bottle of formaldehyde from the counter and injected some directly into a rat. Forty-eight hours later, looking at the sacrificed rat’s organs, Selye couldn’t believe his eyes. The triad was the strongest yet. He hadn’t discovered a hormone at all. He was merely seeing the harmful internal effects of being injected with a toxic preservative.

Selye was crushed. For days he couldn’t work. Here he had thought he was making the enormous discovery of a new hormonal response, and it was just the body’s reaction to toxic exposure. He had wasted time and resources (as well as the lives of the rats), and was embarrassed and ashamed.

But then he had another thought. What if instead of discovering a specific hormonal reaction, he had discovered a general one triggered by any big challenge? To test this, Selye exposed rats to other challenges, such as intense exercise, vibration, noise, starvation, heat, and cold. When dozens of different circumstances produced the exact same internal triad of symptoms, Selye reflected on what he was seeing and came up with a novel theory: the rats were physically reacting to being pushed beyond their ability to adapt to challenging circumstances. Selye first called this the General Adaptation Syndrome, and then, more simply, the stress syndrome. In a word, Hans Selye had discovered stress.

Obviously, stress itself had existed long before this, but it had never before been placed successfully in a medical context. In fact, only a few years earlier, Selye’s idol, the great physiologist Walter Cannon, had strongly recommended that the medical community pay more attention to stress, and his plea fell on deaf ears. But timing is everything, and as World War II unfolded, the medical and public interest in stress mushroomed. Military leaders wanted to know how to train more resilient soldiers and how to treat those who were returning from battle emotionally damaged. Laypeople anxious about the war wanted to live with less worry and fear. As a result, articles and books on stress became a part of the public discourse for the first time. And with his discovery of this internal adaptive triad, Hans Selye recognized that he could leap to the forefront of this newly created field and make a name for himself.

And that’s exactly what he did. Over the next four decades, Selye wrote more than thirty books on the subject of stress, with titles like The Stress of Life, Stress Without Distress, and Stress in Health and Disease. He published approximately 1,700 papers addressing stress and psychiatry, stress and aging, stress and cancer, stress and disease. He created the world’s largest stress library—indexing 110,000 articles in more than twenty languages—intending that all stress research globally be coordinated through his Canadian office. He lectured constantly, appeared frequently in the pages of Time magazine as the founder of the stress concept, and even published a code of human behavior that he felt people and nations should adopt based on his stress research. Selye believed that he had discovered one of nature’s great physical laws, and he wanted everyone to know about it.

In all these efforts, what exactly was Selye saying? Ultimately, Hans Selye defined stress as “the nonspecific response of the body to any demand placed upon it.” The heart of his theory was this concept of nonspecificity. Here’s the basic gist: If you sit in a sauna, you sweat. If you sit in cold water, you shiver. Sweating and shivering are specific responses because they involve pathways unique to those conditions. But Selye argued that beneath these specific reactions was a nonspecific physiological response, an internal reaction that took place across the board whenever a living creature faced a taxing demand. Whether it was challenges at work, difficulties with a relationship, concerns about money, or exposure to physical stimuli like heat, cold, or drugs, these all triggered the same triad indicative of poor adaptation. That, according to Selye, was stress.

Since stress is a physical reaction to any great change, Selye explained, it’s inevitable in life. After all, there is always some change the body has to adapt to (food, temperature, fatigue, etc.). The best we can do is accept it and try to cope using techniques such as relaxation. Most of us still believe this today, even if we’ve never heard the name Hans Selye.

Throughout the 1950s and ’60s, Selye’s theory was tacitly accepted as true, and it gave birth to the modern “stress management” movement based on relaxation and similar techniques. Even the skeptics agreed that this adaptation theory and Selye’s efforts to communicate it had helped generate immense interest both in public and professional circles. This is an enormous accomplishment. Selye’s pioneering research into the hormones released during stress is also an important body of work that laid the foundation for much of our current knowledge.

But let’s step back a moment to consider the big picture of what Hans Selye claimed to have discovered. Based on the reactions of his rats to a wide variety of different conditions, Selye proposed that stress is the nonspecific response of the body to any demand. Is that actually what his experiments revealed?

Not everybody thought so. Another research scientist suggested that Hans Selye had made a crucial mistake. To demonstrate this, Dr. John W. Mason of the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research ingeniously modified Selye’s experiments. For example, instead of submitting animals to a blast of heat as Selye had, Mason raised the temperature slowly, little by little. If heat was, in fact, a stressor, the final hot temperature should still trigger the stress response. Selye had also deprived some rats of food at mealtime, saying that nutritional deprivation was a stressor. Mason wondered, what if the deprived animals were given nonnutritive food pellets instead, so that they felt included at mealtime but were still nutritionally starved? Would it produce the same physiological stress reaction? And what if, instead of being forced to exercise as Selye’s rats had been, subjects exercised hard but without compulsion? Would stress still result?

Mason had an important advantage in his experiments. In the 1930s and ’40s, Selye had to sacrifice rats and study their organs visually to see the effects of stress. But technology had improved by Mason’s day so that he could draw blood and very precisely measure stress hormones in living subjects. Doing this, Mason found that, if you controlled for psychological reactions, there was little or no stress response. When the heat was raised gradually, when the test subjects could munch on pellets that had zero nutritional content, or when they exercised hard but were comfortable, there was no rise in hormone production. In other words, Selye’s rats weren’t stressed out because they were reacting “nonspecifically” to heat, cold, vibration, starvation, noise, and countless other conditions. They were stressed out because they were upset.

Mason wrote a series of brilliant articles challenging Selye’s theory point by point, explaining exactly why a physiological theory of stress didn’t work and a psychological theory did. But Selye refused to admit defeat, maintaining to his death in 1982 that stress was physically triggered. Selye had the “first mover” advantage, having spread his message all over the world for decades. It became part of the story of stress, or what I call the myth, incorporated into thousands of books globally with their tales of fight-or-flight responses and saber-toothed tigers. Like Earth seeming flat, this appeared to be true. It was what you could call sticky. And for most people, it still sticks. We continue to believe that stress is a physical and emotional reaction to adverse external influences, that it comes from deadlines or breakups or health challenges, and we talk about how stressful our lives are, and how people and things stress us out. But just as the Earth is not flat, this myth about stress is simply not true.

The truth is that stress is not a physical process with a psychological component, as Selye proclaimed, but a psychological process with a physical component. Put another way, stress doesn’t come from what’s going on in your life—it comes from your thoughts about what’s going on in your life. Your job isn’t stressful—your thoughts about your job are stressful. Your relationship doesn’t stress you out—your thoughts about your relationship stress you out. All stress is an inside job, a result of subconscious assumptions.

Think about this for a few moments and you may realize what this means: in reality, there is no such thing as a stressor. Nothing has the inherent power to cause stress in you. Things happen (divorce, layoffs, disease, etc.), and you experience stress—or you don’t—depending on what you think about those things. Stress is a function of beliefs, not circumstances.

The same is true for pressure. When I first started teaching Active Insight at large organizations, I met with a very smart senior executive who was proud that his company didn’t use the confusing word stress. Instead, he explained, they used the word pressure. Unfortunately, this is still misleading. Unless you’re a commercial scuba diver, you don’t work under pressure. Stress and pressure are reflections of your mental landscape, of the beliefs and assumptions you hold about the world. If you feel pressure, it’s because of something you’re thinking. It comes from the inside out, not the outside in.

And this is how it’s always been. Ten thousand years ago, saber-toothed tigers didn’t trigger a fight-or-flight response in our ancestors. It was thoughts about tigers that triggered this response. If a caveman and cavewoman were sitting in their cave and a saber-toothed tiger sneaked up on them—and they had no idea that it was there—those cavepeople would not have experienced stress. Yes, they might have died, but don’t let that distract you from the point here.

Until there’s a thought, there’s no stress. And if the cavewoman thought she saw a tiger but it was actually a bunch of reeds, she would have experienced stress even though there was no tiger, because stress is a psychological process. It may not be a fully conscious experience—in many cases these responses begin in the oldest parts of the brain before conscious awareness gets involved—but it is still a mental process of interpretation. Stress never comes directly from your circumstances. It comes from your thoughts about your circumstances. This is the Iron Rule of Stress. There are no exceptions to this rule.

A half century of stress dogma doesn’t go down without a fight, and most people at this point have a number of questions. For example, what about physical stress, such as when you work long hours or don’t get enough sleep? Is that also based on your thought process?

In a word, no. That kind of stress—the wear and tear on your body as it adapts to different physical conditions like exercise and changes in temperature—is inevitable in life, and if that were all Hans Selye was talking about, I would agree with him completely. There is no way to avoid physiological adaptation to changing conditions. But when most of us say we’re stressed out, we don’t mean that our bodies are having a hard time thermoregulating. We mean that we’re emotionally overwhelmed. Selye collapsed this distinction, mixing physical stress and psychological stress together into a single stress concept. Some of the same internal reactions may take place during each process, but they’re initiated in very different ways. You can be asleep or even comatose and undergo physical stress as your cells continue reacting to change, whereas psychological stress requires the participation of thought.

To make things clearer, I would refer to the body’s adaptive reactions to temperature, fatigue, lack of nutrition, and other biological challenges as homeostasis. Homeostasis, you may remember, is the word Walter Cannon coined to describe the body’s ability to maintain a steady state in spite of fluctuating conditions. When it’s hot outside, you maintain homeostasis by sweating, for example. Instead of calling heat a stressor, as Selye did, I would classify it as a homeostatic challenge, and I would reserve the word stress for the psychologically produced emotional responses that most of us care about. Of course, these processes are interrelated, and you can stress yourself out thinking about your body’s ability to balance itself (such as when you’re sick). But recognizing that they’re not the same process will help you approach both the body and the mind more effectively.

Another question that often comes up is, isn’t some stress good for us? This is also part of the myth and has an interesting history. Because Selye wanted people to see stress as the body’s nonspecific reaction to any demand, he had unwittingly painted himself into a corner: What about the physical demands that result from things we enjoy, like sports or sex? Were these also stressful? Realizing that he had to include these as well, Selye coined a new word: eustress. So there was distress for things that were stressful and negative, and eustress for things that were stressful and positive. Selye suggested that people minimize the distress and maximize the eustress in their lives.

This makes sense only if you see stress as biological. But when you recognize that stress is psychological in origin, the idea of eustress falls apart—these would just be homeostatic challenges that we enjoy. The concept of “good stress” also makes no sense in practical terms. Have you ever heard anyone say, “I had great sex last night! Wow, it was stressful”? As far as Active Insight is concerned, there is no such thing as “good stress.” There may be physical challenges that you enjoy, but no one enjoys stress. The fewer negative emotions you live with, the better you feel.

As another offshoot of the confused stress concept, many people believe that stress is a motivator. Here we need to distinguish between stress and stimulation. Being stimulated is good. Having goals and deadlines and staying engaged is important. Peak performance happens when you are fully engaged and in flow. But this is not stressful. Athletes call this “the zone,” and it feels magical because there is great activity with no stress at all. Stress, on the other hand, whether it’s anxiety, frustration, anger, or other negative emotions, limits your ability to perform in a number of ways. It makes you less creative, it reduces your ability to concentrate, it makes effective communication harder, and it shortens the amount of time you can sustain an effort. The bottom line is, stress is a demotivator. If you’re stressed out and still succeeding, you’re succeeding in spite of your stress, not because of it.

Another question that often arises is, if stress comes from your thoughts and not your circumstances, does that mean it’s all in your head? Stress may start in your head, but the effects on your body, your feelings, and your behaviors are very real. Look at all the things that people do as a result of the negative emotions in their lives, from eating junk food, to smoking and drinking, to fighting with others, even waging war. These behaviors stem from something taking place in your thought process, but they have tangible and dramatic effects on the world around you. Recognizing that stress begins in your head instead of in your surroundings does not in any way diminish the reality of the experience. It simply enables you to address it more strategically at its source.

So what about vacations, exercise, yoga, relaxation, and massage, or anti-anxiety medications, or, for that matter, drinking and drugs? Don’t these also eliminate stress? These solutions relieve the effects that stress produces in your body, but they don’t address the cause, so the stress tends to return. Have you noticed that, a few hours after your workout, or a few days after your vacation, the same old issues slowly reemerge? The key to eliminating stress, and not just managing or escaping it, is to create a fundamental and lasting shift in the way you actually think.

How? That’s what Active Insight was designed for. Once you learn how to generate an insight into the things that trouble you, you can apply it to anything. It’s as if you’re going to the source of stress in your mind and flipping a switch from on to off, so the stress no longer gets produced, even though the external circumstances may appear exactly the same. That’s the power of insight. In the next chapter, I’ll show you how it works.
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