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	A scientifically based integrative approach to dealing with stress, written in the most accessible way! The best of both worlds. –Dr G. Sideridis, Harvard Medical School

	Your books have been monumental readings to me. –G. Kyriakides, Training Director, Human Asset Ltd.

	You made me laugh aloud several times. I keep thinking about the cartoons and smile inside me. Congratulations on your wonderful book. You have done an amazing job. –T. Maria, Lawyer
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	A friend recommended that I should follow the ‘Ro’ therapy. Thank you for your contribution to making our life more beautiful. –V. Anthoulakis, Army Officer
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	I enjoy reading your books! They improve my mood. They were exactly what I needed and have helped me in my personal and professional development. Keep writing in the same spirit. –T. Elissavet

	Incredible writing style, with so much humour, that someone may indeed consider changing his or her habits. Check it out. I do not know the author; I was impressed and just wished to express it. –Andria’s blog

	If you could cast a spell on Angelos Rodafinos, what would it do? ... Make him write a third book. –P. Megremis
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Preface

	Many people who come across my book Idiots are Invincible nod in agreement, thinking of someone other than themselves. However, no one has ever uttered the words: “Indeed, the author is right, we are invincible.” It seems that idiots may be nothing more than a myth, as I have yet to come across one!

	The truth is that when I started writing the book, I had certain individuals in mind: the boss who doesn't listen, the professor who is too strict, the referee who is too firm, the careless driver, the rude employee, the clumsy waitress, the colleague who is always late, the overly pushy salesperson, the overbearing mother-in-law, and generally anyone who doesn't “behave the way they should”, i.e., in a way that we would like them to. Of course, this doesn't include individuals with mental disabilities, but rather those with a different outlook and behaviour than our own.

	At some point, however, I realized that in many areas of my life, such as manager, professor, driver, and co-worker, I often found myself in the role of the "idiot" in other people's eyes. I wasn't always performing up to their standards, and I noticed that I even held myself to irrational standards such as "everyone must love me," "my house must always be clean," or "I must be a good partner, manager, father, son, friend..." These thoughts and expectations inevitably led to issues and imbalances both for myself and those around me.

	If some books can change your life, I am confident that the present one will help you to change, if not the conditions in your life, at least the way you think and how you see your life–for the better.

	At least this is what several hundreds of the thousands of readers of Idiots are Invincible who have contacted me in the past few years have claimed.

	If what you have tried so far has not produced the desired results, and if your approach to life is not working out the way you would like, it may be time to try something new–absorb the ideas described in the following pages and test the “Ro” method for yourself. You have absolutely nothing to lose but a little time.

	If my prediction is right and the claim many readers have made is valid, the immediate benefits of reading this book are likely to include the following:

	–More effective problem solving

	–Better decisions and choices

	–Improved interpersonal relationships

	–Less tension, anxiety, worry and guilt

	–A stronger immune system

	–A feeling of control

	–Increased self-esteem

	–A healthier body

	–A more pleasant and satisfying life

	Enough with the promotion.

	At www.rodafinos.weebly.com you will find the ... Idiots’ Club a.k.a. Boneheads’ Academy Blog, where you can share your stories and your ideas for dealing with idiots and adverse situations. Research (e.g., Pennebaker et al., 1988) showed that talking about our problems or writing them in a diary or a simple piece of paper–even if we throw it away and never show it to the person who caused our grievance–is related to a more efficient immune system and better overall health. Arm yourselves with pen and paper and ... move over Anna Frank!

	Record your stories concerning the town planning committee supervisor, the grumpy newsagent, your schoolteacher, the tax office clerk, your boyfriend, or girlfriend, etc. Remember to add what you did to feel better and view things differently. Do not forget that we are often the ‘idiots’ for others (and that may be at this moment they are writing about us) ... and even for ourselves.

	 

	Enjoy!

	 

	Dr Ro

	 

	
The end
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	I think the most unfair thing about life is the way it ends. I mean, life is tough. It takes up a lot of your time. What do you get at the end of it? A death! What’s that, a bonus? I think the life cycle is all backward. You should die first; get it out of the way. Then you live at an old age home. You get kicked out when you’re too young, you get a gold watch, and you go to work. You work for forty years until you’re young enough to enjoy your retirement! You go to college, you do drugs, and alcohol, you party, you have sex, and you get ready for high school. You go to grade school, you become a kid, you play, you have no responsibilities, you become a baby, you go back into the womb, and you spend your last nine months floating ... You finish off as a gleam in somebody’s eye. –Sean Morey, Reverse cycle life

	



	


WHAT A NICE way to start, from the end. Kind of unusual for a book. But this is an unusual book, for unusual people. I am confident that its content will mark the end of a period in your life and the beginning of another, becoming an important aid in reducing negative thoughts and emotions, and living healthier and happier. Now, off we go!

	Story: Some escape!

	On a cold and rainy winter afternoon at an airport, a 12-year-old boy observed several passengers at an airport, waiting for an update on their flight, which was delayed. They looked worn out and glum.

	“How come those people look so tired?” he asked his father.

	“Perhaps because adult life is tough,” replied the father.

	“You mean I will also become like that when I grow up?” the twelve-year-old asked.

	Taking a minute to think, his father responded:

	“Some people manage to escape.”
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	Is this how I will be when I grow up? I think I will pass!

	Who manages to “escape?” What kind of coping strategies do people implement when faced with life’s challenges? Why is it that some individuals never seem to be able to cope while others appear to encounter less adversity in their lives?

	These are the questions that intrigued several distinguished researchers, including Paul Stolts, the University of Pennsylvania professor who shared the previous story, and, of course, myself!

	To answer these questions, though, the first thing is to understand, well, how you are doing.

	How are you doing?

	When asked this question, participants in my lectures and workshops are unenthusiastic. Many of them sound very frustrated. A usual response is, “Blah; I am always on the run; no time, too much stress!” As the conversation starts rolling, questions arise.

	“What is stress?”

	“Is it normal?”

	“Can stress be useful?”

	“What are the health consequences of excessive stress?”

	“I don’t have stress. Is this dangerous?”

	You will have to read the following chapters, to find answers to all these questions. To get us started, though, I will answer just a couple, selectively, right here.

	The first thing to know about stress is that many people believe that feeling stressed day and night is the natural state of life. This is not true. Excessive stress may be common but is not healthy. Negative emotions produce hormones that affect our body and, in the long term, our health and well-being. Too little stress, on the other hand, may also be harmful!

	When I ask, “Who in this group thinks has the most problems to deal with?” most individuals put their hands up–they think it is them.

	Here are some more brief answers/teasers to frequently asked questions.

	Q.: “Are there some “lucky individuals” who were born with superior resistance to stress? Is it possible to be entirely “insensitive?” What can one do to reduce (or increase) stress?”

	A.: “Yes. No. A lot.”

	Q.: “If I read this book, will I be able to get rid of stress for good?”

	A.: Okay, I will answer this one as well, for the sake of marketing the book. I guess the answer is like the one to the question “If I take a bath, will I smell nice forever?” or “If I eat a lot, will I feel hungry again?” The reduction, or rather, stress management, needs to be a continuous, life-long process.

	Q.: “What’s in it for me if I reduce stress?”

	A.: The benefits of stress management include, among other things, better interpersonal relationships, a more efficient immune system and fewer diseases, a pleasant and more satisfying life, and making a significant step towards the realisation of one’s potential.

	Isn’t it strange? When we have a headache or a stomach ache we share our problem with everyone around us, visit the doctor, follow the prescription, try “alternative or complementary medicine,”1 we even follow the advice of quacks.

	On the other hand, when we suffer from excessive stress or are dissatisfied with our work, our relationships, or our lives, all we do is complain to those people who are unable to help us to resolve our issues.

	At the same time, there is so much talk about stress daily without anyone ever saying enough. I sincerely hope that the content of this book will become a significant aid for the rest of your life.

	In this relatively simplified manual, I have tried to summarise a series of theories and techniques alongside several everyday serious and funny applications. I have, as much as possible, avoided numerous references and academic citations to scientific studies. My goal is that everyone should understand the material. However, I assure you that (most of) what you are about to read is cross-referenced, with evidence and results from legitimate scientific research; apart, perhaps, from the folk wisdom that stems from the short tales cited. These proffer common knowledge that has been available through the ages.

	Q.: “Do you practice what you preach?”

	A.: I was a champion at 15, a champion-worrier. By that age, I had already received extensive training. My parents were champions too! The Greeks have an outstanding National Worry team. Unfortunately, worrying never became an Olympic event.

	“Do this, don’t do that, you haven’t eaten enough, wear this, watch out, you’ll hurt yourself, be careful, you’ll catch a cold ...”

	That lasted for years. I went through the first 24 years of my life with no idea about the psychological theories and applications described in the following chapters. I certainly wish I had been exposed to them earlier! My life has improved a lot since I read and mastered the related materials. Yet, when I am under pressure, I often neglect to apply the theory. But it certainly has made a significant difference in the way I perceive the world and how I deal with challenges.

	–Spiderman, are you going out? –Yes, Mom. –Put your robe on; you will catch a cold.

	How our mind ... runs

	Al Oerter was an American athlete. He won four consecutive Olympic gold medals in the discus throw and was in top physical condition for at least 16 years. According to Dr Dennis Waitley, when he was in his forties, Al made the following statement:

	“By the time I realised that success is 90 per cent the result of how our mind runs and 10 per cent the result of how we run, I already had the body of a senior citizen! Oh, if only I could be young again; if I could have had this knowledge earlier in my life.”

	We need to train our minds much like we practise and train our bodies. Unfortunately, as I mentioned earlier a single reading of a book, or a week of practice may not suffice to learn to apply all the good ideas that you will read about. They must become habits and part of your way of life. You also need to hang out with the right people, those who will help you stay on the straight and narrow when things get tough. Because, while I cannot warranty that things will always run smoothly, I can warranty that there will be setbacks.

	Some of you may well wonder:

	“Is that true? Can we learn psychological skills to feel better when things are not the way we would like them to be?”

	I am confident that you will learn several valuable techniques and enjoy this reading. Go ahead, turn the pages, and flick through the book for a brief preview. No, do not read the end yet! For some reason, a lot of readers (including me) do that. See if you can exercise self-control and resist the impulse.

	THE WAY FORWARD

	The book includes three parts. The first part is theoretical and as such, slightly “heavier” than the other two. All parts fit together though and should preferably be read in order. More specifically ...

	Part I: A little theory.

	In the first part I define stress, refer to the common sources of stress (which include “the idiots” in our life), and discuss whether personality traits are related to the way individuals perceive and experience stress. The effects of excessive stress on physical and psychological health are discussed next.

	Part II: Coping with stress.

	In the second part, I make the distinction between healthy and unhealthy responses to stress and present the basic principles of stress management.

	You can’t stop the birds of worry from flying over your head–but you can keep them from building their nest in your hair. –Martin Luther King

	Although we cannot get rid of anxiety and negative emotions, we can reduce their frequency, intensity, and duration.

	This section introduces the “Ro”2 method, a simple, yet sophisticated problem-solving formula that can help you deal with annoying people, situations, and your thoughts. It is a dependable and fool-proof method that you can apply to any type of problem you are facing today or may face in the future.

	Part III: A day in the life of Don Stressote.

	Part Three of the book recounts a day in the life of Don Stressote–a modern-day Don Quixote.

	The hero, who has just finished reading the theoretical section and is, therefore, a proud graduate of the Ro method, attempts to apply what he has learnt, from the moment he wakes up to the moment he returns home exhausted.

	Armed with courage and stoicism, Don confronts the monsters and the dragons (the idiots3) of the 21st century: his partner who got to the toilet first and is now studying Rodafinos’ book insensitive to the needs of others, the chubby guy in the tiny European lift who squeezes him into the corner, the traffic, his stupid boss, the disgruntled and impervious client, as well as the most problematic person of all–himself and his irrational expectations!

	Don differs from other mere mortals, thanks to his humour, his determination and commitment, and his carefully designed plan of action on how to deal with minor annoyances and major upsets. When he wakes up every morning, Don reminds himself: 

	“I won’t let any idiot ruin my day, because this is MY day!”
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	This is MY day!

	Don’s ability to maintain the appropriate distance from every problem is of the utmost importance. He can put things into perspective, offering every event the necessary attention and nothing more.

	All this takes place in the final part of the book. By that time, readers will understand a) why they have read several hundred pages of this book, b) who they are, and c) what they are doing on this planet. They will also find the answers to several other philosophical and ... metaphysical questions.

	Tips for readers

	I have always been impressed by scepticism and the ability (or inability) of the human brain for critical thought. People are quick to believe that there are 300 billion stars in The Milky Way, our galaxy, without insisting on counting them. Yet, if you tell them that a wall or a staircase is freshly painted, they need to test it with their finger. I admit, I used to be one of them, and made several mistakes, even when borrowing information for my lectures and my books. We are equally gullible to star signs, coffee-grind readings, psychics,4 and tarot cards. Instead, we should take some time to examine the reliability of the source and the validity of the argument before we rush to embrace and repost every ridiculous theory we read about.

	Some of the ideas presented in this book (much like my previous one Prince to Frog and Vice Versa), may initially appear slightly strange. Whichever way you perceive them, work to maintain a critical view. Do not accept everything you read. You are entitled to your own opinion.5 Think, question, and cross-reference the information.

	The material in this book is suitable for readers with analytical thinking skills, those who are interested in stress and problem-solving and want to organise their thoughts or add more information to their existing knowledge.6 On the other hand, cognitive misers, those who wish to avoid spending a lot of time and effort reading everything there is to read, may want to skim through the first part. If you happen to fit in that category and want to feel better right now, make sure you read the Ro method (Chapter 8) and then go straight to the third part, which presents everyday applications of the theory described in the first two parts.

	Test: True or False?

	Before we begin, why don’t we–why don’t you–perform a test to check your knowledge of stress?

	Grab a pen and paper (if you still remember how to use them).

	Now write T (True) or F (False) for each statement on a piece of paper (else on a file on your notepad, iBook etc.).7

	–Too many good things in a row can make you sick.

	–Traffic congestion can raise your blood pressure.

	–Stress, behaviour, and some personality traits can increase one’s chances of becoming ill.

	–Most headaches are caused by muscle tension.

	–Stress can affect the course of cancer.

	–Stress is the best substrate for the activation and multiplication of various pathogenic microorganisms, as it decreases the effectiveness of the immune system.

	–Individuals can moderate the frequency, intensity, duration and, as a result, the consequences, or effects of stress.

	–Personal development efforts, such as training in emotional management, health education, and behaviour modification (nutrition, exercise, and smoking cessation) contribute to better physical and psychological health.

	–A sense of humour can buffer the effects of stress.

	–Married people live longer and have 30 per cent higher incomes.

	I hope these questions have sparked your interest. The answers are ... somewhere in this book.8 It seems that you will have to read on.

	Let us begin!

	 

	 

	


PART I: A LITTLE THEORY

	I want to move to theory. Everything works in theory. –John Cash

	 

	 

	ARE YOU stressed? If yes, join the club.

	Stress can be useful or detrimental. Many studies have shown, however, that excessive stress is harmful to just about anyone. The extent of the adverse effects of stress depends on several factors, such as genes, general physical condition, diet and lifestyle, etc. Do not despair, though, because there are several cognitive and behavioural stress management techniques and methods to help you deal with stress and reduce its undesirable effects.

	In this Part, we will answer the following questions:

	What is stress?

	What or who creates stress?

	Is stress generated from the outside or the inside?

	If you feel pressure and stress, what senses allow you to experience these feelings? Can you see stress? Hear it? Catch it and kick it away? Smell it? Taste it and season it?

	Are some people born “stressed?”

	Is stress “necessary?”

	 

	 

	
1. Stress? What is that?

	Stress is when you wake up screaming and you realise ... you haven’t fallen asleep yet. –Anonymous

	 

	 

	ONCE UPON a time, in a small south European country, I gave a talk to Greek repatriates from Russia. During the lecture, the participants righteously complained about the numerous challenges they were facing. Unemployment, below-standard living conditions, no health insurance for themselves or their loved ones, discrimination, and poor treatment by the Greeks.

	I was stunned. I had just returned from my postgraduate studies in Australia, where the living standards and quality of life are comparably high, and where certain things, that in other nations are considered luxuries, are taken for granted.

	Since that day, I have talked to various audiences–several thousands of people in total. I have addressed entrepreneurs whose businesses were generating millions of Euros. They also told me they had numerous problems and a lot of stress because ... they had lots of money! I came to think that money, or the lack of it, may not be the real problem.
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	Is this a problem or what: Which one should I buy?

	I asked an old classmate of mine how he was doing. He replied, sadly, that he had no work. On the other hand, I keep complaining that I have too much work. I concluded that our employment situation may not be the major source of stress, either.

	Some people believe that if they had a car, their life would be easier. Those who live in large and populated cities curse the moment they must use their car to drive to their destination. They automatically think of the traffic and the stress related to searching for somewhere to park.

	I was now officially confused.

	HOW ARE YOU FEELING?

	I always begin my talks by asking participants to evaluate their mood at that moment, using a Likert scale from 1 = excellent to 5 = lousy. As you can probably guess, replies vary substantially.

	Story: I have her/him to hug ...

	A couple of years ago, I was lecturing to my students at City College. “Well, how are they feeling?” you might well ask. On the other hand, you may not. Whether you ask or not, I will tell you. How would you expect them to feel? Poor students ... Most of them stated that, other than the burden of studying, they were still single although they wished they had a partner, someone to hug during those quiet nights. They would prefer those restless nights that seem to last forever. At that point, a minority of students confessed that they had a lot of stress because they had too many partners to hug and that their nights were busy and never enough.

	“Relationships,” I thought, “what an important area! It might well be the most important facet of our lives. Besides, whenever I run a counselling session–irrespective of the nature of the problem that prompted the discussion–we almost always end up dealing with interpersonal relationships.” Isn’t that interesting?

	Another group of people confirmed my theory about the importance of relationships, unexpectedly. For a few years, I taught in a lifelong learning program for 40 to 60-year-young teachers. I made the mistake of asking them about their lives.

	“How are you guys doing?”

	While my 20-year-old students moaned and groaned about not having anyone to hug, this group responded:

	“How do you think we’re doing? Lousy!”

	To explain, the married teachers eagerly added:

	“We’ve got him/her to hug,” pointing at each other.
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	I have HER to hug ...

	Money, work, relationships ... are these the major sources of stress? If not, then what is it that makes us feel the way we do?

	As I continue the initial exercise, I collect all the “how are you feeling” answers and explain, jokingly, that those who scored high (1 = excellent, 2 = pretty good) can leave the class; the rest should stay ... because they need help!

	My next question relates to the cause:

	“Why do you think you are feeling the way you do?”

	Some look at me puzzled. Others rush to answer. Their replies are usually excuses, such as:

	“I haven’t had my first coffee yet. I have not slept well or enough. I have relationship problems. I am too busy/overworked, tired, drained, shuttered, wiped out, worn out, exhausted.”

	To these complaints, I exclaim:

	“Well, what about the weather? You forgot the weather! Doesn’t the weather affect our mood?”

	“Of course,” they hasten to add, agreeing and nodding positively. They wonder, “How could we have forgotten about the weather?”

	Does the weather affect us?

	Well, I usually feel miserable and unhappy. However, when the weather is good, my mood changes. I feel ... unhappy and miserable. –Arkas

	Personal observations indicate that the same individuals who whinge about the weather in winter, “Damn! It is so cold; it is raining again. They promised me it would not rain,” also complain in the spring and summer, “Whew! I cannot stand the heat; I had enough; what lousy weather! Must be the bloody greenhouse effect.”

	As we will see later, the weather can indeed affect our mood. Those who complain have not realised, yet, that they can change the weather. Did you know that? No? Then keep reading.

	The next question I ask participants, and now you, my dear readers, is:

	“Okay, how long do you think you will remain in the present state and mood?”

	“... Huh? ... Well, I guess until the problems are solved.”

	“What if you never get the job you deserve, or the house, or the car of your dreams? Will you carry on complaining, being negative and unhappy for the next 10, 20, or 30 years? Let me know, so I can find someone else to hang out with.”
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	Dead silence ...

	The silence that follows assures me that I have made my point. However, there is more work to do. Stay with me.

	Like you, I have often wondered about the real factors that affect the way we feel. I think I have come up with a decent answer. You can read about it later, in the section that refers to stress management techniques (Chapter 5).

	WHAT IS MORE IMPORTANT?

	Put your thinking hat on:

	“What’s more important: how much money we have, how much knowledge we have, or how we feel?”

	When I had to answer the above question while reading Dr Wayne Dyer’s book,9 I found myself thinking, mouth wide open:

	 “How true! What am I supposed to do with millions, if in the effort to acquire them, I lose my health, I allow my relationships to deteriorate, feel bad about myself, and have no fun and waste my life?”

	What would you wish more for your kids and loved ones: money and knowledge, or the ability to live a good and healthy life, and enjoy beautiful relationships, festivities, fanfare, joy, laughter, and happiness?

	Although the first two elements (money and knowledge) appear significant, it does not matter how much knowledge and cash I accumulate if I cannot feel good about myself and the people around me. By the way, I believe that feeling well (psychologically and physically) can assist tremendously in acquiring both knowledge and money. For instance, children who feel good about themselves and others in the class will be more motivated to study hard.

	If we agree that feeling good is more important than either money or knowledge, then where are those school classes that teach us how to manage our emotions?

	Wouldn’t it be great if in school (or at the university), alongside the broad-scoped knowledge in geography, history, math, and all the other useful and useless classes we must take, they also taught us techniques on how to feel good when things are not going so well? Had they taught us how to manage stress and negative emotions, we would not need to rush to the nearest psychologist for support.

	Anyone who goes to a psychiatrist ought to have his head examined. –Samuel Goldwyn

	How high is Mount Olympus?

	For a worrying number of years, I have been waiting for someone to ask me the height of Mount Olympus. I have chiselled this piece of knowledge deep into my memory, as required by my primary school teacher.

	“Olympus is 2,917 meters high. You’d better remember that well!”

	But is it so important to know the height of the famous Mount Olympus? Possibly. General knowledge is at least ... generally useful. Yet, no one has asked me its height. Hence, I cannot argue that this piece of knowledge has proved useful, so far. I am still waiting patiently, though. Someone will eventually ask me, won’t they? Then, I will be able to tell them:

	“Ha! At last! I have been waiting for you all my life. It is 2,917 meters high, sir. Yes sir. That’s how high Mount Olympus is.”

	It could happen soon; if not today then someday. My hopes were high in 2004, during the Athens Olympics.

	“Maybe someone will make the connection,” I thought, “and ask me.”

	Now that the Olympics have been and gone, I guess it has become even less likely.

	Please do not misunderstand me. I am not arguing that encyclopaedic knowledge is useless. Far from it. Among other things I have learnt, the following not only assist me in putting things into the right perspective, but I still hold on to the belief that they could prove useful facts to know someday:

	–The United States bought Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million, i.e., for less than two cents per acre, and Manhattan from the Indians for 24 dollars. We learn from history! (Perhaps I should invest in unexplored frozen territories. Who knows, maybe in 50 years I will be wealthy.)

	–When flocks of bats leave a cave, they always turn left before flying off. (I have not verified the validity of this statement, but just to be on the safe side, I suggest you enter the cave from the other side, to avoid bats landing on your face.)

	–You share the same birthday with approximately 19.2 million10 other people around the world. (Bummer. I thought I was special ... Happy birthday to us all! Perhaps we should organise a joint party, invite 10 to 20 friends each, and split the expense. We can meet each other and test the theory of astrology, which affirms that our personalities should be similar. We are Leos after all.)

	Useful information, isn’t it? I am, however, under the impression that we have overlooked certain rather important areas of knowledge. Perhaps we ought to re-examine the priorities and the aims and objectives of the traditional school curriculum.

	Yet, if we decided to teach people emotion management, has science discovered the necessary knowledge? If so, is it available for all? Can we learn to change the way we feel, even when external circumstances justify (or “impose,” as many people think) feeling bad? I would argue that such knowledge is available, hitherto untapped by most.

	SO, WHAT IS STRESS?

	While everyone around us is talking about it and everyone appears to know a lot, it seems that no one knows what it is. It is very much like the definition of love. Indeed, although most people seek love and wish to reduce stress, very few can define the terms. Watch closely. Here is another exercise I enjoy doing in my seminars to support the argument I have just made.

	Putting on my most serious face, I instruct participants:

	“I’ll give you three minutes to think and record on a sheet of paper the answer to the question “What is stress.” Then, I will select three of you to come up onto the stage and give us their definition. Next, you will judge them by awarding marks, and we will eventually decide on the best description. By the way, the ratings you receive will count towards your final grade. Let us go! Your time starts ... now!”

	Some participants start looking for that pen they have somewhere in their briefcase. Others remember suddenly that they wanted to use the bathroom. The rest are looking for handkerchiefs, shuffling papers on their desks, and fidgeting around on their chair. Their reactions are typical; as I move closer, some avoid eye contact by looking down. Why? Because the level of stress in the room has increased significantly!

	Way before the end of the three minutes, I peer over the seats of two or three individuals and stare into their eyes, as if I were testing their responses to decide whether to pick them to get up onto the stage.

	A classic response is to look away and sink deeper into their seats. Occasionally, I get a straight look in the eyes from those confident enough to stand up and present their ideas or those who enjoy showing off.

	When the three minutes are up, I try making eye contact with as many people as I can, slowly looking around the room from one side to the other ...

	Then, I tell participants, “Don’t panic. I am not going to examine anyone. You can relax. I used the exercise to help you experience a little of what we have been talking about, i.e., stress.”

	“...Thanks, mate, appreciated!” they reply, relieved, and start packing up their notes.

	I then ask for their definitions, in a non-threatening tone this time.

	Wait! Your turn first! Although I am not near you right now, stop arguing that you do not have a pen, or that it is time for a break, because it is not, at least not yet. What would you tell your seven-year-old if she asked you?

	Stress is ...
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	Record your definition of stress above. Now!

	Before we move on to your definition of stress, consider that one of the most common replies is that it is something you feel.

	“I am under a lot of pressure” or “I am feeling very stressed” are expressions used by most of us in everyday life.

	If stress is indeed something we feel, then which of the five known senses do we use to do that? Can we see, touch, smell, taste, or hear it?

	“Of course not!” I bet you would hasten to reply, were you here with me now.

	However, even though we cannot feel it by using one of the known senses, we all experience some form of stress in our everyday life. In this case, how can we argue that we feel it? With which of our senses?11 Allow me to enlighten you.

	The answer is that we can feel our body’s responses to stress, as well as its immediate effects. We can also observe how someone perceives and experiences stress.

	As we will discuss later, both the perception and the responses to stress caused by identical events may vary substantially between two individuals.

	“Real” stress

	The midnight news on Uranus ended with the weather forecast.

	“Tomorrow Monday the temperature will range between 18 and 23 degrees Celsius. The S.P.I. (Stress Particle Index) may exceed the 250 S.U. (Stress Unit) safety limits, while there is the chance of local storms.”

	The citizens of Uranus prepared their anti-stress umbrellas for the following day and went to bed. You see, on Uranus, stress fell from the clouds in the form of visible yellow and blue polka-dot particles and was ... quite painful!

	If you are an earthling, you may find this news strange, but it is probably the inhabitants of Uranus who would be puzzled to find out that on Earth stress cannot be seen, felt, smelt, tasted, or heard. That lifts do not have specific mechanisms that produce vibrations and sounds to terrify claustrophobic people. That buildings do not have hinges to move around and scare people who suffer from a fear of heights. Uranians would be surprised to hear that on Earth stress exists only between the ears of each earthling and not a foot away from under their very nose.12
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	According to the weather report, there will be a stress storm tomorrow. I must remember to take my anti-stress umbrella and ... helmet!

	So, what is stress? Here is one of the most popular definitions:

	“Stress is the response of the body to any event that threatens–or is perceived to threaten–our well-being and exceeds (or at least we think it exceeds) our ability to cope with it” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).13

	Good or bad?

	Can stress be positive? Record your response to this question:

	Yes ... No ...

	Pressure and stress are the common cold of the psyche.

	–Andrew Denton

	There is a slight confusion in the use of the words stress and anxiety. Let us clarify the issue. Stress refers to the demands for adjustment, without necessarily distinguishing between the negative or positive emotions associated with it. Anxiety, on the other hand, refers to negative emotions only.14

	The answer to the question above is “yes.” There is positive (eustress) and negative stress (distress). As we will see later, a certain degree of stress is necessary, to experience what Dr Peter Hansen calls the joy of stress!

	Does eustress also pose a threat?

	Indeed! Except, eustress poses less threat compared to the effects of distress. One could even argue that the physiological responses to positive and negative stress are similar, as illustrated in the example below.

	A mother learns that her son died during the Second World War (the letter with the bad news took some time to arrive because it was mailed by regular and not express post). Her blood pressure rises, she feels shattered, and she wobbles, shakes, and stutters. Given her old age, potential consequences could include a stroke or heart attack.

	If she recovers and survives until next week, she will offer us the opportunity to examine an example of positive stress. Let us assume (this is our story; we write the script) that mum survives.

	Within the next week, her son, who was mistakenly presumed dead, returns (he walked back from Japan; that is why he was late) and, not having mum’s mobile number to inform her of his imminent arrival, rings the doorbell.

	His mother, seeing her beloved son, reacts in a manner very similar to last week, when she found out about his death. She feels shattered, her blood pressure rises, and she shakes, wobbles, and stutters. She is a week older now, and the danger of a stroke or a heart attack is possible.

	Conclusion: any event, pleasant or unpleasant, that requires adjustment may cause a range of physiological and psychological responses. Hence, an alternative definition of stress by the late Austrian Dr Hans Selye, the “father” of ... Stress-o-logy, states:

	“Stress is the non-specific response of the body towards any demand for adjustment imposed, irrespective of whether the demand is placed by pleasant or unpleasant situations.”

	Sitting in the dentist’s chair may be as stressful as a passionate kiss with your beloved, argued Selye. Who would avoid the latter because of the stress it generates?
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	Feel free to kiss me; I promise I can handle it ...

	By the way, if you do not have problems, raise your hand! Do you know someone who has no stress?

	I know several people, except ... they are six feet under! Only the dead have zero stress (although those who have caught the elevator to the “underworld” could be in a slightly detrimental position!).

	Excessive stress is the problem

	Stress is not only unavoidable but also normal; in a way, it is a necessary element of human existence. Yes, you have read correctly, stress is normal. The absence of stress is abnormal and may have consequences like those of excessive stress.

	Stress does not necessarily produce negative consequences, unless a) it occurs quite frequently, b) lasts long, or c) has high intensity. The frequency, duration, and intensity of stress are the factors that make all the difference. People suffer and occasionally die not of excessive stress, but because of their erroneous perception of the stressful event and because of their poor coping responses.

	Consequently, a certain degree of stress, what researchers call an “optimal” level of arousal, is necessary.

	Stress is the spice of life. –Hans Selye

	The optimal level of arousal

	According to the Law of Inverted U (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908), there is an optimal amount of stress, which activates us and brings out our best. The optimal level of arousal differs slightly between individuals and is dependent on the nature and the difficulty of each task. For instance, the optimal level of arousal required by a boxer, or a 100-meter sprinter (high) is different from that of a volleyball player (average), and a chess player (low).

	When the level of arousal exceeds the ideal (excessive stress), some or all the symptoms of stress such as reduced concentration, and increased blood pressure, appear. If the individual remains in this state for a long time, burnout may occur. Conversely, when the arousal level is too low (with little or no stress), a person may experience boredom and a lack of energy. They will likely “stagnate,” if there is no stimulation for an extended period.

	Therefore, a certain degree of stress is necessary to remain healthy, to be creative, and to feel satisfied. The aim, therefore, is not always to reduce but to effectively manage stress. Indeed, many times it is necessary to increase the degree of stress in our lives ... so that we do not feel as stressed! We will, therefore, discuss the conscious and efficient adjustment (increase or decrease) of stress. In other words, “Hurray for stress!”–if we know how to adjust it at will.

	You never will be the person you can be if pressure, tension, and discipline are taken out of your life. –James Bilkey

	There are many ways to manage stress, and awareness of these techniques and strategies helps regulate the three ever-important variables: the frequency, intensity, and duration of our responses to stimuli. However, this will be the subject of discussion in a later chapter on problem-solving and the effective regulation of stress. Let us first examine the sources of stress.

	 

	 

	
2. Sources of stress

	Contemporary stress: you have a list of 15 phone numbers to reach your family of three! –Anonymous

	 

	 

	WHAT IS the primary cause of stress in your everyday life? What do you daily see yourself doing that you do not like? What is the problem? Your finances, other people, your relationships, your kids, your work and your boss, traffic, pollution, your health, the dessert in the fridge that is, without a doubt, going to end up in your stomach?

	Exercise: What stresses me out

	Recall and record a recent stressful experience:

	 

	Alternatively, complete the following sentences:

	I get bored when ...

	 

	I am tired of ...

	 

	I get irritated by ...

	 

	I cannot stand ...

	 

	When I set this exercise, the most common answers by participants include the following:

	–my relationships with others (their opinion of me, their lack of understanding and communication, their inconsistencies, their rudeness, the fact that I always need to nag them)

	–my partner (e.g., when they do not call, wash the dishes)

	–loneliness

	–my relationship with myself

	–failure

	–traffic jams

	–waiting

	–lack of money, time, sleep

	–office politics, job dissatisfaction

	–noise, pollution, crime.
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	I worry when I have nothing to worry about! I know, it is worrying, isn’t it?

	Strangely enough, what is extremely difficult or incredibly dull for one person can be very enjoyable for another, and vice versa. For example, think of exercise, work, and fishing. Even the most pleasant activities such as travelling, sex, or sleep can sometimes be unpleasant or undesirable.

	Modern sources of stress

	What are the most common sources of stress these days? Are they different from the “Good old days?”

	Consider the following:

	–If we divide the last 50,000 years of our existence into lifetimes of approximately 62 years each, then there have been about 800 such lifetimes. Of these 800, fully 650 were spent in caves. Only during the last seventy lifetimes has it been possible to communicate effectively from one lifetime to another–as writing made it possible to do. Only in the past six lifetimes did masses of men ever see a printed word. Only in the last four has it been possible to measure time with any precision. Only in the last two has anyone anywhere used an electric motor. And the overwhelming majority of all the material goods we use in daily life today have been developed within the present, the 800th lifetime.15

	–In the last-but-one lifetime, the fastest mode of transport was the horse. The changes that have occurred over the last lifetime are dramatic. Today we can comfortably travel 10,000 kilometres in a single day!

	–Every day we receive around several thousand times more stimuli than a hundred years ago and, as if that were not enough, existing knowledge doubles every five years (in some scientific fields).

	–A hundred years ago, deaths from cancer or heart disease were almost unknown (mainly because people died earlier of another disease before they reach the age where cancer and heart disease developed). Today, half the fatalities associated with the 10 most important causes of death are mainly due to behavioural habits.

	–According to a comparison of self-reported stress in three different periods (1983, 2006, and 2009), the levels of stress increased a little during the 2008-9 economic downturn but increased more for certain groups, such as younger adults and those with low socioeconomic status (Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2012).

	An American journalist once asked Hans Selye if, given the dramatic increase in stress levels, parents and teachers should teach us how to cope with it more effectively. Selye questioned the assumption about the elevation in stress levels and suggested that every stage of life has its problems. A century ago, we may not have had the threat of a nuclear war, but there were cholera and the plague, that wiped out entire towns and villages. Every age has its uncertainty, as is the case during the lifetime of an individual: you may be healthy today and ill tomorrow; wealthy one day and poor the next.

	A TAXONOMY

	Theorists have used several approaches to categorize the sources of stress.16 Among others, these include categories according to the type of problem that creates stress, the characteristics of the situation, time, internal or external factors, etc. As one would expect, these categories often have several common elements. Let us explore some of these in more detail. We will discuss:

	A. Dilemma, pressure, frustration, and change (daily stressors and important life events)

	B. Loss, guilt, entrapment, boredom

	C. Sources of stress at work, and

	D. Internal and external stressors.

	See if you can identify your sources of stress and examine how they fit into the “boxes” suggested by the experts.

	A. Dilemma, pressure, frustration, and change

	According to the first distinction, sources of stress may fall into one of the above categories.

	The first category is Dilemmas. Conflicts of needs, decision-making, and having to choose between alternative options (even if both are positive or pleasant) can be quite stressful. This category includes three sub-sets:

	a) Approach-Approach (as in Caretta-Caretta17): when I must choose between two similar and positive–or, at least, attractive–goals or choices. For example: “Shall I go on a date with Kate or Sue?” (“Both!” I hear my more dapper readers reply). “Shall I choose chocolate cake or apple pie?” (“Both!” answer my greedy and potentially chubby readers).

	b) Avoidance-Avoidance: when I must choose between two negative, unattractive, or unpleasant options, I wonder: “Which is the least bad, therefore the better?” For example, “I must go to the dentist, which is unpleasant and painful, or shall I leave it ... for another time?” “Should I remain unemployed, or should I accept a somewhat demeaning job?”

	c) Approach-Avoidance: when there is one goal with both negative and positive aspects. For example, “I am going to ask Penelope out on a date, but what if she turns me down?” “Double cheeseburgers are tasty, but what about the calories?” “Shall I get a divorce or stay married?”
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	The difficulty of choosing between two alternatives was one of Bob’s main sources of stress.

	The second category is Pressure. There are three sub-sets in this category, as well. The pressure to perform or produce more, time pressure (e.g., very little time for the realization of disproportionally numerous tasks), and pressure imposed by social norms, which make us compromise, obey the dictates of society, follow traditions, fashion trends, and behaviour protocols.

	The third category is Frustration. In our efforts to achieve targets that are important to us (professional, familial, or social), we often come up against unforeseen obstacles that block us from achieving our goals. Although we may have tried very hard, external factors such as other people (e.g., our boss, colleagues, family), a marriage, a pregnancy, or an unavoidable house move, often intercept our planned course. Similarly, a loved one’s chronic health problem can put the brakes on our career or personal development.

	Another characteristic example is teenagers who often feel frustrated because their options are limited because of their age and related factors such as lack of money, parental control, differential treatment by other adults, etc.

	One can significantly reduce the intensity and effects of this type of stress by examining and modifying his/her “irrational expectations.”18

	The fourth category is Change. According to the definition of stress above, changes can generate stress because they place demands on the individual to adapt. Consequently, any event, pleasant or unpleasant, that imposes change can cause stress (acute or chronic). The sources of stress are also divided into Everyday Life Hassles and, Major Life Changes. It appears that the former can be more stressful than the latter.

	Everyday Life Hassles. Stress is an integral part of everyday life. Minor daily problems that create stress include housework, health problems, time pressure, loneliness, insecurity, environmental concerns, financial or work issues, and others.

	According to a survey of middle-aged adults in America, the top 10 daily hassles are:

	Concerns about weight, the health of a family member, rising prices of basic goods, home maintenance, too many things to do, misplacing or losing things, yard work or outside home maintenance, property/investments/taxes, crime, and physical appearance.

	Similarly, according to the same study, sources of joy include, in rank order, a good relationship with one’s spouse or lover, relationships with friends, completion of a project, feeling healthy, sufficient sleep, eating at a restaurant, fulfilment of one’s obligations, visits/phone calls/mail, spending enough time with one’s family, and pleasant living environment.

	Major Life Changes. Certain events have a decisive influence on the life of the individual and are accompanied by–or necessitate–important changes and adjustments. Such sources of stress include “shared” disasters such as earthquakes, fires, and war, but also deaths, family or financial problems, imprisonment, as well as positive changes, such as a wedding, a birth, sudden improvement in finances, holidays, travel, etc.

	Believing that the future will be just like the present (only ... shinier and more comfortable, with fewer buttons) is absurd. In the words of Kelly Morgan, “Changes are inevitable and not always controllable. What can be controlled is how you manage, react to and work through the change.”

	Holmes and Rahe (1970) developed the Social Readjustment Scale,19 a questionnaire in which respondents record the changes that have occurred in their life over the last six months.

	The scale contains a points table ranging from 15 (Christmas holidays) to 100 (death of a relative) for every stress-inducing change. Marriage is placed in the middle of the scale with 50 points! The overall score is calculated by adding all the points. The researchers found that 80 per cent of individuals who scored over 300 in their study suffered from a serious health problem during the next six months of the study. Only 33 per cent of those with a total score below 150, i.e., those who had fewer changes in their lives, fell ill.

	Critics of this study have pointed out several deficiencies, including the fact that the scale does not consider significant variables such as one’s perception of the event, personality, or differing responses to the same situation. Moreover, the number of negative events included in the questionnaire is disproportionally bigger than the number of positive ones.

	Other researchers using this scale were able to demonstrate the correlation between psychological stress (positive or negative) and a significant number of physical symptoms and ailments. Yet, due to the correlational design of the studies, one cannot surmise any cause and effect.

	Before you become stressed out, we should note that even if an individual attains a high score on the scale, people with a tendency for illness are usually in poor physical and psychological condition anyway. These individuals do not have at their disposal the techniques for dealing with stress that you will acquire if you choose to carry on reading!

	Many will wonder: “Is it true that stress is cumulative?” Most certainly. For example, traffic problems and poor transport conditions steadily increase our arterial blood pressure. Small, everyday problems (e.g., it is raining, the bus is late, a flat tyre, a problem at work, interpersonal conflicts), can often accumulate and end up being more stressful than other seemingly more significant events.

	Similarly, many positive events in a row can also ... cause stress and make us ill! On the other hand, previous successful stress management experiences can help us deal more effectively with similar situations in the future.20

	B. Loss, guilt, entrapment, and boredom

	Several therapists believe that the following four factors operate subconsciously and create chronic stress:

	a) Loss. Examples of this source of stress are theft or damage to material goods (wallet, bicycle, car, etc.). As expected, a common type of loss is separation/divorce or the death of a loved one. Statistical data confirm that when an elderly partner passes out, the health of the other deteriorates, and s/he may pass out too within six months.

	b) Guilt. An unpleasant emotion is created when the individual believes that they have not behaved according to their values and principles or those imposed by their social environment. For example, one may experience guilt when s/he considers him/herself responsible for adverse events, not living up to one’s values and standards

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	C. Sources of stress at work: When work becomes slavery.
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