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Prologue
The Delta flight touched down at Palm Beach International Airport. I allowed myself a sigh of relief. After three days of intensive negotiations with financial institutions, I felt confident that at last we could meet the deadline. My company had spent almost a million dollars on project development and had until December 31 to obtain fifty million dollars. If I failed to secure the financing commitment by year-end, we would lose a major contract and the project would collapse. It was Friday, December 13.
As I drove to my office, I thought about Christmas, my wife, and my three-year-old daughter. The last four months had been the busiest–and scariest–of my life. My family and I had not seen much of each other. Now that would change!
It was nearly 5:30 p.m. and the office was deserted. The phone was ringing. I hesitated. I did not want to keep my family waiting for the good news, but perhaps it was my wife. I picked up the phone.
I was surprised to hear the voice of the Chief Financial Officer of the engineering firm that had worked hand-in-hand with us during the financing stage. I felt a surge of adrenaline. Was something wrong?
"You don't want to hear this, John," the CFO said. "After you left, the bank pulled out."
My breath caught in my throat. My heart slammed like a sledge hammer. "It can't happen."
It did happen. On a Friday the thirteenth! Less than two weeks before Christmas. Three weeks before a 
deadline that, if not met, would result in the loss of a fifty million dollar project. Investors who trusted me would be out one million dollars. I would lose my company. Even worse, I would lose my reputation.
How do you live with a thing like that? How do you walk through the door of your home and face your wife and daughter? How do you sleep at night? Avoid depression? Prepare for Christmas?
Fortunately, you can do all of the above. There are very practicable ways of handling stress. They are simple and quick. By the time I reached home shortly before 7:00 p.m., I was relaxed and ready to spend an enjoyable pre-holiday weekend with my family.
When I returned to my office on Monday morning, I was eager to charge into battle once again. The most valuable weapon in our company arsenal was not the project package we had spent three years assembling–land options, permits, licenses, and contracts. It was not our network of contacts with the financial community. Our most valuable weapon was an ability to handle stress. Without this, we could not have accomplished what we had to during those few critical days.
The way we controlled stress was through a process that I call the "stress-free habit." There is nothing mysterious about it. The components of the process have been used by millions of people throughout the world. It is most effective and most fun when it does, in fact, become a habit and is practiced for ten to twenty minutes once or twice a day.
This book describes the stress-free habit in a way that will allow you to begin practicing it immediately. You will find it benefits you physically, emotionally, and psychologically. It will lower the probability of heart 
attack and stroke; you, like many others, may find that problems such as insomnia, headaches, diarrhea, constipation, and nervous disorders are eliminated. If used regularly, it should help you to succeed in situations where otherwise you would have failed. Because it is a constructive habit, the more you work at it, the more enjoyable and beneficial it becomes. If you wait until you're up against a "Friday the thirteenth'" situation, it may be much more difficult to apply.
Much of this book is devoted to describing people from other cultures–Java, the Yucatan, high Andes, and Sulawesi–who were instrumental in my development of the stress-free habit. These people are members of societies where stress control is a part of the daily routine. The techniques they practice may date back hundreds of years, but, as you will see, modern medical science recently has proven that these techniques are as powerful as many prescription drugs. Unlike the drugs, they have no harmful side effects and are not addictive.
Beginning in 1968 I spent many years traveling throughout the world. I worked as a consultant and taught management skills. During this same period, science was learning some very important truths about stress. One of these was that I came from a society where stress management was held in low esteem while many of my students came from societies where stress is effectively controlled. My society tended to look down its somewhat snobbish nose at stress management techniques and to refer to them in terms like "unscientific," "trendy," and "fraudulent," despite the fact that Harvard Medical School and other prestigious research institutions were proving otherwise and despite the fact that crippling and fatal stress-related 
diseases were reaching near epidemic proportions in my society.
I asked the obvious question: Why? After I found answers, I asked the next obvious question: While teaching business management skills, why not learn stress management skills? The students of the first might well be the best teachers of the second. The Stress-Free Habit is a result of my search for answers to those questions.
Before introducing my students and teachers, I want to acquaint you with some of the other truths modern science has learned about stress. The first chapter will "set the stage," concentrating on a definition of stress, recent scientific findings, and the background of the various techniques.

CHAPTER 1
STRESS IN OUR CULTURE
Early man, seated before a cave trying to light a fire, suffered from stress. In Biblical times, sacrifices were offered to combat it. Shakespeare alluded to it often. Throughout history, soldiers, philosophers, businessmen, politicians, and artists have sought remedies.
Stress has been around as long as humans. It is experienced by individuals in every society. Methods for dealing with stress, however, vary greatly. Medical doctors will tell you: "Stress doesn't kill; the way we react to stress is what kills."
Most people are familiar with how stress influences them mentally and emotionally. Depression, lethargy, lack of motivation, extreme nervousness, an inability to cope, loss of appetite, difficulties in thinking a situation through: these are but a few of the complaints expressed by people suffering from stress. Such symptoms can be compounded by severe biological impacts on the circulatory, respiratory, and neurological systems.
How we deal with stress can make the difference between health and sickness and life and death. It may 
alter the way we look at the world around us. It affects our feelings about ourselves. Coping with stress can increase our productivity. It can make us healthier. And it can result in fuller, happier, more relaxed lives.
Although stress exists among people throughout the world, it is most pronounced in the more technologically advanced societies. A number of theories have been formulated to explain this. Two schools of thought predominate and may be summarized as follows:
	The technologically advanced nations lost interest in nonmaterialistic ideas during the last century. Along with religion and philosophy, methods of dealing with stress took a back seat to science, engineering, and business.
	The shakers and movers must subject themselves to heavy stress loads in order to accomplish the tasks necessary to elevate a nation to technologically advanced status.

These schools of thought are not contradictory; it is likely that both are at least partially correct. Regardless of theories, the unfortunate fact is that many people in the technologically advanced societies subject themselves to large doses of stress; their cultures are not likely to provide much help since they fail to incorporate approaches for controlling stress into daily life routines. The result is that stress-related illnesses have reached epidemic proportions.
In order to find societies where dealing with stress is an inherent part of the culture, we can turn to Asia and Latin America. Many cultures in these parts of the world have made stress control an important aspect of 
everyday life. Stress-reducing philosophies are learned at an early age. Throughout life, members of these societies are encouraged by their peers to practice–either as individuals or as participants in social rituals–techniques aimed at minimizing stress. Religious, educational, political, business, and social systems all contribute to this process.
Nearly a decade of work in Asia and Latin America taught me that some of the stress-control techniques are universally applicable. Not only do these particular techniques work for members of that society where I found them, they also work for me and for a majority of others who try them. Descriptions of several of these societies and techniques are provided in subsequent chapters.
I want to emphasize that I make no value judgments about the virtues of one society or one religion versus another. This book is devoted to the subject of stress and methods for controlling it. Stress is but one of many factors that affect the quality of life. When I describe a Mayan Indian who practices a technique that reduces his blood pressure, I do not mean to suggest that you or I would be better off living in a thatched-roof hut in the Yucatan. My intent is simply to share with you a stress control method of universal interest: it works in a society represented by that Indian, and it works for others outside his society. If practicing that technique while sitting in your car at a stoplight brings you peace of mind and better health, then this book has accomplished its purpose.
A friend who attended the Harvard Business School likes to quote a favorite professor. On the last day of classes, the professor was asked for the one most valuable 
piece of advice that he would like to leave with his students. He thought for a minute, smiled, and said: "Stay tense."
To achieve material success in a technologically advanced society, it may be necessary to subject yourself to lots of stress. One could well argue that this is absolutely unavoidable. However, it is not necessary to "stay tense." In fact, strong evidence indicates that the people who learn to control their stress are the most successful.
A later chapter describes a characteristic shared by many Fortune 500 Chief Executive Officers that is incorporated as one of the elements in the stress-free habit. There are multiple forces working to encourage us to "stay tense." We will be happier, more successful, and healthier if we learn to cope with these forces, relax, and adopt the stress-free habit as part of our regular routines.
WHAT IS STRESS?
A great deal has been written about stress. The causes and effects are well documented and need not be detailed here.*1 You do not have to be knowledgeable about the biology of stress to benefit from the approaches described in this book. However, it may help to keep in mind the following key points.
	All people suffer from some form of stress. When stress becomes severe, it often results in serious physical as well as emotional ailments: atherosclerosis 
(hardening of the arteries), hypertension, depression, suicide, heart attack, and stroke. Over 50% of deaths in the United States each year are the result of diseases associated with stress.
	When we are confronted by something that frightens us, a problem that appears unsolvable, or a situation that requires behavioral changes, our bodies respond immediately. Rates of increase occur in the circulatory and respiratory systems; blood pressure and breathing patterns accelerate. Our bodies have taken a protective measure, popularly known as the "flight-or-fight" response. A well-documented biological event, this response is shared by humans and animals and is extremely helpful when the individual faces physical danger. In common terminology, the "adrenaline gets flowing." If the problem can be solved through flight-or-fight, the solution itself dissipates the stress; bodily functions return to normal. However, when stress is caused by a problem that cannot be solved through such a response, the impacts extend for longer periods and may ultimately result in crippling or fatal diseases.
	Stressful situations may become deadly very rapidly. The following is typical of the way our bodies react. When the brain receives a "danger" signal, it flashes messages throughout the body. Hormones are secreted. The circulatory system reacts immediately, preparing us to fight or run. Blood pressure and heart rate increase. Because the heart works harder, it requires abnormally high levels of oxygen. The respiratory system may become overtaxed. In an individual with a coronary weakness, such as an obstructed 
artery, the systems fail to handle the load. Heart attack, and possibly death, result.
	Biologically speaking, the flight-or-fight response causes the "involuntary nervous system" to respond. Hormones, including adrenaline, insulin, hydrocortisone, and noradrenaline, are released. They stimulate our bodily systems. Heart, blood pressure, and metabolic rates increase dramatically. Levels of gastric acid, blood cholesterol, glandular secretions, and muscle tension rise. Until recently, scientists believed that the "involuntary nervous system" was just that. When I was a high school biology student, we were taught that individuals could not control these functions except through external influences, such as medication.
	In recent years researchers have demonstrated that humans and other animals can exert voluntary control over the "involuntary nervous system." Experiments conducted by Dr. Neil E. Miller in 1969 proved that "biofeedback" techniques are successful at regulating blood flow. Scientists using sensitive equipment in laboratory environments substantiated that practitioners of yoga have developed the ability to control oxygen consumption, blood pressure, and body temperature. A 1968 study conducted at the Harvard Medical School found that people who meditate regularly are able to reduce their oxygen consumption by up to 20%, decrease blood lactates (associated with feelings of anxiety), and induce higher levels of brain activity related to states of tranquillity and a feeling of well-being (Alpha waves). Further studies conducted by members of this same research team in 1981 documented 
the ability of Tibetan monks to increase temperatures of specific body parts (fingers, toes, and skin) by as much as 15 degrees Fahrenheit during meditation.
	Medical doctors are very aware of the direct connections between stress and illness. For example, it is common for hyperventilation to occur under stress. Dizziness, breathing problems, and chest pains are relieved by employing measures to mitigate the stress and bring respiratory patterns back under control. Similarly, ulcers, intestinal problems, and chronic headache are associated with stress. Doctors orient programs for dealing with such illnesses around procedures intended to relieve stress. Regardless of the nature of the illness–from the common cold to cancer–patients are advised to rest, relax, and adopt schedules that will reduce stress.
	Research has found a strong link between stress and depression. Studies conducted at the National Institute of Mental Health suggest that this link may be through a brain chemical called corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH), which causes biochemical changes in the body. Stressful events activate CRH secretions, and this results in a release by the pituitary of a hormone known as ACTH. ACTH in turn stimulates the production of cortisol by the adrenal gland. And this product, cortisol, is found at high levels during periods of depression. Experiments with animals indicate that when they have high levels of CRH, animals appear disoriented, inhibited, and confused. Heart rate, blood pressure, and blood glucose levels rise; sex drive and appetites are suppressed.
	Levels of cortisol also have an impact on the body's immunity to disease. Cortisol can bind directly to the receptors within lymphocytes (the type of blood cells involved in fighting infections). Studies show that stressful events, such as a spouse's death, may result in impaired functioning of the lymphocytes. The person who has experienced the stressful event becomes more prone to illness and sudden death. Researchers at Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York found that widowers have a significantly weakened lymphocyte function within two months of their wives' deaths. Widowers over 55 years old have a 40% higher mortality rate within six months of their wives' death than nonwidowers in the same age group.
	A growing body of research implicates stress as a factor in the cause of cancer. Studies conducted at a number of institutions indicate that activity levels of cells that identify and destroy cancer are likely to be lower in people experiencing high levels of stress than in people with less stress. The reduced activity levels make it easier for the cancer cells to multiply. Cancer patients' attitudes are an important factor in the recovery process. Those who truly believe they will recover and experience less stress regarding their situation have a greater chance of recovering than those with less positive attitudes and higher stress levels.
	Under normal conditions, environment is an important factor in determining stress levels. During the Vietnam War, doctors recorded high blood pressure and high metabolic rates among combat soldiers. The 1985 Mexico City earthquake resulted in marked increases in blood pressure; tests conducted by physicians 
established that these abnormalities continued for several days after the quakes had ceased. Numerous studies indicate that blood pressure rises when people move from rural to urban environments.

I have heard many answers to the question: What is stress? One that sums it up succinctly is this: Stress is a state that occurs when we believe we are unable to solve a problem. The problem may be an obvious one or it may be subtle. Certainly, it is one requiring some solution other than the traditional flight-or-fight response.
A state of stress is like a state of siege. Our bodies, primarily the "involuntary nervous system," take actions intended to defend us. We are armed with flight-or-fight weapons. Unfortunately, these weapons are not easily deactivated; if neither flight nor fight is the appropriate defense, our weapons may explode in our own hands. What we must do is gain control of the "involuntary nervous system." We must assure that flight-or-fight weapons remain unloaded unless a truly appropriate situation occurs.
There is no longer any question about an individual's capabilities in the area of voluntarily deactivating the flight-or-fight response. Studies conducted at our

	Be who you wish to be; cease trying to become and be. Think about the person in you who embodies what you most highly value; be that person to the fullest extent. Make this a part of your life at all times.
	Balance the problem-solution issue; realize that the problem is not the problem, but rather that the lack of a solution is the problem. Whenever problems arise, assess their true nature and magnitude; do not allow yourself to panic or be overly negative. Decide on a solution and try it.
	Concentrate. Get in the habit of concentrating and compartmentalizing. When you work, work; when you leave work, leave it completely and focus on your family, hobby, or whatever it is you wish to do.
	Have faith. Believe in what you know is right; believe in a religion, yourself, an idea, or a goal. The nature of your belief is not important as far as stress reduction is concerned; what is important is that you have faith in that which is most meaningful to you. 
Open your heart, listen to it, and follow its commands.
	Meditate. Meditation–while sitting quietly, during prayer, or as part of an exercise routine–should be used to tie the other elements together and provide ten to fifteen minutes of relaxation on a regular basis.
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