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x

A little knowledge that acts is worth infinitely more 
than much knowledge that is idle.

—Kahlil Gibran

Stress Management for Life is more than just another book about stress. It is an experience. This 
book will teach you what you need to know about stress—and it doesn’t stop there. You will find a 
toolbox of skills you can apply immediately to prevent and manage stress in your life. You will learn 
about stress; you will learn and practice specific techniques, and you will be inspired to continue a 
life-long program of stress management. Stress Management for Life provides information, inspira-
tion, and application—a powerful approach to a healthy, balanced life.

Listen to what this student says about Stress Management for Life:

This book helped me to get in touch with myself and the way I view a variety of things in my life. 
What I learned will help me well into my future. This book should be required reading for every 
student. The book was very inspirational in motivating me to take action to live a better, stress-free 
life. The materials and activities were beyond good. With all the perceived stress we experience in our 
daily lives, on top of the rigorous academic studies, it is easy to let things get to us. This book would 
help everyone put things into perspective. The book opened my eyes to the variety of stress-relieving 
exercises I can use throughout my daily life. The things I learned will last a lifetime.

You, too, can learn to replace unhealthy stress with life-enhancing energy. The best news is that it’s 
up to you! You are in charge of the choices you make every day. Through reading, thinking, learn-
ing, and actually practicing the strategies presented in Stress Management for Life, you will be on 
your way to a healthier, more balanced, and more productive life. The real power of this book will 
be found in the action you take. You will learn to experience the benefits of energizing relaxation 
immediately. And you will be prepared to develop a lifetime plan to assure that these benefits will 
continue long after your class is over.

Stress Management for Life is:

 ● A practical guide for incorporating stress management into your daily life.
 ● A holistic-approach to prevent, reduce, and manage unhealthy stress.
 ● A “how to” book with clear instructions on stress management techniques that work.
 ● A book that will change your life, enhance your health, and improve your quality of life.

Overview of Stress Management for Life
Part I: Getting Started In the introduction to stress management, you will begin 
thinking about the most common sources of stress facing college students in today’s world. 
Stress Management for Life is written to provide you with a holistic approach to stress manage-
ment. You will learn how each dimension of health—physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, 
and social—can be managed for a more balanced approach to stress management. You will 
personalize the information by completing a variety of stress self-assessments that will help 
you understand your stressors and how you handle them. Students often report that this as-
sessment of their stress captures their attention and sets the stage for their motivation to learn 
and change.

You have complete control 

over three things in your life: 

what you think, what you say, 

and how you behave. To make 

a change in your life, you must 

recognize that these gifts are 

the most powerful tools you 

possess in shaping the form of 

your life.

—Sonya Friedman

Preface

Copyright 2021 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2021 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



Preface xi

Part II: Understanding Stress Part II explores the physical and psychological implica-
tions of stress—how the body and mind communicate. Learn about psychoneuroimmunology and 
other exciting research on the connection between mind and body. You might be surprised by the 
comprehensive list of physical symptoms and diseases caused by stress. Could stress be contribut-
ing to your chronic headaches, frequent colds, or difficulty sleeping? Find out in Part II.

Part III: Stress-Prevention Strategies Part III offers some concrete and practical 
tools that you can incorporate into your life with immediate results to prevent stress in the first 
place. By applying the POPP formula or living “A Day Above the Line,” you will learn how chang-
ing how you think about things can prevent stress and dramatically improve how you feel. You will 
receive some tips for eliminating stress by managing time and organizing your schedule. You will 
read about how to control emotions including anger, fear, and worry. Values clarification, spiritual-
ity and stress, financial management, and a healing environment are just a few of the exciting top-
ics covered here.

Part IV: Stress-reduction techniques Despite our best efforts to prevent stress, 
we know that stress happens. In Part IV you will learn a variety of techniques designed specifi-
cally to help you reduce stress. You will be amazed to find that simple techniques like the Power 
Nap, breathing exercises, meditation, autogenics, and yoga can leave you feeling relaxed and ener-
gized. You will learn about massage, guided imagery, the latest in complementary and alternative 
approaches, and other powerful stress-reduction techniques. You will be able to incorporate the 
methods that work best for you, and that fit your lifestyle, values, and goals, into a plan from which 
you will reap benefits for a lifetime.

New in the Fifth Edition
Each chapter has been revised and updated to keep you current on the latest in stress-management 
advancements and to help you stay abreast on current stress-related issues. 

New to this edition:

 ● Sentence-by-sentence revision designed to improve readability. This edition is even more en-
joyable to read.

 ● Updates to the current extent that stress is affecting adult college students.
 ● New focus on the relaxing effect of soft, slow breathing.
 ● Additional information on sleep–updated information to help you get better sleep and fall 

asleep faster.
 ● New information on how stress affects learning and memory.
 ● New information on the ways a stressful prenatal environment may increase a person’s reac-

tivity to stressful situations as an adult. 

Features
Stress Management for Life is written in a clear and easy-to-understand style. The reading level and 
content are geared for university students like you. This book doesn’t try to cover everything about 
stress. Instead, it covers everything that matters to successfully prevent and manage stress in your 
life.

Who said a textbook has to be boring? The authors of Stress Management for Life teach stress-
management courses to university students every semester. They have taught stress management to 
thousands of students. They know from experience that the best learning happens in an interesting, 
engaging, challenging, and positive environment. This book has many features to make this a positive 
and engaging experience for you including:

 ● Chapter quotations for inspiration and insight.
 ● Learning Objectives to clearly guide you in your learning.
 ● Keywords, bolded in the chapter and tied to definitions in the Glossary.
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 ● Frequently Asked Questions to capture your interest about things on your mind to which 
you want answers.

 ● Real People, Real Stories, beginning each chapter with true stories that bring the informa-
tion to life.

 ● Stress Stories scattered throughout the chapters, which describe the authors’ own experiences 
to help you better understand and relate to the content.

 ● Stress Studies throughout the book to keep you informed on the latest and most relevant 
research on topics involving stress and stress management.

 ● FYI (For Your Information) tidbits of motivational and interesting information scattered 
throughout the chapters.

 ● Stress-Busting Behavior checklists for quick, interactive application of content.
 ● Culture Connections that will open your mind and increase your awareness of stress topics 

from cultures around the world.
 ● Time Tips with specific, proven suggestions from students just like you to help prevent stress 

by managing time.
 ● Key points and a list of key terms at the end of each chapter to reinforce the chapter’s most 

important content and terminology.
 ● Stress-Management Labs at the end of each chapter to provide you with an opportunity to 

review and apply important learning.

to the Instructor
The authors of Stress Management for Life are full-time professors who teach stress-management 
courses every semester, both face-to-face and online, to hundreds of students each year. During 
their many years of teaching stress management to students across the country, they searched 
high and low for just the right book for their students. They wanted a book that would:

 ● Emphasize experiential learning by clearly explaining the “how to” of stress management and 
prevention.

 ● Cover the important aspects of stress management without going into so much depth that 
students get lost and lose interest.

 ● Capture students’ interest by presenting the information in a clear, interesting style with a 
variety of attention-grabbing features throughout the book.

 ● Include topics that are sources of stress for college students today—finances, time  
management, relationships, spiritual stress, and many others.

 ● Provide motivation and inspiration along with facts.
 ● Build on a strong foundation of well-researched information.
 ● Provide opportunities for students to practice relaxation techniques while they are learning 

the content.
 ● Be teacher-friendly and include a comprehensive Instructor’s Manual and test bank.
 ● Include easy-to-use ancillaries and supplements, including guided relaxation exercises.

The authors wrote Stress Management for Life to meet these needs.
Stress Management for Life is written so that the chapters can be assigned in the order that 

works best for you and your students. Combining an activity chapter from Part IV with a chapter 
from Parts I, II, or III is an especially effective teaching strategy. Students get to start practicing 
relaxation techniques immediately. 

ancillaries A deliberate goal of Stress Management for Life and the accompanying ancillaries 
is to provide you with a ready-to-go package to make your job easier. The authors are teachers, just 
like you, who know what makes the job easier.

Stress-Relief Activities The unique collection of Audio Relaxation Exercises included on the 
Instructor Companion Site provides clear demonstrations of many stress-management techniques 
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presented in Part IV of the book. Techniques available on the website include the Power Nap, 
autogenics, progressive relaxation, relaxing breathing, a mindful relaxation, and three guided im-
ageries. This collection of Relaxation Activities was developed specifically to supplement the con-
tent in Stress Management for Life. The students will be able to read about the methods and also 
will have the opportunity to practice the techniques for optimal results.

Guided practice creates powerful experiential learning for effective relaxation. Students who 
have practiced the relaxation exercises often comment that the exercises became one of the most 
helpful and useful tools in their stress-management course, enabling them to achieve effective  
relaxation at home. Many instructors use the Stress-Relief Activities in the classroom to assist 
them in teaching these methods for relieving stress.

Cengage Testing Powered by Cognero Cengage Testing Powered by Cognero is a  
flexible, online system that allows you to:

 ● author, edit, and manage test bank content from multiple Cengage solutions
 ● create multiple test versions in an instant
 ● deliver tests from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you want

PowerPoint Lecture Slides Spark class discussion with these slides, which are filled with 
active-learning activities to get students engaged.

about the authors
Michael Olpin is a professor in the Department of Health Physical Education and Rec-
reation at Weber State University in Ogden, Utah, where he teaches courses in stress man-
agement, mind/body wellness, and wellness coaching. His background includes instruction in 
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Stress in Today’s World
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Without stress, there would be no life.
—Hans Selye

Study of this chapter will enable you to do the following:

1.1 Define the terms stress and stressor.

1.2 Define and explain the similarities and differences between eustress and 
distress.

1.3 Differentiate among acute, acute episodic, and chronic stress.

1.4 Relate stress to the five dimensions of holistic health—physical, mental,  
emotional, spiritual, and social.

1.5 Discuss some of the most common stressors college students experience 
today.

Learning Objectives

Is stress always bad?

Stress seems to be everywhere. Can 
I do anything about it, or is it just 
an inevitable demand for living in 
today’s world?

Was I born with a specific ability to 
manage stress? Is successful stress 
management a result of heredity or 
the environment?
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2 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World

1.1 Stress in Today’s World
“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” Charles 
Dickens wrote of 18th-century France in his masterpiece, A Tale of 
Two Cities. Could the same be said for you, today’s college student? 
Never have college students been faced with such vast opportuni-
ties, so much freedom of choice, and such an array of information. 
These opportunities, the many decisions, and the information over-
load can leave you feeling overwhelmed and stressed.

Will this be the best of times or the worst of times for you? With 
the proper skills and the right information, you can be in control 
of your well-being and your destiny. Stress Management for Life is 
packed with information that will help you do more than merely 
survive your college years and beyond. These can be the best of 
times for you. Given the right tools, the power to make it so is 
within you.

Lian’s Story Lian was about to graduate, but reflecting 

on her first year of college still brought some painful 

memories. Here is Lian’s story.

***

My first year of nursing school proved to be more stressful 

and more challenging than I had bargained for. It wasn’t just 

the 18 credits and 6 lab hours that had me floundering. I was 

also working 20 to 30 hours per week at a local grocery store 

and trying to maintain a social life.

Early in the semester, I began to feel the stress. I started 

cutting back on my social life because I needed to study or 

work. Day after day, I kept reminding myself that this situation 

was “just for this semester” and “I can get through this.”

My stress started affecting me physically. By the first week 

of October, I had lost 5 pounds and was beginning to have 

stomach cramps nearly every day. My weight loss and stomach 

cramps were caused mainly by my not eating. I would get 

stressed out and skip meals. My sleep patterns started changing, 

too. I needed more sleep to be able to barely function.

Some days I slept 14 to 16 hours but still felt tired. Other 

days I could not sleep at all. By Thanksgiving break, I had lost 

10 pounds and was taking prescribed muscle relaxants and 

ulcer medications.

My emotions started changing, too. I cried at the drop of 

a hat, sometimes over nothing. I took long, hot showers so 

my roommates wouldn’t see me crying. I also became angry 

easily. I couldn’t seem to get happy about anything. I quit 

caring about my appearance, so I stopped wearing makeup 

and fixing my hair.

School was the primary stressor, and my grades began to show 

it. As my grades started slipping, I became even more stressed 

out. I was worried that I would fail a class and be dropped from 

the nursing program, so I spent more time studying.

I tried so hard to conceal my problems because I didn’t want 

to admit I couldn’t handle things. I didn’t want people to think I 

was stressed out and such a mess. How could I ever be a good 

nurse and help other people if I couldn’t even help myself?

It was tough for me to do, but I finally told my family and 

friends what I was going through. With their help, I made several 

changes in my life. The first meaningful change came with the 

end of my busy, class-loaded semester. When registering for 

classes the next semester, I cut back my class load. I also found 

a new job that paid more per hour, so I could work less. My 

parents helped me out financially as much as they could. My 

boyfriend kept a 24/7 “hotline” for me, and he encouraged me 

to call him whenever I felt stressed. I started riding my bicycle 

and doing yoga to “destress.” I also set aside time each day just 

for myself, when I could do anything I wanted.

I’m still learning how to manage my stress, but my first 

year in nursing school taught me a lot about myself and 

how I handle stress. I learned what my limits are and what 

can happen if I don’t deal with my stress appropriately. I’ll 

graduate in a month, and I know I’ll still get anxious, but now I 

know how to deal with stress in a healthier way.

Real People, Real Stories

Got Stress?
In 2016, nearly two-thirds of college students reported 
“overwhelming anxiety,” up from 50% just 5 years ear-
lier, according to the National College Health Assess-
ment. For 7 straight years, it has been the top complaint 
among college students seeking mental health services, 
notes the Chronicle of Higher Education. Nearly a quar-
ter say their anxiety affects their academic performance.

“Honestly, I’ve had more students this year hospi-
talized for anxiety, depression, and other mental health 
issues than ever,” said Kathy Reamy, school counselor 
at La Plata High School in southern Maryland and chair 
of the NEA School Counselor Caucus.

Source: “The Epidemic of Anxiety Among Today’s Students.” 
March 2019, NEA Today. Retrieved May 17, 2019 from http://
neatoday.org/2018/03/28/the-epidemic-of-student-anxiety/.

FYI
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Feelings associated
with too little stress

Distress

Feelings associated with
the right amount of stress

Eustress

Feelings associated
with too much stress

Distress

Boredom
Apathy

Unconcern
Listless

Lack of interest
Indifferent

Flowing
In Control

Exhilarated
Confidence

Peacefulness
Contented

Anxious
Worried
Upset

Overwhelmed
Resistant

Nervousness

FIGURE 1.1
Feelings Associated with Perceived Stress . . . Finding the Balance

1.2 Stress: What Is It?
Stress, stressors, eustress, distress, good stress, and bad stress. What is stress all about? Hans 
Selye, the noted stress researcher, once said, “Stress is a scientific concept which has suffered 
from the mixed blessing of being too well known and too little understood.”

Producing an accepted definition of stress is not easy. Nurses and physicians, psycholo-
gists, biologists, engineers, and students may have different meanings in mind when they 
talk about stress. Here is one useful definition: Stress is a demand made upon the adaptive 
capacities of the mind and body.1 This definition helps us understand the following three 
important aspects of stress:

1. How you experience stress depends on your personal view of the stressor, and it can 
affect you positively and negatively.

2. Your reaction to events in life, rather than the events themselves, is what determines 
whether your experience is stressful or not.

3. Stress is a demand upon the body’s capacity. When your ability to manage stress is 
robust and healthy, the outcome is positive. When you can’t seem to meet the demand, 
the result is adverse.

Managing stress is like building muscle. To make bigger biceps, you regularly perform 
arm curls with gradually increasing weight. Over time, your muscles respond to the overload 
and become bigger and stronger. The key is to find the proper balance. Too little weight will 
not produce the desired results, and too much weight may result in fatigue and injury. You 
need to overload the muscle just enough to make it stronger. It is the same with stress: Too 
little stress leads to boredom and lethargy, and too much stress leads to physical and emo-
tional problems. The right balance leads to a productive, healthy life.

Although we often think of stress as harmful, keep in mind that stress can be stimulat-
ing and helpful. Think of how boring life would be without some changes and challenges 
to push you along, to provide opportunities to gain experience and grow, and to provide the 
impetus for accomplishing your goals in life! (See Figure 1.1.)

1.3 Yerkes–Dodson Principle
Harvard physicians Robert Yerkes and John Dodson f irst described the relationship 
between stress and performance in 1908.2 The Yerkes–Dodson Principle implies that, to a 
certain point, a specific amount of stress is healthy, useful, and even beneficial. In addition 
to enhanced performance, an appropriate amount of stress can translate into one’s health 
and well-being.

Activation of the stress response is often essential for success. We see this in situa-
tions such as sporting events, academic pursuits, and even in creative and social activities. 
As stress levels increase, so does one’s performance. This relationship between increased 
stress and increased production, however, does not continue indefinitely. Stress or arousal 
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can improve performance, but when stress 
exceeds one’s ability to cope, this overload 
contributes to diminished performance, inef-
ficiency, and even health problems.

An excellent metaphor to remind us that 
we each have an ideal amount of stress is 
the tension in the strings of a guitar. When 
a guitar is strung too tightly (too much ten-
sion), the string will sound a note higher than 
desirable. The guitar string, when tightened 
to its maximum, is likely to snap. The same 
string, if not tightened sufficiently, will play 
a note that is lower than is desirable. If it is 
strung without any tension, no sound at all 
will come from it. The proper tension results 
in the perfect note. The same metaphor can 
illustrate how healthy we are and how we feel 
with too much or too little stress.

1.4 The Terminology of Stress
Stress can be good—a challenge, or bad—a threat. Stress can be acute or chronic. These and 
other variances of stress are defined below.

Challenge (“Good”) and Threat (“Bad”) Stress
A stressor is any event or situation that an individual perceives as a challenge or a threat 
that causes him or her to either adapt or start the stress response. In both cases, the physiol-
ogy turns on resources to prepare to handle a demand. When the demand is perceived as 
dangerous, the body prepares for imminent danger and does what it needs to do to prevent 

harm from the threat. When the demand is viewed as a challenge, the 
body musters its resources to perform optimally. (The stress response will 
be explained fully in Chapter 3.)

Hans Selye, one of the first people to study the effects of stress, coined 
the term eustress to describe the positive, desirable stress that keeps life 
exciting and helps to motivate and inspire. Events such as going off to col-
lege, getting married, starting a new job, or having a baby can be happy, 
joyous, and stress-producing. Eustress also involves managing stress suc-
cessfully, even when dealing with a negative stressor. Notice in Figure 1.2 
that eustress is represented on the curve where stress level, health, and per-
formance increase simultaneously. Eustress implies that a certain amount 
of stress is useful, beneficial, and even good for our health, much like the 
perfectly strung guitar string.

Distress refers to the adverse effects of stress that drain us of energy 
and surpass our capacity to cope. Often when we talk about stress, we are 
referring to distress. Notice the point in Figure 1.2 where stress continues 
to increase, yet performance and health begin to decline. This downward 
curve represents distress. For best performance and well-being, you want 
to stay on top of the curve.

Acute and Chronic Stress
Stress can be acute or chronic. Acute stress results from a short-term 
stressor. It appears suddenly, is usually quite intense, and then disappears 
quickly. Imagine being out for a leisurely evening stroll when suddenly, 
from out of nowhere, a massive, angry dog leaps from the bushes, growl-
ing, with teeth bared. Your response would f it the definition of acute 
stress.

College students are faced with many stressors. What is your number 1 stressor?
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Getting married is an example 
of a positive stressor, also 
known as eustress.
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Have you ever been cruising down the highway, relaxing to your favorite tunes when you 
glanced in your rearview mirror to see the f lashing lights of a police car bearing down from 
behind? If so, chances are you experienced acute stress at that time.

If you have ever parachuted or taken part in similar exhilarating activities, you notice 
that when you manage acute stress well, it can help you think clearly and perform optimally. 
Acute stress can be exciting and stimulating in small doses—but too much is exhausting.

People experiencing episodic acute stress seem to be perpetually in the clutches of acute 
stress. These are the people who make you say, “What now?!” when you see them racing 
toward you. They seem to be always in a rush—but usually late. If something can go wrong, 
it will. They can’t seem to get their act together or organize the many self-inflicted demands 
and pressures that clamor for their attention. They often blame their problems on other 
people and external events.

People who have frequent episodes of acute stress tend to be overaroused, short-tem-
pered, irritable, anxious, and tense. They may describe themselves as having “a lot of ner-
vous energy.” “Episodic acute stress can contribute to serious illnesses like heart disease or 
clinical depression.”3

Optimal performance
and well-being Mental, emotional, and

physiological limitations

Stress
Low Optimal High

Low

High

Health
and

performance

DistressEustress

FIGURE 1.2
Relationship among Stress,  
Health, and Performance
Source: “Relationship among Stress 
and Health and Performance,”  
Figure 12.1 from Lifetime Physical  
Fitness and Wellness, 11th ed., by  
W. K. Hoeger and S. A. Hoeger 
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Cengage 
Learning, 2011, p. 385).

High Stress

I looked down from the top of the 300-foot cliff. I could barely 
see Kelly on the sandy floor below. He yelled to us, assuring us 

he had made it safely. Now it was my turn to rappel down the side 
of the cliff, but my eagerness was turning to terror.

My harness was snug and secure. The rope could easily hold 
someone 20 times my size. The knots were all tied for maximum 
safety. I was in no more danger than if I would have been standing 
on the edge of my kitchen table at my home.

But looking at the 300-foot drop, I didn’t feel so safe. My heart 
raced; I could barely breathe; every muscle clenched. I was more 
terrified than I could remember being in decades. If anything went 
wrong, this would be my final day.

With Bob’s help, I inched out over the edge of the cliff. There 
was no place to put my feet. It was empty air all the way down. I 
gripped the rope forcefully as my confidence in the safety of the 
mountain ridge gave way to complete trust in the line supporting 
my life. There I was, dangling at the top of a 300-foot descent.

As I started moving down the side of the cliff, I realized I wasn’t 
going to smash and crash at the bottom. I was safe. I had total con-
trol over how slow or fast I went down.

My momentum brought my feet to connect with the vertical 
mountainside. So I pushed off as I let myself slide downward.  
I reconnected with the face of the cliff and pushed off again.  

Down the rope I floated. Terror had turned to exhilaration.  
The farther I pushed away from the cliff, the more I felt like  
I was flying.

Soon I reached the bottom, where Kelly made sure my landing 
was soft. I gave a shout of elation. What a feeling! The short mo-
ment of intense stress had transformed into extreme euphoria. I 
faced the fear and relished the reward.

—MO

STRESS STORIES

Acute stress can be exhilarating!
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6 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World

Chronic stress is long-term stress resulting from those nagging problems that don’t 
seem to go away. This is the grinding stress that can wear you down day after day, year 
after year. Chronic stress can result from credit card debt that keeps growing, long-term 
health problems, emotionally draining relationships, or staying in an unfulfilling, energy-
draining job. Chronic stress can be a result of unrelenting demands and pressures that seem 
to never end.

The danger of chronic stress is that some people get used to it, lose hope, and give 
up searching for solutions. As their physical and mental resources are depleted, they are 
overcome by feelings of apathy, hopelessness, depression, and fear. Chronic stress can 
kill—through suicide, heart attacks, and violence. You will learn in later chapters that 
this constant, long-term stress results in stress-related disease and reduces the quality  
of life.

1.5 Holistic Health
Understanding Health
To understand how stress affects you, and to learn how to increase your ability to manage 
the demands of life, it is helpful to recognize the relationship between health and stress. 
Two important points about health are:

1. Health is more than just the absence of disease. The focus of this book is on more than just 
controlling stress to prevent illness and the other negative consequences of stress. The 
focus is on increasing your ability to deal with stress so you can enjoy optimal health and 
well-being, both today and in the years to come.

2. Health relates to more than just the physical dimension. Holistic health encompasses 
physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, and social dimensions. An imbalance in any of 
these dimensions will affect your health. Even broader definitions of health include 
occupational and environmental dimensions. In later chapters, we will discuss these last 
two dimensions and how they relate to stress. The important message here is that a 
holistically healthy person functions as a total, balanced person.

1.6 Dimensions of Health
Figure 1.3 depicts the five dimensions of health—physical, mental, emotional, spiritual,  
and social.

Following is a brief description of each dimension of health 
and an explanation of how stress relates to that dimension. Under-
standing each of these dimensions will help you plan a more bal-
anced approach to managing stress.

Physical Health
When the cells, tissues, organs, and systems that function 
together to form your body are in working order, you can claim to 
be in good physical health. You can minimize disease and injury 
and function optimally. Physical qualities include body weight, 
visual acuity, skin integrity, and level of endurance, among oth-
ers. Examples of promoting health in the physical dimension are 
taking care of your body by eating healthy foods, exercising, get-
ting adequate sleep, spending limited amounts of time exposed to 
the sun, avoiding alcohol and drugs, and getting regular health 
screenings.

Physical health and stress are closely related. Stress is a risk 
factor for many health problems that plague us today. A healthy 
body is better able to resist many of the damaging physiologi-
cal changes that otherwise might result from excessive stress. It 
works both ways: Stress can cause disease and illness, and disease 
and illness can cause stress.

Modern man is sick because 

he is not whole.

—Carl Gustav Jung

Physical

Mental

Social

Emotional

Spiritual

FIGURE 1.3
Dimensions of Health
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1.6 Dimensions of Health 7

Mental Health
Mental health, also called intellectual health, relates to the ability to think and learn from 
experiences, the ability to assess and question new information, and an openness to learn 
new things. Your mind—how and what you think—has a powerful impact on your health 
and well-being. In this text, you will learn about exciting new research that sheds light on 
the connection between the body and the mind.

Learning about stress is an essential first step in preventing and managing it. Intellectual 
understanding of the physical and psychological aspects of stress, along with wise decision-
making skills, will allow you to process the information you learn. You will then be able 
to apply this information to a plan that will improve your health and well-being. In this 
book, you will learn a variety of stress prevention and reduction techniques. Through criti-
cal thinking and informed choice, you will decide on the tools and techniques that work 
best for you. Your ability to process and act on this information will strengthen the mental 
dimension of your health.

Emotional Health
In contrast to mental health, which encompasses thoughts and the mind, emotional health 
relates to feelings. It involves experiencing and appreciating a wide range of feelings and the 
ability to express feelings and emotions in healthy ways. A sign of emotional wellness is the 
ability to remain f lexible in coping with the difficulties of life.

Stress and emotional health are strongly related. Everyone is affected by feelings such as 
anger, fear, happiness, worry, love, guilt, and loneliness. Emotionally healthy people use coping 
skills to keep from becoming overwhelmed by these feelings. Dealing successfully with stress 
means taking control of your emotions rather than letting your emotions take control of you.

Spiritual Health
Spiritual health relates to the principles and values that guide a person and give meaning, 
direction, and purpose to life. A conviction that life is meaningful and a belief that your life 
is supported by a reality greater than yourself are indications of spiritual health. Spiritually 
healthy people believe that their life has meaning and that they are here for a reason. The 
spiritual dimension may be the foundation for all other aspects of health.

Stress, especially chronic stress, often arises from a sense of aimlessness or lack of pur-
pose. It can happen when someone feels worthless or has low self-esteem. Much stress today 
relates to being out of touch with our principles, values, and beliefs. Making choices that are 
not consistent with your core values can be stressful. For example, if you value family highly 
and find that the demands of work and school leave little time for family, you likely will 
experience grief. In later chapters, you will learn how techniques such as values clarification 
can contribute to spiritual peace.

Nurturing your spiritual dimension through introspection, meditation, prayer, religion, 
volunteer work, nature, art, or music can reduce stress and promote health. Spirituality as a 
critical component in stress management will be discussed in Chapter 10.

Social Health
Social health refers to the ability to relate to others and express care and concern for others. 
The ability to interact effectively with others, develop satisfying interpersonal relationships, 
and fulfill social roles is vital for social health. Relationships with others, particularly fam-
ily and friends, affect social well-being. When you are socially healthy, you feel accepted by 
others and see yourself as an essential part of your world.

A strong social support system increases your ability to manage the demands of life. As 
you will learn in Chapter 13, many studies show that people who have the support of friends 
and family are better able to deal with life’s difficulties.

Holistic Health: Putting It All Together
Lian’s story in the opening vignette showed that stress affected every dimension of her 
health. Physically, she had trouble eating and sleeping. She developed ulcers and required 
medication for muscle tension. Mentally, as she became more overwhelmed by all the 

A man too busy to take care 

of his health is like a mechanic 

too busy to take care of his 

tools.

—Spanish Proverb
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8 Chapter 1: Stress in Today’s World

demands, her grades began to drop. Emotionally, she was overwhelmed by all the pressure, 
was depressed, and felt like a failure. Spiritually, she began to question her purpose and 
meaning in life. She doubted her value as a person, saying to herself, “How can I ever be a 
good nurse and help other people if I can’t even help myself?” Lian initially withdrew from 
her friends and family, cutting back on her social life so that she could study and work. She 
had difficulty admitting that she needed help and support from others. Table 1.1 is a sum-
mary of how stress negatively affects every dimension of health.

TABLE 1.1 Negative Effects of Stress on Each Dimension of Holistic Health

Physical Mental Emotional Spiritual Social

Muscle tension Forgetfulness Anxiety Lack of meaning Isolation

Headaches Poor concentration Frustration Lack of purpose Lashing out

Teeth grinding Low productivity Nervousness Loneliness Clamming up

Fatigue Negative attitude Worrying Depression Lowered sex drive

Insomnia Confusion Tension Low self-esteem Nagging

Backaches No new ideas Mood swings Loss of self-worth Fewer friends

Stomach problems Lethargy Easily 

discouraged

Feeling abandoned Using people

Colds Boredom Crying spells Inability to love

Neck aches Irritability

Loss of sex drive Anger

Nausea Hostility

Shoulder pains Fear

Drug use Burnout

The support of family and friends is vital for health in the social dimension.
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You will find in this book a toolbox of different techniques and 
strategies for managing stress. As you explore them all, you will 
figure out what works best for you.

1.7 Nature or Nurture
Everyone is unique. Genetic variations may partly explain the dif-
ferences in how we react to stressors. Some people are naturally 
laid-back, while others react strongly at the slightest hint of chaos. 
Life experiences also may increase your sensitivity to stress. Strong 
stress reactions sometimes can be traced to early environmental 
factors. People who were exposed to extremely stressful events 
as children, such as abuse or neglect, tend to be particularly vul-
nerable to stress as adults.4 There is even evidence that a mother’s 
stress can spread to her baby while in the womb and have a lasting 
effect.5

Your unique genetic makeup, life experiences, and the environ-
ment where you grew up all play a part in your individual reactions 
to the inevitable stressors of life.

Stress is an individual experience representing a personalized 
physiological, psychological, and spiritual response to the pres-
ence of a demand. Many factors affect our experience with stress. 
Table 1.2 lists some of the factors inf luencing the impact of stress. 
The important point is to remember your uniqueness. Stress affects 
each person differently.

1.8 Sources of Stress
Nobody needs to tell you that the college years can be a time of 
high stress. Even though the origins and causes of stress are unique 
for each person, many college students face some common stressors. 
Each stressor will be looked at adequately in later chapters, but here 
are some of the most common sources of stress. Do any of these 
sound familiar?

Time Management
Do you have too much to do? No matter how hard you work, do 
you feel like you never get caught up? If you are like many people, 
the answer is “yes.” You will learn in Chapter 11 (on time manage-
ment) that we don’t so much need to manage our time as we need 
help to manage ourselves!

Personal Expectations
Are you your most significant stressor? Do you put demands on 
yourself that may be unrealistic? Do you have feelings of low 

TABLE 1.2 Factors Influencing the Impact of Stress

Heredity

Environment

Number of stressors

The magnitude of the stressor

The subjective meaning of the stressor

Developmental level of the individual

Availability of social support

Students reported that time management is so im-
portant to stress management that they want tips in 
every chapter to help them develop healthy time man-
agement habits. We listened. In addition to an entire 
section on time management (Chapter 11), we asked 
students to share their proven time tips with you. 
Watch for these time management tips, from students 
to students, in every chapter.

Time Tip: “Triage ruthlessly! Triage is a term I learned 
in nursing school to describe the process of determin-
ing the priority of patient care based on the severity 
of their condition. This rations patient treatment ef-
ficiently when resources are insufficient for all to be 
treated at once. How does this relate to time manage-
ment and you? Invest your time and energy where 
it matters most. You have a limited number of hours 
in the day. Ration your time so you spend it on your 
priorities. Apply triage to the things you want to ac-
complish today.”

—Evan H.

TIME TIP

Stress Can Literally Shrink  
Your Brain
An article published in the journal Neurology describes 
a study of 2,231 middle-aged participants in the fa-
mous Framingham Heart Study. In addition to finding a 
correlation between high levels of the stress hormone 
cortisol and memory impairment, the researchers also 
found via MRI scans that those with heightened corti-
sol had decreased brain volume.

“In our quest to understand cognitive aging, one 
of the factors attracting significant interest and con-
cern is the increasing stress of modern life,” says the 
study’s senior author Dr. Sudha Seshadri in a news 
release. “One of the things we know in animals is 
that stress can lead to cognitive decline. In this study, 
higher morning cortisol levels in a large sample of 
people were associated with worse brain structure and 
cognition.”

Seshadri, a professor of neurology at UT Health San 
Antonio and founding director of the university’s Glenn 
Biggs Institute for Alzheimer’s and Neurodegenerative 
Diseases, says the fast pace of modern life frequently 
triggers our flight-or-fight response. “When we are 
afraid, when we are threatened in any way, our cortisol 
levels go up,” she says. “This study adds to the pre-
vailing wisdom that it’s never too early to be mindful of 
reducing stress.”

Source: “Stress Can Literally Shrink Your Brain, Study Finds,”  
by C. Mckinney, retrieved November 5, 2019, from https://www 
.studyfinds.org/stress-can-literally-shrink-your-brain-study-finds/.

 “Circulating Cortisol and Cognitive and Structural Brain Mea-
sures: The Framingham Heart Study,” by J. Echouffo-Tcheugui, 
S. Conner, & J. Himali et al., Neurology, 91(21) (2018): 
e1961–e1970.
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