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IMPORTANT MESSAGE FROM THE PUBLISHER
The purpose of this book is to help you help yourself.  Understanding stress is a step 

towards helping you on the path towards conquering the negative aspects of that 

feeling.

By including self-awareness exercises throughout this book, we are hoping you will 

gain greater awareness of your emotions and what motivates you.

It must be emphasized that there is nothing controversial or harmful in the 

suggestions offered here.  This book is not intended to replace your physician’s 

advice or treatment.  Each person’s treatment needs are different; if your doctor has 

prescribed medication, the information in this book is not meant to replace it.

A Doctor’s Guide to Relieving Stress is a down-to-earth, common sense approach to 

handling the pressures of everyday life.  Always consult your doctor on any major 

changes linked to your treatment.

This book advocates physical exercise as a way to control stress and anxiety.  Always 

check with your physician regarding acceptable levels of exercise, especially if you 

haven’t exercised for a long time or if you suffer from a medical condition that may 

be worsened by too much physical activity.

Neither the authors nor the publisher accept responsibility for any possible 

consequences of any course of action suggested in this book.  Always call your 

doctor if you have questions or concerns.

For further information (websites):  
There are few reputable websites concerning this topic but our professional editors 

are pleased to recommend the following:  

Canadian Mental Health Association  www.chma.ca  

Mental health America www.mentalhealthamerica.net  

Work Life Canada www.worklifecanada.ca. 

Work Life Balances in Canadian Workplaces. www.hrsdc.gc.ca 

Bibliography:  
For a complete listing of the bibliography for this book go to www.mediscript.net and 

navigate to the Dr. Guide book: Relieving stress. 

Ordering this book 
Health care professionals wishing to order more copies of this book may contact us 

at mediscript@rogers.com, or by calling 1-800 -773-5088 or visit www.mediscript.
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INTRODUCTION

I n today’s fast paced world stress are common.  The statistics 
are revealing: at $160 billion a year, stress related problems 
constitute the number one health cost.  The average North 

American loses 16 working days a year due to stress, and “gradual 
mental stress” accounts for 11% of worker compensation claims.  
Although chronic stress can contribute to other medical problems, 
for most people it merely makes getting through the day more 
difficult.  Many do not se ek help; they simply weather the storms 
and carry on.  The good news is that stress can be prevented.

Stress is created by changes and challenges in life, and it is not 
always a bad thing.  In fact, we cannot live without it; the right 
amounts of stress can help us perform better.  Extreme changes, 
such as a death in the family, can bring on intense feelings of 
stress, and adjustment and adaptation becomes difficult.  There’s 
a fine line between stress that is normal and stimulating, and the 
kind that leads to hea lth problems.  In order to handle stress 
it’s important to recognize the situations in your life that are 
causing problems, adjust your attitude towards a more positive 
outlook, and learn coping mechanisms like time management and 
assertiveness.

The good news is that stress for the most part is not regarded as 
a mental illness requiring medication. Anxiety, on the other hand,  
can be a chronic situation where you may not know why you are 
anxious which may require medication from your physician. It is 
important to know this difference. 

This book is aimed at those of you who are experiencing stress 
that is interfering with your quality of life.  Its purpose is to help 
you attain a more enlightened outlook on stress and anxiety.  It is 
not meant as a substitute for your physician’s advice or treatment.  
Consider it an adjunct to your health care regimen, a common 
sense manual of self-assessment techniques that will help you 
understand yourself better and help you cope with the challenges 
of everyday life.
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WHAT IS STRESS?
“The world is too much with us; late and soon, 

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.” 
– Wordsworth, Miscellaneous Sonnets

T he word “stress” has become an all-too-familiar part of our 
modern vocabulary.  We’ve only to turn on the radio, flip 
open a magazine or switch on the TV to hear about stress 

and its adverse effects on our work, our health and our personal 
relationships.  It’s become the bugaboo of the 21st century, and 
there would seem to be no escaping it.

There exists, in fact, a multibillion-dollar industry aimed at 
eliminating stress from our lives, or helping us deal with its effects.  
In North America alone, more than 100 million prescriptions for 
mood elevators are written each year.  There are biofeedback 
machines to train us to relax, anti-stress courses and seminars 
for working men and women, and gimmicks and gadgets of every 
description. And yet, with all this high-priced advice bombarding 
us from every direction, for many of us, the situation seems to be 
getting worse.

The purpose of this book is to help us realize that stress can be 
both good and bad, helpful and destructive.  Once recognized, 
stress can be controlled and channeled in positive, life-enhancing 
directions.  First, though, we must understand the nature of stress 
and how it works in our lives.

One hundred years ago, the highest social prestige was attached 
to people and institutions that had nothing whatever to do with 
industry or trade.  The English country gentleman, for example, 
was a respected figure among his neighbours, precisely because 
he didn’t have to work.  He had comfort, social position and a great 
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deal of personal leisure time.  The idea of taking on a profession, 
for someone who didn’t need the money, was considered eccentric 
at best, and often frowned upon.  If a man had ambition, he could 
satisfy it in politics, the military or even the Church.  He could 
afford to be scornful of the middle-classes and their desire to 
“better themselves”, and concentrate his energies on his estate, 
his family life and his peer group.

Today, of course, all that has changed.  In our fast-paced society, 
“busy” is the status symbol.  (Look around at the number of 
people attached to their cell phones while in their cars or grabbing 
a mid-morning coffee.)  Leisure time – what there is of it – has 
become serious business.  Although the number of paid working 
hours per week is declining and technology continues to advance 
at an unprecedented pace, most of us have less free time than our 
parents did.

Women are a good example of this trend.  Most of them work 
far longer hours than their grandmothers may have, because they 
work outside the home as well as taking care of their families.  All 
of this is at the expense of sleep, personal care and free time.

Students aren’t exempt from the rigors of stress.  In these days of 
intense competition for good grades, the schools themselves teach 
children at a very young age to measure themselves in terms of 
tests, grades and how they rate with their peer group.  Charles 
Reich, the author of The Greening of America, makes the claim that 
today’s student is actually motivated by external values:  “He often 
seems to keep pushing beyond rational limits,” he writes.  “The 
exterior goals consume the inner ones, and he has little time left 
for more intimate personal values.”

As society progresses, so do our expectations.  We want more 
from life and we want it faster.  Faster food, quicker weight loss, 
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instant pain relief.  And we expect more of ourselves.  We take 
adult education courses and management training courses and 
positive parenting courses, always trying to be one step ahead of 
the next person, pushing ourselves to be better and better.

We’re proud of our achievements, and we should be – we should 
feel good about our lives.  And yet, instead of reaping the benefits 
of the good life, many of us feel we are on a treadmill.  We’re afraid 
if we don’t stop we won’t get going again, that if we look too closely 
at who we are, we may not like what we see.  We miss the overall 
picture and our own very important and unique place in it.

DEFINING STRESS

Stress has been defined as the interaction between the coping 
skills of the individual and the demands of his or her environment.  
In other words, it’s how we react to what is happening around and 
within us, depending on our ability to deal with it.

Generally, when we refer to stress, we’re talking about the stressors 
in our lives – the events, often harmful or unpleasant, which put 
extra demands on our ability to cope.  We see stress as a synonym 
for distress, and when we say we’re under stress we’re referring 
to the symptoms of our distress – fatigue, insomnia, difficulty in 
concentrating, headaches, depression and so on.  We may feel 
overwhelmed, unable to cope with what is happening or what we 
imagine might happen, uncertain about the situation.
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The stress process includes four components that interact 
and influence each other:

Stressors

Physical responses

Psychological responses

Behavioral responses

Each of these components plays a part in how we react to stress.  
For example, if you’re already in a bad mood, an upsetting event 
at work will be more likely to put you under stress than if you’re 
feeling happy and confident.  We can all remember times when, 
suffering from a cold or a bad case of the ‘flu, we felt depressed 
and unable to cope with even the simplest of situations.

Let’s look at the components of stress to get a further understanding 
of how they work, both individually and together.

STRESSORS

These are the events or situations in our lives that put demands on 
our coping skills.  Some of them are obvious.  There are the daily 
occurrences we all deal with – a flat tire, a glass of milk spilled on 
the carpet, the morning we get up late, the car doesn’t start, a 
100 e mails waiting for you at work, and we miss that important 
business appointment.  Such events are disagreeable but not 
catastrophic.  A cup of coffee, a friendly word or a good laugh can 
usually clear the air and put the event behind us.

More serious are the stressors we can’t control or find relief 
from, and the more prolonged they are the more harm they can 
do.  Struggling to keep a failing business afloat, dealing with the 
breakup of a marriage, working under an obstinate or incompetent 
superior – these are hidden stressors that build up over a period 

1.

2.

3.

4.
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of years.  If they aren’t recognized and managed they can result 
in chronic stress and cause physical, psychological and behavioral 
disorders.

PHYSICAL RESPONSES

If you were to make a checklist of yourself during any given stressful 
moment, you might find that some or all of the following things 
were happening:  your stomach, arm and leg muscles might be 
tense and rigid; your pulse rate might be increased and your heart 
pounding; you might feel yourself perspiring and find that you were 
unable to sit still and concentrate, and even your digestive system 
might be upset.

These are all physical responses to stress, the results of our bodies’ 
efforts to adapt to stressful conditions.  They come under the 
heading of the “fight or flight” response and they can be extremely 
useful.  In Stop Killing Yourself, Susan Seliger relates several true 
stories of people whose physical responses to stress gave them 
almost super-human powers:

A mother in Dorset, England, who weighed only 112 lbs., 
moved a 2000 lb. car and saved her son who was pinned 
under it.

A weight lifter in Georgia was lying on his back, bench-
pressing 250 lbs. in his basement, when the weight slipped 
and dropped on to his neck and began choking him.  He was 
helpless, unable to shift the weight.  His 60-lb., 11-year-old 
daughter – the only one at home at the time – managed to 
lift the weight off her father so that he could catch his breath 
and lift it the rest of the way off.

A 70-year-old man saw the car in which his 12-year-old 
granddaughter was riding go over an embankment.  He 
managed to get down the slope to her, pick her up and carry 

●

●

●
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her up a hill so steep that a 35-year-old relative who visited 
the scene said he could barely make it up alone and believed 
it was impossible to do so carrying an unconscious, 70-lb. 
weight.

Stress, as a temporary element, can prod us to greater heights.  But 
on a day-to-day level, it merely causes us headaches, backaches 
and muscle pain.  When it’s chronic – that is, when it continues 
for a long time without relief – it can lead to high blood pressure, 
insomnia and even, in some cases, sudden heart attacks.

To understand how that can happen, let’s look at the three stages 
of the “fight or flight” response:

Alarm 
When your brain perceives a stressor, it sends a message to your 
pituitary gland, which secretes hormones to stimulate the adrenal 
gland to release adrenals into the bloodstream.  The body is now 
ready to deal with any real or imagined dangers or challenges.

Resistance 
This occurs when the stressor persists.  The body adapts to 
running in high gear, a situation that drains a good deal of the 
body’s energy as the high levels of hormones continue.  If the 
immediate threat is overcome, the body’s reverse mechanism 
comes into play and things return to normal.  If, however, this 
stage continues for too long, the body’s resources become 
depleted and the next stage sets in.

Exhaustion 
At this point your body is telling you it is running out of steam.  
Your blood vessels may start to tighten up, making it harder for 
the blood to flow through them.  Chronic stress also changes the 
chemistry of the blood, making it more lily to clot.  This means 
there’s a greater chance that a clot will form and lodge in a 
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narrow artery in the heart, and cause a heart attack.  So chronic 
stress can be hard on the heart.

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESPONSES

In the first place, it’s important to understand that an event or 
situation becomes a stressor simply because you see it as one.  
Policemen, for instance, report that they feel more under stress 
when they have to deal with the boring paperwork of a desk job 
than when they are out making arrests and intervening in crimes.  
They have been trained to act, and when they perceive themselves 
to not be acting, they feel stress.

Also, how you coped with a similar experience in the past will 
determine your expectations about whether or not you are going 
to be able to deal with a stressful situation in the present.  Simply 
knowing that this has happened before, and you were fine, can 
relax any fears or anxieties you might have about the event.  On 
the other hand, if this is an entirely new event, or if a similar 
situation occurred in the past and you were unable to handle it, you 
are probably going to be apprehensive about your ability to cope.

To complicate matters, many of us believe there is something 
inherently wrong with feeling anxious or depressed, and that 
attitude in itself increases our levels of stress.  We may try to 
eliminate those feelings by smoking, drinking alcohol, overeating 
or keeping ourselves so busy there’s no time to dwell on our 
anxieties.

When we’re having difficulty managing stress, we may find we can’t 
concentrate at work, or have difficulty making even the simplest 
decision.  We may become irritable and quick to anger, or find 
that we’re developing irrational fears about everyday situations.  
Feelings of stress can chip away at our self-confidence.
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BEHAVIORAL RESPONSES

The “fight or flight” response can be a constructive attempt to 
solve a problem or an inappropriate reaction to a difficult situation, 
depending on the circumstances.  In wartime, a soldier may be 
called on to fight for his country; punching an antagonistic co-
worker, however, doesn’t solve anything.  It makes sense to flee 
a dangerous animal; running away from a traffic jam is neither 
appropriate nor, in most cases, possible.  And it is because we 
cannot attack our coworkers or immediately disentangle ourselves 
from traffic jams that stress has such an impact on our behavior.

The “fight” response can be aggressive, such as losing your temper 
and lashing out at your partner.  It can also be passive, where you 
sulk and ignore people.  The “flight” response, in which you walk 
away or avoid stressful situations, generally reduces stress in the 
short term.  But it can restrict the way you live your life and cause 
further stress because of that.  And of course, you cannot always flee 
a stressful situation.  Nervous tics, nail biting, absent-mindedness 
and foot tapping are all forms of escape and are pretty harmless.  
But other means of escaping stress – increased use of alcohol, 
smoking, taking drugs, using tranquilizers – bring with them a host 
of other problems, which in turn lead to further stress.

It’s not the event or situation in itself that harms us; it’s our 
reaction, our perception of the event, how we think and feel about 
it, that can either hurt us or motivate us to achieve our goals.  
Stress can actually be a positive force in our life.  Symphony 
conductors are good examples of this.  The average conductor has 
what to many would seem a stressful life.  He or she travels a 
good deal, consistently has to meet deadlines, deals with often 
temperamental musicians, and works continually in the glare of 
public scrutiny.  And yet these men and women live longer than 
the rest of us.  Why?  Well, they take pride in their achievements, 
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receive applause for their work, are respected in the world of music 
and the community at large, and receive a great amount of creative 
fulfillment from their jobs.  These factors would seem to outweigh 
any negative by-products of stress.

We can’t all be symphony conductors, nor would we wish to be.  
But we do need, each of us in our own way, to find balance and 
equilibrium in our lives and our work.  What may be a negative 
stressor to one person can be a challenge to someone else.  Thrill-
seekers see sky-diving as exhilarating; most of the rest of us break 
out in a cold sweat at the thought.  We need to find jobs and 
lifestyles that are compatible with our abilities and our individual 
levels of stress tolerance.  And we need to learn to manage the 
stressors we cannot change.

The Canadian Mental Health Association has an excellent on line 
quiz, “work life balance Quiz” –simply go to www.chma.ca , click 
on “your mental Health” and then click on “work life balance” and 
complete the quiz , then submit. An objective response will indicate 
whether your life is balanced or problematic. 
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KNOW YOUR STRESSORS
“To conquer oneself is a greater victory  

than to conquer thousands in battle.”  – Zen saying

In Chapter One we talked about the need to identify events or 
situations in your life that are causing you stress.  The difference 
between a “flat tire” stressor and a “failing marriage” stressor is 
obvious.  The flat tire stress is acute but, after half an hour or so, 
there is a sense of relief in solving the problem and you carry on 
with your life – perhaps with a greater sense of achievement.  A 
failing marriage is a chronic (no relief) stressor; it can wear you 
down physically and mentally.  

The following Stress Awareness Checklist can help pinpoint 
negative stressors in your life.  There are two aspects:  

Your physical response to stress (how your body changes to 
meet the stress challenge) and,

Your stress cycle (do you relax or stay all wound up after the 
stressful event?)

STRESS AWARENESS CHECKLIST

Your Physical Response Yes No

Does your heart pound? .......................................❑	 ❑
Do your muscles tense? .......................................❑	 ❑
Do your hands become cold and clammy? ..............❑	 ❑
Do you perspire? .................................................❑	 ❑
Does your stomach get “knotted”? ........................❑	 ❑
Do you get a headache? .......................................❑	 ❑

If you respond “Yes” to at least three of these symptoms, then your 
body is experiencing stress.

●

●
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YOUR STRESS CYCLE

Positive Stress Yes No

Do you feel a period of rest and  
renewal after the stress event? .............................❑	 ❑
Does your body return to a relaxed,  
pre-stress state? .................................................❑	 ❑

If you answer “Yes” to these questions, you’re experiencing positive 
stress: a good mix of arousal and relaxation that helps you perform 
better through greater concentration and effort.

Negative Stress Yes No

Do you feel you can’t turn off your stress response? ❑	 ❑
Does your body stay “wound up”  
in the so-called state of flight? ..............................❑	 ❑

If you answer “Yes” to these questions, you can be experiencing 
negative stress: constant arousal that can lead to all kinds of 
debilitating health conditions.  This is the stress you must try to 
eradicate from your life.
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At this stage in your self-help program you should identify the 
negative stressors in your life.  Think carefully about events and 
situations that generate negative stress; recognizing these can be 
the first step in relieving your stress and anxiety.  We’ll deal with 
the “how-to” in overcoming negative stress later.  The main thing is 
that you are documenting the problem areas you will be tackling.

Recurring events, situations, relationships or behavior that drain 
your sense of physical or psychological well-being are all indicators 
of stress that may show up as health problems.

To diagnose the negative elements in your life, write out the details 
of events that bothered you.  Describe the event, the circumstances, 
your behavior and the outcome.

Using this technique may help put the situation into better 
perspective and help you interpret more objectively why it was 
stressful for you.  Looking at the event in hindsight may reduce 
your stress and anxiety and set you on a positive path.  It may also 
teach you to cope better if and when such a situation recurs.

The bottom line for changing these negative stressors is that if 
you choose to mentally process the experience in a different 
way, stress and anxiety can be reduced or eliminated.  It’s all in 
the mind.
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STRESS EVENT EVALUATION (S.E.E.)

This next exercise involves writing down your feelings as if you 
were writing a letter to yourself.  It can help you put an issue 
or event into perspective.  Often the solution unfolds before your 
eyes.  You may find that discussing a problem with a friend or 
health professional provides a clearer focus.

Rate yourself on a scale of 1 – 10 where the descriptions are: 1 
– No Stress, 4 maximum positive stress (you are motivated) to 10 
Maximum intense negative stress.  This is a subjective rating but 
the events and situations are all relative so you will get an objective 
appreciation of the more serious stressors in your life.

The following example is included to help you understand how 
to complete this exercise.  Photocopy the form if you need more 
copies.

S.E.E. (Example)

Describe the event or situation  being called into the office from

the production room

Who is involved? My boss & 2 office secretaries

How do I behave/react? Nervously, being very submissive - I

always agree to anythng just to get out.

Do I have control?  no       Stress/Anxiety feelings (1-10) 9
Why is this stressing me? I always feel I have done something

wrong because my boss talks “down” to me.

What could be changed to solve the problem? I do a good job. I

guess I’ll have to learn to be more confident and to communicate

better.
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S.E.E. 
Describe the event or situation

Who is involved?

How do I behave/react?

Do I have control?           Stress/Anxiety feelings (1-10)

Why is this stressing me?

What could be changed to solve the problem?
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STRESS AND OUR HEALTH
“Oh health! health! the blessing of the rich! the riches of the poor! 

Who can buy thee at too dear a rate, since there is no enjoying 
this world without thee?” – Ben Jonson, Volpone

In a time of fiscal restraint and budget cutbacks, it was probably 
just a matter of time before the health care workers at the hospital 
were affected.  Still, the announcement, when it came, that six 
contracts would not be renewed was devastating news to some of 
the workers.

Roseanne, in particular, was extremely upset.  She left the office 
in tears and returned home, unable to work for the rest of the day.  
She had worked at the clinic for almost six years; where on earth 
was she going to find another job like that.

When her contract ended, Roseanne gradually stopped going out 
and began spending more and more time at home in front of the 
television.  She felt too embarrassed to go out for lunch with her 
friends, who were all working, and instead ate more than usual 
and put on weight.  She began to experience heart palpitations and 
finally, under pressure from her family, went to see a doctor who 
prescribed tranquilizers.

Jennifer was also laid off, but she reacted differently.  During the 
four weeks she had left until the end of her contract, she used her 
free time to contact friends and acquaintances that might have job 
leads.

After her layoff, she decided to treat herself to a trip to Arizona 
to visit an old high school chum.  While she was there, she had 
some time to think and re-evaluate her priorities.  She decided 
that the desert climate agreed with her and within a few weeks had 
established a catering business there with her girlfriend.
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Here we have two women with similar backgrounds, dealing with 
stress in very different ways.  Why does that happen?  Why does 
stress cause some people to get sick, while providing others with 
the incentive to make major positive changes in their lives?

Obviously, some people have a higher tolerance for stress than 
others.  The key to success in today’s changing world is learning 
to adapt successfully to the stresses you meet.  Failure to do 
so will mean depression, sickness, loss of self-esteem and low 
achievement.

Psychologists say that people who withstand a lot of stress and 
stay healthy –  even though they may have a family history of 
disease – feel in control of their lives, are committed to themselves 
and to others, and see stressful events as challenges, rather than 
insurmountable problems.

It seems, then, that there is a mind/body connection that comes 
into play here.  Our health depends to a great degree not only on 
our physiological but also our psychological resistance to disease.  
There’s a new field of medicine that looks at this particular subject 
– why some of us become sick and others remain symptom-free.  
It’s called psychoneuroimmunology, or PNI.

PNI is based on the idea that the brain, endocrine and immune 
systems form an intricate communication network.  They interact 
in ways that can make us sick or keep us well and, when we are 
sick, boost our chances of recovery.

Researchers at the National Institute of Mental Health in Maryland 
have suggested that when we feel helpless and out of control, 
our bodies send out chemical messengers which slow down the 
movement of white blood cells that fight disease.

It is increasingly clear that your ability to handle stress is the single 
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most important asset you can have in fighting illness.  Fear, anxiety, 
frustration, confusion and insecurity are beginning to be seen as 
the causes of more disease than bacteria and viruses.

Three-quarters of all complaints in the practice of general medicine 
are stress-related.  Almost a quarter of prescriptions written by 
North American doctors are for tranquilizers, sleeping pills or 
anti-depressants.  Unfortunately, there seems to be a growing 
acceptance that this is an unavoidable fact of modern life – that 
with our faster, more hectic pace with the inescapable technology of 
cell phones, text messaging, blackberries, webcam, emails, voice 
mail and more….can  lead to tension headaches, ulcers, depression 
and general ill health.

PROLONGED STRESS AND DISEASE

Constant tension is linked to a number of diseases.  The evidence 
clearly shows that prolonged stress – or the body’s constant 
readiness for action over a period of time – is an important part of 
the trigger that sets off many diseases.

When your blood pressure stays high for a long period, the blood 
vessels are constricted.  This means it’s harder for the blood to flow 
through them.  Also, chronic stress changes the chemistry of the 
blood, making it more likely to clot.  All of this can result in a heart 
attack or stroke.

Stress can lead to digestive disorders such as constipation or 
diarrhea, duodenal and stomach ulcers, and colitis.  The constant 
effort of the lungs to get more air can lead to problems for 
asthmatics.  The skin changes associated with stress can cause 
allergies and rashes, and a continued state of tension may result in 
headaches, backaches and muscle pain.
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Keep in mind that we’re talking about keeping the body in a state 
of readiness for a prolonged period of time.  Momentary crises 
which are coped with quickly cause no problems, because the body 
returns to its normal state very rapidly.

Stress and your heart 
If your heart starts beating harder and faster than usual, it 
means it has increased its output.  Exercise can do this; so can 
stress.  When we’re stressed, we may feel that nothing is going 
right, that we’re always racing around and accomplishing nothing.  
When this happens, the brain stimulates the sympathetic nervous 
system which causes your body to pump out adrenaline-like 
substances.  These increase your heart rate, which leads to 
higher blood pressure.

Diabetes 
Recent research has shown that emotional stress is a factor in the 
management of diabetes.  A diabetic can follow his diet strictly, 
monitoring every dose of insulin or oral medication and yet still 
find that his system is “out of whack” thanks to an argument with 
his partner or pressure at the office.

In an experiment at Duke University Medical Center, a group of 
diabetics admitted to hospital with poor blood sugar control were 
put on medication and taught a technique called “progressive 
relaxation.”  Starting with their toes and working their way up, 
they tensed and relaxed various muscles, learning to recognize and 
reduce muscle tension when they found it.  After the training, they 
were better able to tolerate a dose of sugar than a similar group of 
patients who received medication but no relaxation training.

Researchers also introduced biofeedback into relaxation exercises 
for insulin-dependent diabetics.  In these sessions, the patients 
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were hooked up to electronic equipment that detected muscle 
tension, perspiration and temperature and let the patients know 
when they were relaxing properly.  After a year of using these 
techniques whenever they were feeling tense, the patients had the 
same overall need for insulin.  Relaxation, however, allowed them 
to keep their blood glucose swings under control.

Cancer and stress
There is some evidence that the stress of repressing emotions 
can lead to some kinds of cancers.  A study by researchers at 
the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine found that the 
highest incidence of cancer in a group of male medical students 
was among the “Lone” cluster, a group of men who felt lonely and 
faced the world with bland, unemotional exteriors.  They were 16 
times more likely to develop cancer than were members of the 
“Acting Out/Emotional” cluster, people who were anxious, easily 
upset and prone to depression.  According to the study, people 
with the highest cancer rates were likely to hide their real feelings, 
particularly negative ones.

Of course, there is still no real proof that people’s emotions affect 
their chances of getting cancer, or surviving it.  But while the debate 
continues, one New Haven surgeon who is convinced there is a 
connection treats his patients with what he calls “a healthy dose of 
self-responsibility.”  He suggests that we should be turning victims 
into fighters, teaching them to take care of their own needs.

When it comes to the idea of personal responsibility, the other side 
of the coin is that it can lead some patients to feel guilty about 
their disease, believing that they are somehow to blame because 
of some personal inadequacies.  It can also direct them away from 
medical treatment to unproven, potentially harmful therapies.  
Remember: stress management is an aid to conventional medical 
treatment, not a deterrent.


