


HIDDEN SOURCES
OF STRESS

Many causes of stress are obvious. Always
working 12 hour days; trying to get by on too
little sleep; constantly arguing with a spouse

- no amount of yoga or massage is going to
keep someone stress-free in these situations.
But recent scientific research has revealed two
hidden sources of stress that are common in
modern life: high caffeine intake and low self-
esteem.

Most adult Americans start their day with a cup
of coffee. But with a Starbucks on every corner,
a coffee machine percolating in every workplace
and caffeine-laden sodas in every fridge, one
cup of java does not represent the average
American’s daily caffeine intake.And since we
also don’t get enough sleep, we frequently reach
out for caffeine’s energy boost throughout the
day.

The danger!? Caffeine stimulates some of

the same hormones that the “fight-or-flight”
response does: adrenaline and cortisol.
Biochemically, a valley of fatigue often follows
the initial burst of energy. Other hormones
released can trigger mood swings. Caffeine
causes dependency - quitting “cold turkey” leads
to headaches and other withdrawal symptoms.
More importantly, it interferes with the sleep
cycle. Caffeine becomes an energy crutch for
those who are tired, but then wreaks havoc with
their sleep quality.

A more subtle connection, debated by
researchers, is the tie between stress and
self-esteem.While the link is not as directly
observable as the biology of caffeine in the
bloodstream, the evidence appears compelling.
High self-esteem seems to protect from the
ravages of stress. Research subjects with strong
self-esteem are more resilient, with a greater
range of coping behaviors.A strong sense of
self may be part of a more confident, optimistic

attitude toward the world that helps moderate
responses to a range of stress triggers.

Low self-esteem, on the other hand, makes
subjects more vulnerable to stress. Self-doubt
undermines the sense of competence needed
to tackle many of the challenges, great and
small, of daily life. Especially when tough tasks
relate to an area of perceived vulnerability, low
self-esteem and stress becomes a vicious cycle.
Poor performance happens as a result of shaky
confidence, not lack of ability, but failure feeds
the negative sense of self.

Reshaping self-esteem isn’t easy. Childhood
experiences have often molded it deeply. But it
is certainly eye-opening to look at self-esteem’s
relationship to stress in your life. (Eve Adamson’s
book in the Resource Guide has a terrific
chapter on improving self-esteem as part of

a stress management program.) And as tough

as tackling confidence may be, it might just be
easier than curbing your caffeine intake!

CHECKLIST: THREE SUREFIRE STRESS-
BUSTERS--SLEEP, EXERCISE AND

releases “feel-good” chemicals such as endorphins, which actually
act as pain relievers and relaxation triggers. Increased cardiac fit-

ness and muscle strength make the body better prepared to handle
whatever stressors life has around the next corner. Finding a sport
you enjoy also nourishes the spirit--even if it’s something as basic as
a great walk on the treadmill with an iPod full of fun tunes.

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION

A successful stress management plan involves isolating key stress trig-
gers and customizing solutions that work within your busy daily life.
There are three areas, however, that can everyone can add to their
surefire stress reduction list:

/' Mindfulness meditation: This easy-to-learn meditation tech-
nique involves deep, relaxed breathing and focusing the mind on
simply being “present” in the moment. It can be practiced sitting up,
or stretched out, for a few minutes, or for an extended period.The
technique quiets the mind, and has been shown to decrease anxiety,
improve mood and boost concentration. (See Resource Guide for a
“how-to” link.)

/' Sleep: Committing to a regular sleep routine is the cornerstone
to curbing stress. It’s hard to tackle anything else if you’re worn out
before you begin.

v/ Exercise: Getting physically active is one of the best antidotes to
stress. Exercise burns off the excess “fight-or-flight” hormones, and
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L_'Eve Adamson, The Everything Stress Management Book: Practical Ways to Relax, Be Healthy and Maintain Your Sanity. [Adams, MA:
Avon Media, 2002.] Thorough and upbeat manual; helpful tests, exercises and strategies for developing a personal plan to tackle stress.

Jﬁhttp://stress.about.com/od/tensiontamers/a/stress_reliever.htm. Elizabeth Scott, “Stress Reliever List: 25 More Stress Relievers to Try.”
Handy guide, with everything from quick tips to indepth strategies. Plenty of links; part of about.com’s comprehensive stress management
site.

“Uhttp://altmedicine.about.com/cs/mindbody/a/Meditation.htm. Cathy Wong, “Mindfulness Meditation.” Simple how-to list of steps to
begin this relaxation practice.

(Dstress happens in modern life. If left unmanaged, it can damage
health and happiness, as well as work performance.

Second

(DExternal events may trigger stress, but how we manage our response can
Summary:

limit its impact.

(DBoth physical and psychological coping strategies help control stress. Pick solutions that feel right for you, because stress
management is not “one size fits all!”

EAP is here to help. For more information about articles in this newsletter;, or any other
EAP-related topic, please call one of our trained counselors at our toll-free number:
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800-287-2173 * www.investeap.org
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