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Warning:

Stress can cause severe health problems and, in extreme cases, can cause death. While stress
management techniques are conclusively shown to have a positive effect on reducing stress, readers

should take the advice of suitably qualified medical examiners if they have any concerns over stress-
related ilinesses. These examiners should also be consulted before changing diet or levels of exercise.
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Module 1:
INntroduction

Managing Stress for Career Success

Mind Tools’ Stress Management Master Class

Stress is everywhere...,
A world of intense change
The stress of success

The structure of the course, and how to use it
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Stress is everywhere. ..

Think for a moment about the life of the President or Prime Minister of your country.

Irrespective of how you feel about him or her, can you imagine the pressures and responsibilities that this
person carries? Can you conceive of the demands placed on his or her time, and the number of critical
decisions he or she makes in a day? In a normal week, how many unpleasant, malicious and rude things
are said about this person? Ask yourself how many other people are doing their best to undermine this
person or show him or her in the worst possible light?

Think about surgeons making life-or-death decisions on a daily basis, or air traffic controllers who must
constantly be vigilant, knowing that an error could cause the death of hundreds of people. Think about
advocates or barristers, whose reputations rest on quick thinking under intense pressure, or about Chief
Executives, who must make critical decisions that affect the lives of thousands of people.

Think about the countless other people in difficult professions who experience intense stress on a daily
basis. These are all people operating in difficult circumstances, and facing great potential stress.

While these people do occasionally fail, most often they do not. Most often they respond maturely,
responsibly and effectively to the intense challenges and pressures they face.

A world of intense change
Think also about the tremendous forces of change currently unleashed in the world.

The information technology and communications revolutions are uniting the world in a way that has never
before been possible. This course is one small example of this — it has been produced as part of
electronic collaboration involving people from 27 countries. It will be available to people anywhere on this
planet with access to the Internet.

This is true in many, many other areas. For example, reductions in the costs of air travel mean that
people and goods can move around the world on a scale that has never-before been possible. The easy
availability of capital and management talent means that an idea proven in one country can quickly be
exploited on a worldwide basis. Improvements in medicine and agriculture mean that more and more
people can use their time creatively, rather than just fighting for survival.

These changes bring intense competition: As barriers of geography and inefficiency come down,
organizations can no longer rely on being the only player in small, local, protected markets. In many
areas, companies must now lead the world if they are to succeed: If they do not, better companies will
inevitably win away their customers as products and services become obsolete.

This change delivers huge benefits to each of us as competition drives down consumer prices, improves
product quality and increases the range of goods and services available. All of this improves our lives as it
eliminates the irritations, frustrations and hard labor that have often been our lot.
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However, it also puts tremendous pressure on our organizations to succeed. On a human level, this can
show as intense work-related stress. For people in the companies that do not survive, it shows in the
stresses of unemployment and dislocation, as they change their lives and locations to find new work.

Even intrinsically local organizations, such as governments, are sure to be affected by this; once
taxpayers have experienced the service delivered by the most successful global companies, they expect
this as standard. Hence, anything less will not be acceptable.

The stress of success

This course assumes that you want to have a successful, enjoyable career that keeps you pleasantly
stretched and interested. Perhaps you would like to lead part or all of your organization. Perhaps you
want to achieve personal or professional recognition. Or, perhaps you want to make a difference to the
world in some other way.

Unfortunately, part of the price of success is coping with the pressure of disagreeable events, just as you
must cope with the stresses and pressures on your organization as it struggles to change, survive and
thrive in this fast-changing world.

Good stress management is therefore crucially important for career success. Who wants to be lead by
someone who falls apart under stress? Who values the opinion of someone who fails to think clearly
when the pressure is on? Who respects a negotiator who loses his or her cool (unless for a very
controlled purpose)?

This is strikingly illustrated by these excerpts from an article in Fortune Magazine:

In a recent study by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, more than half the working
people in the US viewed job stress as a major problem in their lives. That’s more than double the percentage in
similar studies a year ago. The number of people who called in sick due to stress has tripled in the past four
years. Fully 42% of employees — double the percentage a year ago — think their coworkers need help managing
stress.

In an annual survey released last month by workplace research firm Marlin Co., 29% of respondents put
themselves in the highest category of stress-extreme or quite a bit — the highest percentage in the poll’s six year
history....

Dr. Scott Stacy, clinical program director of the Professional Renewal Center, estimates that the average
executive will skate dangerously close to burning out two or three times in his career....

What’s notable about today’s wave of stressed-out workers is that it rises all the way to the top. Lack of control
is generally considered to be one of the biggest job stressors, so it used to be thought that middle managers
carried the brunt: Sandwiched between the top and the bottom, they end up with little authority. Powerful CEOs
were seen as the least threatened by stress. But in today’s tough new economy, top executives don’t have as
much control as they used to. Now that the corner suite has become scandal central, senior executives are
complaining that they can’t get anyone to listen to them — the very same stressor cited most commonly by those
at the bottom of the ladder.

“Stress is just part of the job,” says Alexandra Lebenthal, CEO of Wall Street securities firm Lebenthal & Co....
“Fortunately or unfortunately, [stress] is part of our character building,” Lebenthal says. “But there is a moment
when you think, | don’t need any more character building. What | need is a vacation.”

© James Manktelow, Mind Tools Ltd, 2003 Page 9 of 184

All rights reserved. This course, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without the
permission of the publisher.



Mind Tools’ Stress Management Master Class Managing Stress for Career Success

Being able to handle stress is perhaps the most basic of job expectations; it is at the core of not just doing good
work but doing work, period. So among the corporate elite, succumbing to it is considered a shameful
weakness. “I hear a lot of people saying ‘it’s tough.’ But executives don’t use the ‘s’ word.”

“In corporate America, especially, people often rise to the top by learning how to overcome stress.”

Cora Daniels, The Last Taboo, Fortune Magazine: Volume 146, Issue 8, 28 October 2002
Reprinted with the permission of Fortune Magazine

So, why take this course?
So far, we have looked at the challenges and downsides of stress. Enough of this doom and gloom!

The purpose of this course is to help you perform successfully and happily under the pressures that
inevitably come with a successful career. It will help you manage and adapt to the stresses you face,
while helping you to build buffers against stress that will enable you to enjoy even the most challenging of
jobs. More than this, it will introduce you to many of the important habits and routines that will help you to
enjoy your career, even under intense pressure.

The techniques that this course teaches will help you to:

Thrive in, and enjoy, challenging jobs.

Understand where things can go wrong at work so that you can fix them.

Work with powerful people to your mutual advantage.

Live and work harmoniously and productively with the people around you.

Change your environment to eliminate accumulations of small irritations.

Understand negative thoughts and emotions like self-criticism, anxiety and fear, and challenge these

and turn them around to be sources of rational, positive thinking.

o Build the social support networks and buffers against stress that will help you cope with situations you
cannot manage.

The course provides you with a tool kit of practical skills and techniques that you can apply to deal with
the most common stressful situations that you will experience. It also helps you to understand the
research that has been done on stress; knowing this theory helps you to adapt these tools and improvise
new ones to handle more unique situations.

The structure of the course, and how to use it

Supporting this, the course opens by helping you to understand what stress is and by identifying the
sources of stress that you are experiencing. Once you have identified these, you can plan to manage
these stressors appropriately. The modules that do this are explained below:

Module 2: Understanding Stress:  This module explains what stress is, and where it comes from. It
helps you to understand in detail what the negative
consequences of stress are, and introduces the theory that lies
behind stress management. By fully understanding this, you will
be able to adapt existing stress management tools to unique
situations, and will be able to develop new ones of your own.
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Module 3: Pinpointing the Stress ~ The next module helps you to understand the sources of stress
in Your Life: in your life. It introduces you to tools that help you to understand

precisely where the stress you experience comes from, analyse

your reactions, and identify how you can improve your reactions

to stress.
Module 4: Targeting Stress Once you understand the stresses that you face, the fourth
Effectively: module shows you how to plan to manage them. It then

introduces you to a key that will guide you to the best techniques
for managing different types of stress.

The stresses you face will either come from situations that you have some control over, or will come from
situations you are powerless to avoid. The next set of modules help you to actively manage and control
the stresses you face:

Module 5: Coping With Work This module shows you how to thrive in and enjoy challenging
Overload: jobs, and cope with work overload. It introduces tools that help
you to understand how to be successful in your job, sharpen up
your use of time, plan and manage your work so that you deliver
what is needed consistently and reliably. It also explains how to
get the help you need when you need it.

Module 6: Surviving Problem Some jobs are just plain bad, often because they are new or
Jobs: badly designed. Jobs can have conflicting priorities,
irreconcilable demands, or inadequate resources. They may
require you to do things that conflict with your goals or ideals.
This module helps you to redesign these jobs where you can,
and survive them, or move on when you can’t.

Module 7: Working With Powerful Module 7 helps you to understand what your clients or your
People: employers want from you. It helps you to decode demands that
seem unreasonable, and negotiate fair solutions that respect the
rights of all parties. It also gives you a good framework for
winning people around to support your projects and objectives.

Module 8: Co-Worker and Team  This module helps you to understand some of the fundamental
Stress: causes of team problems, and of team stress. By accurately
identifying these problems, you can often solve them in a
relatively painless way. It also introduces basic skills for
improving teamwork, thereby reducing co-worker and team
stresses.

Module 9: Eliminating A lot of stress comes from your environment. Examples of this
Environmental Stress:  include backaches that come from poorly adjusted chairs, eye
strain from inadequate lighting, or headaches from office
pollutants. While these seem to be small irritants, they contribute
significantly to overall stress. They can also be very easy to fix.
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There will be many areas in life where you do not have the power to manage your way out of stressful
situations. Because of this, you must adapt to them or survive them. The next set of modules help you to
do this:

Module 10:  Managing Everyone gets nervous before major performances, whether they
Performance Stress: are speeches, sales presentations or athletic performances. This
module gives you useful techniques for managing adrenaline so

that you can perform at your best.

It also introduces important stress management techniques like
imagery, meditation, self-hypnosis and use of relaxation tapes
that can help you to relax at times of intense pressure.

Module 11:  Reducing Stress With Module 11 helps you to deal with the stress that comes from
Rational Thinking: negative thinking. This can involve anxious worrying about
events out of your control, irrational self-criticism, or negative
reaction to things that could be viewed as positive challenges.
This module teaches you to tune-in to your negative thinking,
and to respect your emotions and your fears. It then shows how
to understand them, and how to change them to give you
positive problem-solving energy.

The techniques we will look at in Modules 2 to 11 are techniques that can be deployed in a number of
hours or days to improve individual situations. They are very useful for managing or coping with short-
term stress.

There will be times in your career where issues are coming at you “thick and fast”. Life events may seem
to conspire with work events to load pressure onto you. This is where long-term stress management
becomes vitally important — remember the comment in the Fortune article (above):

Dr. Scott Stacy, clinical program director of the Professional Renewal Center, estimates that the average
executive will skate dangerously close to burning out two or three times in his career....

The next three modules help you cope with the pressures of long-term stress that can lead to burnout:

Module 12:  Managing Stress with We've all heard it before, but it needs saying. A healthy lifestyle
a Healthy Lifestyle: with plenty of exercise, a good diet, minimal intake of toxins and
plenty of sleep is essential for managing long term stress.

This module explains why these are important, but also shows
the importance of spending time with your friends, and on
relaxing pastimes, as ways of managing long-term stress.
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Module 13:  Sustaining Peak “Burn out” is quite rightly something that high achievers fear. This
Performance Without module shows you how to understand burn out and spot the
Burning Out: early symptoms of it, so that you can take appropriate action to
avoid it.
Module 14:  Maintaining Change: Many programs like this achieve good success in the short-term,

but then fail in the medium-term as their users forget the lessons
and techniques they have learned. This module shows you how
to ensure that change lasts so that you live a full, happy and
successful life.

Module Structure

Modules typically open by explaining the background theory that underlies the purpose of the module.
Sometimes this may be practical and self-evident. Other times there may have been extensive research
carried out to get to the root of what may be difficult and confusing issues. The module introduction
sections explain this theory so that you can confidently understand why the module’s stress management
techniques work.

Next, we look at the tools and techniques that you can use to manage the particular source of stress
covered by the module. We explain how to use each tool and, where appropriate, follow this with an
example of how the tool is used.

We then apply these tools to your life. We guide you through using the tools practically to give you a feel
for the way that they work, so that you can draw on them when you need them. It is always tempting just
to read through these exercises and not to use them, and if you do this, you will lose much of the value of
your investment in this course. Take your time, and work through the exercises.

Finally, we give further information on our sources of information for the modules. We give you the links
and additional information you need to follow-up with your areas of interest further, so that you can
develop your skills as deeply as you want to.

Work through the modules one-by-one, exploring and trying out the techniques they teach. Give yourself
the time you need to assimilate the information in this course. It will pay dividends throughout the rest of
your working life.

In particular, take the time needed to work through the ‘Applying This to Your Life...’ sections at the end
of each module. By taking these actions, you will make good stress management part of your life. If you
do not, then there is a real danger that in time you will forget the skills you learn through this course, and
will not draw on them when you need them.

Enjoy using the Mind Tools Stress Management Master Class!
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Module 2:
Understanding Stress & Stress Management

Managing Stress for Career Success

Mind Tools’ Stress Management Master Class

Interest: This module helps you to understand what stress is, where it comes from,
and the affects it can have on your health. It then introduces the important
fundamentals of stress management.

Need: It is important to understand the very real negative affects that stress can
have on your health and performance, so that you take stress management
seriously and make it part of your life. An understanding of the fundamental
concepts also helps you to adapt tools to unique circumstances and helps
you to create new tools for new situations.

Range: The module covers the important theory on which the rest of this course is
based.
Objective: After taking this module, you should:

¢ Be able to understand the fundamentals of stress and the scope of stress
management covered by this course;

e Be able to understand some of the theory behind the stress management
tools and techniques we use in later modules; and

o Feel confident that this course and tools and techniques are based on
sound research

Who should take this Everyone taking this course should take this module, either in overview or in

module? detail. Take the module in overview if you simply want to know the key
concepts before you get started. Skim through the detail sections and read
the summary in detail. Expect to spend about 20 minutes doing this.

Take the module in detail if you have the time and interest to study stress
theory. Expect to spend 60 minutes doing this.
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INntroduction

This module helps you to understand the current state of research into stress. We look at this so that you
understand how soundly some of these ideas have been researched.

It also introduces you to the fundamental principles behind stress management. While the mind tools we
introduce you to in this course cover the most common sources of stress, a good understanding of the
fundamentals will help you to adapt these tools and create new ones to handle unique situations.

Much research has been conducted into stress over the last hundred years. Some of the theories are
settled and accepted; others are still being researched and debated. This module helps you understand
some of the key concepts and theories from current psychological research. These are the foundation on
which this course and the tools and techniques within it have been designed.

We start by defining stress. We then look at the underlying mechanisms that cause stress. Next, we look
at the nature of stress and consider the relationships between stress and health, and between stress and
work performance.

We emphasize the importance of understanding and looking out for stress-related affects on your health.
We see how stress can have very negative effects on your short- and long-term health, performance and
career success, as well as on your personal happiness. This emphasizes the importance of good stress
management.

Finally, we define stress management for career success, and look at the three types of approach to
managing stress: action oriented (reducing stress by taking action); perception oriented (dealing with
attitudes and emotional responses to stress); and survival oriented (living and coping with stresses that
cannot be otherwise resolved). The concepts introduced here underlie the tools and techniques that you
will encounter later in the course to help you manage stress constructively.

Note:

This module focuses on the sort of stress people can expect to experience as a normal part of a
successful business or public service career. It does not consider in any depth the intense stress that will
be experienced in life-threatening situations. Nor does it look at handling the effects of, for example,
Depression or Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. These are very real issues; however, they are outside the
scope of this course.
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What Stress Is... Definitions
This is a dangerous topic!

The literature of the last hundred years offers many different definitions of what stress is, whether used by
psychologists, medics, management consultants or lay people. There seems to have been something
approaching open warfare between competing definitions: Views have been passionately held and
aggressively defended.

What complicates this is that intuitively we all feel that we know what stress is, as it is something we have
all experienced. A definition should therefore be obvious...except that it is not.

One problem with a single definition is that stress is made up of many things: It is a family of related
experiences, pathways, responses and outcomes caused by a range of different events or circumstances.
Different people experience different aspects and identify with different definitions.

Hans Selye (one of the founding fathers of stress research) identified another part of this problem when
he noted that different types of definition operate in different areas of knowledge. To a lawyer or a linguist,
words have very precise, definite and fixed meanings. In other fields, ideas and definitions continue
evolving as research and knowledge expands.

Selye’s view in 1956 was that “stress is not necessarily something bad — it all depends on how you take it.
The stress of exhilarating, creative successful work is beneficial, while that of failure, humiliation or
infection is detrimental.” Selye believed that the biochemical effects of stress would be experienced
irrespective of whether the situation was positive or negative.

Since then, a great deal of further research has been conducted, and ideas have moved on. In particular,
the harmful biochemical and long-term effects of stress have rarely been observed in positive situations.

Now, the most commonly accepted definition of stress (mainly attributed to Richard S Lazarus) is that
stress is a condition or feeling experienced when a person perceives that “demands exceed the
personal and social resources the individual is able to mobilize.”

People feel little stress when they have the time, experience and resources to handle a situation. They
feel great stress when they do not see themselves as being able to handle the demands put upon them.
Stress is therefore a negative experience. It is not an inevitable consequence of an event: It depends a
great deal on individuals’ perceptions of a situation and their real ability to cope with it.

This is the main definition used by this course, although we also recognize that there is an intertwined
instinctive stress response to unexpected events. The stress response inside us is therefore part instinct
and part to do with the way we think.
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What Stress Is... The Underlying Mechanisms

There are two types of instinctive stress response that are important to our understanding of stress and
stress management: the short-term “Fight-or-Flight” response and the long term “General Adaptation
Syndrome”. The first is a basic survival instinct, while the second instinct is a long-term effect of exposure
to stress. As we have discussed, a third mechanism comes from the way that we think and interpret the
situations in which we find ourselves.

As we will see at the end of this section, these three mechanisms can actually be part of the same stress
response — we will initially look at them separately, and then show how they can fit together.

“Fight-or-Flight”
Some of the early research on stress (conducted by Walter Cannon in 1932) established the existence of
the well-known fight-or-flight response. His work showed that when an organism experiences a shock or
perceives a threat, it quickly releases hormones that help it to survive.

In humans, as in other animals, these hormones help us to run faster and fight harder. They increase
heart rate and blood pressure, delivering more oxygen and blood sugar to power important muscles. They
increase sweating in an effort to cool these muscles, and help them stay efficient. They divert blood away
from the skin to the core of our bodies, reducing blood loss if we are damaged. In addition to this, these
hormones focus our attention on the threat, to the exclusion of everything else. All of this significantly
improves our ability to survive life-threatening events.

Unfortunately, this mobilization of the body for survival also has negative consequences. In this state, we
are excitable, anxious, jumpy and irritable. This actually reduces our ability to work effectively with other
people. With trembling and a pounding heart, we can find it difficult to execute precise, controlled skills.
The intensity of our focus on survival interferes with our ability to make fine judgments based on drawing
information from many sources. We find ourselves more accident-prone and less able to make good
decisions.

It is easy to think that this fight-or-flight, or adrenaline, response is only triggered by obviously life-
threatening danger. On the contrary, recent research shows that we experience the fight-or-flight
response when simply encountering something unexpected. The situation does not have to be dramatic.
People can also experience this response when frustrated or interrupted, or when they experience a
situation that is new or in some way challenging. This hormonal, fight-or-flight response is a normal part of
everyday life and a part of everyday stress, albeit often with an intensity that is so low that we do not
notice it.

There are very few situations in modern working life where this response is useful. Most situations benefit
from a calm, rational, controlled and socially sensitive approach. Module 10 explains a range of good
techniques for keeping this fight-or-flight response under control.

The General Adaptation Syndrome and Bumout

Hans Selye took a different approach from Walter Cannon. Starting with the observation that many
different diseases and injuries to the body seemed to cause the same symptoms in patients, he identified
a general response (the “General Adaptation Syndrome”) with which the body reacts to a major stimulus.
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While the Fight-or-Flight response works in the very short term, the General Adaptation Syndrome
operates in response to longer-term exposure to causes of stress.

Selye identified that when pushed to extremes, organisms reacted in three stages:

o First, in the Alarm Phase, they reacted to the stressor.

¢ Next, in the Resistance Phase, the resistance to the stressor increased as the organism adapted to,
and coped with, it. This phase lasted for as long as the organism could support this heightened
resistance.

o Finally, once resistance was exhausted, the organism entered the Exhaustion Phase, and resistance
declined substantially.

Selye established this with many hundreds of experiments performed on laboratory rats subjected to
extreme survival stress. However, he quoted a good human example of this that involved research during
World War Il with bomber pilots. Once they had completed a few missions over enemy territory, these
pilots usually settled down and performed well. After many missions, however, pilot fatigue would set in
as they began to show “neurotic manifestations”.

In the business environment, this exhaustion contributes strongly to what is commonly referred to as
“burnout”. The classic business example comes from the Wall Street trading floor: by most people’s
standards, life on a trading floor is stressful. Traders learn to adapt to the daily stressors of big financial
decisions, and the winning and losing large sums of money. In many cases, however, these stresses
increase and fatigue starts to set in. At the same time, as traders become successful and earn more and
more money, their financial motivation to succeed can diminish. Ultimately, many traders experience
“burnout”.

We look at this in more detail in Module 13, “Sustaining Peak Performance Without Burnout”.

Stress and the way we think

Particularly in normal working life, much of our stress is subtle, and occurs without obvious threat to
survival. Most of our stress comes from things like work overload, conflicting priorities, inconsistent
values, over-challenging deadlines, conflict with co-workers, unpleasant environments and so on. Not
only do these reduce our performance as we divert mental effort into handling them, they can also cause
a great deal of unhappiness.

We have already mentioned that the most common currently accepted definition of stress is something
that is experienced when a person perceives that “demands exceed the personal and social resources
the individual is able to mobilize.”

In becoming stressed, people must therefore make two main judgments: firstly they must feel threatened
by the situation, and secondly they must judge whether their capabilities and resources are sufficient to
meet the threat. How stressed someone feels depends on how much damage they think the situation can
do them, and how closely their resources meet the demands of the situation. This sense of threat is rarely
physical. It may, for example, involve perceived threats to our social standing, to other people’s opinions
of us, to our promotion prospects or to our own deeply held values.

Just as with real threats to our survival, these perceived threats trigger the hormonal fight-or-flight
response with all of its negative consequences.
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Modules 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 look at practical methods for managing these stresses by tackling them at
source. Module 11, “Reducing Stress With Rational Thinking”, looks at a range of powerful tools for
changing your interpretation of stressful situations, thereby reducing the perception of threat.

Pulling these mechanisms together — the integrated stress response. ..

So far, we have presented the Fight-or-Flight response, the General Adaptation Syndrome, and our
mental responses to stress as separate mechanisms. In fact, they can fit together into one response.

The key to this is that Hans Selye’s ‘Alarm Phase’ is the same thing as Walter Cannon’s Fight-or-Flight
response.

We can therefore see that mental stress triggers the fight-or-flight response, and that if this stress is
sustained for a long time, the end result might be exhaustion and burnout.

Stress and Your Health

In earlier sections of this module, we considered the survival benefits of the fight-or-flight response, as
well as the inherent negative consequences of this response on our performance in modern work-related
situations. We saw also the negative “burnout” effect of exposure to long-term stress. These negative
effects can impact your health — either as direct physiological damage to our bodies, or as behavioral
effects that can also damage your health.

The behavioral effects of an over-stressed lifestyle are easy to explain. For instance, when under
pressure, some people are more likely to drink heavily, or smoke, as a way of getting immediate chemical
relief from stress. Others may have so much work to do that they do not exercise or eat properly. They
may cut down on sleep, or may worry so much that they sleep badly. They may get so carried away with
work and meeting daily pressures that they do not take time to see the doctor or dentist when they need
to. All of these are likely to have a negative effect on health.

The direct physiological effects of excessive stress are more complex. In some areas they are well
understood, while in other areas, they are still subject to debate and further research.

The linkage between stress and heart disease is well established. If stress is intense, and stress
hormones are not ‘used up’ by physical activity, our raised heart rate and high blood pressure put tension
on arteries and cause damage to them. As the body heals this damage, the artery walls scar and thicken,
which can reduce the supply of blood and oxygen to the heart. This is where a fight-or-flight response can
become lethal. Stress hormones accelerate the heart to increase the blood supply to muscles; however,
blood vessels in the heart may have become so narrow that not enough blood reaches the heart to meet
demands. If you experience this, and you are lucky, you will in turn experience chest pains, and will stop
doing what you are doing and immediately seek medical help. If you are not lucky, you will suffer a fatal
heart attack.

Stress has been also been found to impair the immune system, which explains why we are more prone to
infection (including colds and flu) when we are stressed. It may exacerbate symptoms in diseases that
have an autoimmune component, such as rheumatoid arthritis. It also seems to affect headaches and
irritable bowel syndrome, and there are now suggestions of links between stress and cancer.
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Stress is also associated with mental health problems and, in particular, anxiety and depression. Here the
relationship is fairly clear: the negative thinking that causes stress also contributes to these.

The direct effects of stress in other areas of health are still under debate. In some areas (for example in
the formation of stomach ulcers) diseases traditionally associated with stress are now attributed to other
causes.

Countering this, regular exercise can reduce your physiological reaction to stress. It also strengthens your
heart and increases the blood supply to it, directly affecting your vulnerability to heart disease.

Although this course focuses mainly on stress and work performance, many of the tools and techniques
within it will help you manage stresses that would otherwise adversely affect your health. However, if you
suspect that you are prone to stress-related iliness, or if you are in any doubt about the state of your
health, you should consult appropriate medical advice immediately. Keep in mind that stress management
is only part of any solution to stress-related illness.

Take stress seriously!

Stress and Performance

So far, we have seen that stress is a negative experience. We have seen the short-term negative effects
that stress hormones can have on your performance, and have seen how stress can contribute to
burnout.

In some cases, however, the pressures and demands that may cause stress can be positive in their
effect. One example of this is where sportsmen and women flood their bodies with fight-or-flight
adrenaline to power an explosive performance. Another example is where deadlines are used to motivate
people who seem bored or unmotivated. We will discuss this briefly in this section, but throughout the rest
of this course we see stress as a problem that needs to be solved.

In most work situations jobs, our stress responses cause our performance to suffer. A calm, rational,
controlled and sensitive approach is usually called for in dealing with most difficult problems at work. Our
social interrelationships are just too complex to withstand the damage that an aggressive approach
causes without negative consequences, while a passive and withdrawn response to stress means that we
can fail to assert our rights when we should.

Before we look further at how to manage stress and our performance, it is useful to consider the
relationship between pressure and performance in a little more detail, first by looking at the idea of the
“Inverted-U”, and second by looking at flow, the ideal state of concentration and focus that brings
excellent performance.

Pressure & Performance — the “Inverted U”

The relationship between pressure and performance is well summarized in one of the oldest and most
important ideas in stress management, the “Inverted-U” relationship between pressure and performance.
This is shown in figure 2.1 below. The Inverted-U relationship focuses on people’s performance of a task.
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The left hand side of the graph is easy to explain for pragmatic reasons. When there is very little pressure
on us to carry out an important task, there is little incentive for us to focus energy and attention on it. This
is particularly the case when there may be other, more urgent, or more interesting, tasks competing for
attention.

As pressure on us increases, we enter the “area of best performance”. Here, we are able to focus on the
task and perform well — there is enough pressure on us to focus our attention but not so much that it
disrupts our performance.

A
High Optimum
Stress
Performance
Area of
Best
Performance
Low Pressure High Stress
Boredom Anxiety
Low Unhappiness
- »
Low Pressure High

Figure 2.1:The Inverted-U relationship between pressure and performance

The right hand side of the graph is more complex to explain.

We are all aware that we have a limited short-term memory. For example, if you try to memorize a long
list of items, you will not be able to remember more than six to eight items unless you use formal memory
techniques. Similarly, although we have huge processing power in our brains, we cannot be conscious of
more than a few thoughts at any one time. In fact, in a very real way, we have a limited “attentional
capacity”.

As we become uncomfortably stressed, distractions, difficulties, anxieties and negative thinking begin to
crowd our minds. This is particularly the case where we look at our definition of stress, i.e. that it occurs
when a person perceives that “demands exceed the personal and social resources the individual is able
to mobilize.” These thoughts compete with performance of the task for our attentional capacity.
Concentration suffers, and focus narrows as our brain becomes overloaded.
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As shown in the figure, this is something of a slippery slope: the more our brain is overloaded, the more
our performance can suffer. The more our performance suffers, the more new distractions, difficulties,
anxieties and negative thoughts crowd our minds.

Other research has shown that stress reduces people’s ability to deal with large amounts of information.
Both decision-making and creativity are impaired because people are unable to take account of all the
information available. This inability accounts for the frequent observation that highly stressed people will
persist in a course of action even when better alternatives are available. It also explains why anxious
people perform best when they are put under little additional stress, while calm people may need
additional pressure to produce a good performance.

Notes on the research behind the Inverted-U:

While this is an important and useful idea, people’s evaluations of stress and performance are by
necessity subjective. This has made it difficult to prove the ‘Inverted-U’ idea formally. Also, for ease of
explanation, we show a smooth curve here. In reality, different people have different shaped and
positioned inverted-Us at different times and in different circumstances. This is all part of “life’s rich
tapestry”.

Flow

When you are operating in your “area of best performance”, you are normally able to concentrate, and
focus all of your attention on the important task at hand. When you do this without distraction, you are
able to enter what Professor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi of Chicago University describes as a state of ‘flow’.
This involves “being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies.
Every action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your
whole being is involved, and you're using your skills to the utmost".

You perform at your best in this state because you are able to focus all of your efforts, resources and
abilities on the tasks at hand. While you are sufficiently motivated to resist competing temptations, you
are not so stressed that anxieties and distractions interfere with clear thought.

This is an intensely creative, efficient and satisfying state of mind. It is the state of mind in which, for
example, the best speeches are made, good software is developed, and the most impressive athletic or
artistic performances are delivered.

One of the frustrations of management is that managers can feel that they lose the ‘right’ to these periods
of deep concentration when they must be readily available to others, and be able to deal with constantly
changing information, decisions and activities around them. Studies of good managers show that they
rarely get more than a few minutes alone without distraction. This alone can be frustrating, and can
contribute strongly to managerial stress.

In jobs where concentration is a rare commodity, there are various solutions to creating the periods of
flow that sustain good performance. Solutions include working from home, or setting aside parts of the
day as quiet periods. Another solution might be to delegate the activities that require the greatest levels of
concentration, allowing the manager to concentrate on problems as they arise, serving to create a flow of
its own.
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One of the key aims of this course is to help you manage stress so that you can enter this state of flow,
and deliver truly excellent performance in your career. This career-related stress management is the
subject of the remainder of this course.

Introducing stress management

So far, we have looked at what stress is, how it affects our health, and how it affects our performance.
This is where we start to look at how we can manage it so that you can rise above all of the stresses that
your career will bring.

There are three major approaches that we can use to manage stress:

¢ Action-oriented: In which we seek to confront the problem causing the stress, often changing the
environment or the situation;

o Emotionally-oriented: In which we do not have the power to change the situation, but we can
manage stress by changing our interpretation of the situation and the way we feel about it; and

o Acceptance-oriented: Where something has happened over which we have no power and no
emotional control, and where our focus is on surviving the stress.

To be able to take an action-oriented approach, we must have some power in the situation. If we do, then
action-oriented approaches are some of the most satisfying and rewarding ways of managing stress.
These are techniques that we can use to manage and overcome stressful situations, changing them to
our advantage.

Modules 5 to 10 of this course focus on action-oriented coping. These modules introduce skills that help
you to actively manage your job, work well with your boss and co-workers, and change your surroundings
to eliminate environmental stress.

If you do not have the power to change a situation, then you may be able to improve things by changing
the way you look at it, and feel about it, by using an emotionally oriented approach. These are often less
attractive than action-oriented approaches in that the stresses can recur time and again; however, they
are useful and effective in their place. Module 11 explains powerful techniques for getting another
perspective on difficult situations.

Sometimes, we have so little power in a situation that it is all we can do to survive it. This is the case, for
example, when loved-ones die. In these situations, often the first stage of coping with the stress is to
accept one’s lack of power. Module 12 looks at building the buffers against stress that help you through
these difficult periods.

The definition of stress we used at the start of this module was that it is a condition or feeling experienced
when a person perceives that demands exceed the personal and social resources the individual is able to
mobilize.

These different approaches to stress management address this definition in different ways: the action-
oriented techniques help us to manage the demands upon us and increase the resources we can
mobilize; the emotionally oriented techniques help us to adjust our perceptions of the situation; and the
acceptance-oriented techniques help you to survive the situations that you genuinely cannot change.
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Modules 5 to 11 focus on managing short-term stress. Modules 12 and 13 help you to cope with the long-
term stress that can lead to burnout, and to harmful stress-related iliness.

The final part of stress management, introduced in module 14, shows you how you can make good stress
management an ongoing part of your life.

Summary

This module discusses the fundamental ideas behind stress management. By understanding these ideas,
you can see how the tools in this course work for most common sources of stress, and can understand
how to adapt them or create new tools to handle unique situations.

It introduces the debate over the definitions of stress, and gives the most commonly accepted definition:
that stress is experienced when a person perceives that demands exceed the personal and social
resources that the individual is able to mobilize. It also brings in the intertwined instinctive responses to
unexpected events and threats that are so much part of stress.

We then looked at these instinctive responses in more detalil, firstly looking at the fight-or-flight response
that helps us to respond explosively to immediate threat, and then looking at the General Adaptation
Syndrome and burnout. We also saw the way that the normal day-to-day stressors of overload,
frustration, conflict and deadlines can trigger small-scale fight-or-flight responses.

Next, we looked at the negative effects of long-term stress, first from a behavioral perspective, and
second, by looking at its contribution to disease. We saw that stress has a well-established link with heart
disease, but that relationships with other diseases were still not fully established.

We then looked at the “Inverted-U” relationship between pressure and performance. We saw that when
pressure is low, performance is normally low as other activities compete for attention. When pressure and
stress are high, anxieties and disturbances can overload our thinking, reducing our ability to concentrate
on a task, and thereby reducing our performance. However, we saw that there is a medium level of
pressure, at which we can concentrate effectively. At this level of pressure, we can enter a state of
intense concentration or ‘flow’, in which we do our best work. The goal of stress management is to help us
to manage stress so that we can maintain this state of flow and deliver exceptional performance.

In doing this, there are three different stress management approaches that we can use:

e Action-oriented
o Emotionally-oriented
¢ Acceptance-oriented

An action-oriented approach is often best used when you have some power to change a situation. These
approaches are described in modules 5 to 10. Where you do not have power, it may be appropriate to
take an emotionally oriented approach. With this approach, you seek to change your understanding of
and response to the situation. These approaches are described in module 11. Lastly, when you have no
power, and a changed appreciation of the situation is not appropriate, then an acceptance-oriented
approach may be best. Module 12 describes these in more detail.
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Modules 12, 13 and 14 show you how to manage long-term stress, avoid burnout and make stress
management part of your daily life.
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Module 3:

Pin-Pointing the Stress in Your Life

The Mind Tools Stress Management Master Class

Interest:

Need:

Timing:

Range:

Objective:

This module introduces you to important tools that help you to understand
the sources of stress in your life. It also helps you to analyse your reactions
to stress, and identify how you can improve the way you manage it.

The tools in this section are fundamental to good stress management. They

help you to:

¢ Recognize the extent to which major life events can increase the stress in
your life;

o List the sources of short-term stress that you are experiencing;

e Make full use of the stress management resources you have available to
you; and

o Understand where you react well to stress, and where you need to
improve your stress management skills.

The techniques in this module give you the basic information needed for
Module 4, “Targeting Stress Effectively”.

This module will take approximately one hour to read and work through.
Keeping your Stress Diary will take around 15 minutes a day, for two weeks.
Analyzing your Stress Diary and carrying out a Stress SWOT Analysis will
take approximately 2 hours.

The module covers use of:

e The Schedule of Recent Experience
e Stress Diaries

e Stress SWOT Analysis

The objective of the module is to identify the most important stresses in your
life, appreciate how these stresses affect you, and understand how you react
to them.
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3. Pinpointing the Stress in Your Life

In the last module, we introduced the idea of ‘flow’. Flow is a state of mind in which you are completely
focused on what you are doing, and in which all of your efforts and mental resources are working together
to deliver the very best performance possible.

Flow is a deeply rewarding and enjoyable state of mind. It is the one in which you do your best work. It is
also one that is highly vulnerable to stress because when anxiety, problems and distractions are flooding
your mind, they disrupt your concentration and degrade your ability to think clearly and perform well.

From now on, this course will look at ways to help you manage stress so that you can concentrate fully on
the job in hand, and truly enjoy the work you do.

3.1. Why this module is important

This module helps you to understand the stress in your life. The next module shows you how to plan to
manage it. The following modules deal with managing stress in the different areas of your life.

The first part of managing stress is to understand the stresses you experience so that you can anticipate,
and prepare for, stressful situations and learn to use the stress management techniques that are most
appropriate for each situation.

You will obviously be aware of the immediate points of stress in your life, whether these are over-
demanding deadlines, problems with your co-workers, worries or anxieties, or many, many other
possibilities. This module helps you to build up a full and comprehensive picture of these so that you can
do something about them.

What you may not be as aware of are the deeper, longer-term stresses in your life. For example, the
transition from college to a new job involves radical changes in lifestyle, location and personal status that
can be deeply stressful. As another example, anyone changing jobs or roles will experience a formidable
array of new challenges and difficulties — all of these can be intensely stressful. Similarly, the joys and
upsets of relationships and families also have their stresses. Remember, all of these will have an impact
on your ability to cope.

Just from your normal life experience, you will have developed useful ways of coping with many of these
stresses. Others you will not be as good at. This module helps you to identify where you need to learn
new skills.

Finally, remember from the previous module that different people perform well under different levels of
stress. This module will also help you to identify the level of stress that you are happiest with, so that you
can manage your life appropriately.
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3.2. Introducing the Toals...

The first technique we will look at is the “Schedule of Recent Experience”. This helps you to understand
the longer-term stresses you are experiencing in your life. It sets the broad context of your approach to
stress management, and helps you to understand how to bring the overall stress in your life within
manageable bounds.

Next, we look at keeping and analyzing a Stress Diary. Stress Diaries help you to understand the day-to-
day stresses in your life so that you work out how to manage them.

We will then use a variant of SWOT Analysis to look at your use of stress management techniques. In its
normal usage, SWOT Analysis is used to look at your Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats in
a situation. This variant will help you to understand where you are good at managing stress, and where
you need to improve your skills. It also helps to ensure that you are using all of the resources you have
available to you.

3.2.1. Tool: Assessing Longer Term Stress - The Schedule of Recent Experience
Introduction:

The first of these tools is the Schedule of Recent Experience (SRE). This is a good technique for
understanding the levels of longer-term stress that you may be experiencing.

The principle behind the SRE is that it looks at the major life events you have experienced during the last
year, and allocates an appropriate score to each of these. These scores are then added together, giving a
total that shows the amount of major stress you have experienced during the year. The higher the total,
the more likely it is that you will experience burnout, stress-related problems and ilinesses.

This scale is useful because it helps you to understand your capacity to take on additional stress — if you
show a very high score on the SRE, then you should take great care to keep your life as stable and
stress-free as possible. If you fail to do this, then you risk stress-related illness and burnout, as well as
experiencing all of the normal unpleasantness and loss of performance that comes with high levels of
stress.

Theory:
The SRE was developed by Dr Thomas Holmes and his fellow researchers in a series of studies that
compared patients’ health outcomes with the life events they had recently experienced.

In Dr Holmes’ study, people with a score of less than 150 had a low likelihood (30%) of iliness in the near
future, while those with a score of over 300 had a very high likelihood of illness (80%).

Many subsequent studies by other researchers have broadly supported the approach of the SRE. While
this approach is constantly evolving, and more specialist scales are used in e.g. clinical settings, the SRE
is a useful tool for our purposes.
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Using the Tool:

The SRE is a table showing the 42 most important stresses that people experience in normal life. These
are shown in figure 3.2.1.

To use the tool, work through this list of life stresses, identifying those that you have experienced in the
last 12 months.

There are two easy ways of doing this. Either:

o Work through Figure 3.2.1 below on paper and calculate values manually; or

e Download the template from http://www.mindtools.com/courses/SMMC/Figure3-2-1.xls, and fill in
values appropriately on the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet — this will automatically calculate scores for
you.

As you work through, enter the number of times that the event has occurred in the last year in the
‘Number of Times’ column. If an event has happened more than four times during the year, give it a score
of 4. For example, if you have been fortunate enough to go on vacation five times during the year, enter
‘4’ in row 37.

If you are calculating this manually, multiply the number of times the event has happened by the number
in the ‘Mean Value’ column. This gives you your score for that event type. Total this to give your score. In
the example above, you will suffer a score 52 points on the SRE if you go on holiday five times in a year.

Different people cope in different ways, and to a different extent. However, scores of 200 or more on this
scale may show that you are experiencing high levels of longer-term stress. You may be in danger of
burning out, or of negatively affecting your health. This is particularly the case if your work is routinely
stressful. Scores of 300 or more mean that you should take particular care.

Figure 3.2.1 Schedule of Recent Experience
Reproduced with the permission of The University of Washington Press. This scale must not be used in
any way to cause harm to an individual’s professional career.

Event Number of Mean = Your
Times Value Score

1. A lot more or a lot less trouble with the boss. X 23 =

2. A Major change in sleeping habits (sleeping a lot more or a x 16 =

lost less or a change in time of day when you sleep).

3. A major change in eating habits (eating a lot more or a lot x 15 =

less or very different meal hours or surroundings).

4. A revision of personal habits (dress, manners, associations, X 24 =

and so on).

5. A major change in your usual type or amount of recreation. x 19 =
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Event

Number of
Times

Mean
Value

Your
Score

6. A major change in your social activities (e.g., clubs,
dancing, movies, visiting, and so on).

7. A major change in church activities (attending a lot more or
less than usual).

8. A major change in the number of family get-togethers (a lot
more or a lot fewer than usual).

9. A major change in your financial state (a lot worse off or a
lot better off).

10. Trouble with in-laws.

11. A major change in the number of arguments with spouse
(a lot more or a lot fewer than usual regarding child rearing,
personal habits, and so on).

12. Sexual difficulties.

13. Major personal injury or iliness.

14. Death of a close family member (other than spouse).

15. Death of spouse.

16. Death of a close friend.

17. Gaining a new family member (through birth, adoption,
oldster moving in and so on).

18. Major change in the health or behavior of a family.
19. Change in residence.
20. Detention in jail or other institution.

21. Minor violations of the law (traffic tickets, jaywalking,
disturbing the peace, and so on).

22. Major business re-adjustment (merger, reorganization,
bankruptcy and so on).

23. Marriage.

24. Divorce.

18

19

15

38

29

35

39

53

63

100

37

39

44

20

63

11

39

50

73
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Event Number of Mean = Your
Times Value Score
25. Marital separation from spouse. 65 =
26. Outstanding personal achievement. 28 =
27. Son or daughter leaving home (marriage, attending 29 =
college, and so on).
28. Retirement from work. 45 =
29. Major change in working hours or conditions. 20 =
30. Major change in responsibilities at work (promotion, 29 =
demotion or lateral transfer).
31. Being fired from work. 47 =
32. Major change in living conditions (building a new home or 25 =
remodeling, deterioration of home or neighborhood).
33. Spouse beginning or ceasing to work outside the home. 26 =
34. Taking out a mortgage or loan for a major purchase 31 =
(purchasing a home or business, and so on).
35. Taking out a loan for a lesser purchase (a car, TV, freezer, 17 =
and so on).
36. Foreclosure on a mortgage or loan. 30 =
37. Vacation. 13 =
38. Changing to a new school. 20 =
39. Changing to a different line of work. 36 =
40. Beginning or ceasing formal schooling. 26 =
41. Marital reconciliation with mate. 45 =
42. Pregnancy. 40 =

Total Score
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Applying this tool:

Some of these stresses can be avoided. Others cannot.

If you have a high score on the SRE, then do your best to avoid additional stresses. Ensure that you
make good use of the stress management techniques explained in this course. Take care of yourself.

Summary:

The Schedule of Recent Experience (SRE) is a well-validated technique for assessing the amount of
longer-term stress that people are experiencing. Although it has been superseded in some areas, it is
useful in predicting the likelihood that people will experience burnout or iliness (including mental iliness
such as depression) based on the level of longer-term stress that they are experiencing.

To use the SRE, work through the table in figure 3.2.1, entering into the “Number of Times” column how
often you have experienced particular stressors in the past year. Next, work through each row of the table
multiplying this by the value in the “Mean Value” column. Write the result in the “Your Score” column.
Finally, total the “Your Score” column.

Different individuals have different abilities to cope with stress. If, however, you score more than 200, then
you should be aware that longer-term stress is something you need to pay careful attention to. If you
score more than 300, then you should take great care, and should urgently try to minimize the amount of
stress in your life. This also includes looking at the shorter-term stresses in your life identified with the
next tool, Stress Diaries.

3.2.2 Tool: Identifying the Short Term Stress in Your Life - Stress Diaries

INntroduction:

Stress Diaries are important for understanding the causes of short-term stress in your life. They also give
you an important insight into how you react to stress, and help you to identify the level of stress at which
you prefer to operate.

The idea behind Stress Diaries is that, on a regular basis, you record information about the stresses you
are experiencing, so that you can analyse these stresses and then manage them. This is important
because often these stresses flit in and out of our minds without getting the attention and focus that they
deserve.

As well as helping you capture and analyse the most common sources of stress in your life, Stress
Diaries help you to understand:

e The causes of stress in more detail;

e The levels of stress at which you operate most efficiently; and

e How you react to stress, and whether your reactions are appropriate and useful.

Stress Diaries, therefore, give you the important information that you need to manage stress.
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Using the Tool:

Stress Diaries are useful in that they gather information regularly and routinely, over a period of time. This
helps you to separate the common, routine stresses from those that only occur occasionally. They
establish a pattern that you can analyse to extract the information that you need.

To use the tool, either:

o Use the worksheet shown in figure 3.2.2 to keep a paper-based Stress Diary (best if you do not have
routine access to a computer — print off as many pages as you need); or

e Download and use the template from http://www.mindtools.com/courses/SMMC/StressDiary.xls.

Make regular entries in your Stress Diary (for example, every hour). If you have any difficulty
remembering to do this, set an alarm to remind you to make your next diary entry.

Also make an entry in your diary after each incident that is stressful enough for you to feel that it is
significant.

Every time you make an entry, record the following information:

e The date and time of the entry.

e How happy1 you feel now, using a subjective assessment on a scale of -10 (the most unhappy you
have ever been) to +10 (the happiest you have been). As well as this, write down the mood you are
feeling.

e How efficiently you are working now (a subjective assessment, on a scale of 0 to 10). A 0 here would
show complete inefficiency, while a 10 would show the greatest efficiency you have ever achieved.

e How stressed you feel now, again on a subjective scale of 0 to 10. As before, 0 here would be the
most relaxed you have ever been, while 10 would show the greatest stress you have ever
experienced.

e The most recent stressful event you have experienced

e The symptom did you feel (e.g. “butterflies in your stomach”, anger, headache, raised pulse rate,
sweaty palms, etc.).

o The fundamental cause of the stress (being as honest and objective as possible).

¢ How well you handled the event: Did your reaction help solve the problem, or did it inflame it?

You will reap the real benefits of having a stress diary in the first few weeks. After this, the benefit you get
will reduce each additional day. If, however, your lifestyle changes, or you begin to suffer from stress
again in the future, then it may be worth using the diary approach again. You will probably find that the
stresses you face have changed. If this is the case, then keeping a diary again will help you to develop a
different approach to deal with them.

Analyze the diary at the end of this period.

' Be careful not to say to yourself “| am stressed, therefore | must be unhappy” — this may not be the
case. Recording this helps you to explore the levels of stress you are happy to tolerate.
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Analyzing the Diary

Analyze the diary in the following ways:

o First, look at the different stresses you experienced during the time you kept your diary. List the types
of stress that you experienced by frequency, with the most frequent stresses at the top of the list.

Next, prepare a second list with the most unpleasant stresses at the top of the list and the least
unpleasant at the bottom.

Looking at your lists of stresses, those at the top of each list are the most important for you to learn to
control. The next module (Module 4), shows you how to plan to deal with these stresses, and how to
identify the techniques that are most effective for managing them.

Working through the stresses, look at your assessments of their underlying causes, and your appraisal
of how well you handled the stressful event. Do these show you areas where you handled stress
poorly, and could improve your stress management skills? If so, list these.

e Second, compare the values you entered for “Happiness” and “Efficiency” against the values for
“Feeling of Stress”. You may find, for example, that you are most efficient when you are moderately
stressed.

e Next, look through your diary at the situations that cause you stress. List these (later in this course, in
Module 10, we will show you how to prepare for these situations so that you can manage stress
effectively).

o Finally, look at how you felt when you were under stress. Look at how it affected your happiness and
your efficiency, understand how you behaved, and think about how you felt. Module 11 will show you
how to improve your mood and manage your emotions.

Having analyzed your diary, you should fully understand what the most important and frequent sources of
stress are in your life. You should appreciate the levels of stress at which you are happiest. You should
also know the sort of situations that cause you stress so that you can prepare for them and manage them
well.

In addition to this, you should now understand how you react to stress, and the symptoms that you show
when you are stressed. When you experience these symptoms in the future, this should be a trigger for
you to use appropriate stress management techniques.

The next module (Module 4) will show you how to identify the stress management techniques that are
most appropriate for managing these stresses. It will also help you to develop a self-sustaining program
for managing the stress in your life.

Summary

Stress Diaries help you to get a good understanding of the routine, short-term stresses that you
experience in your life. They help you to identify the most important, and most frequent, stresses that you
experience, so that you can concentrate your efforts on these. They also help you to identify areas where
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you need to improve your stress management skills, and help you to understand the levels of stress at
which you are happiest, and most efficient.

To keep a stress diary, make an entry on a sheet like the one in figure 3.2.2 on a regular basis. For
example, you may do this every hour. Also make entries after stressful events.

Analyze the diary to identify the most frequent and most serious stresses that you experience. Use it also
to identify areas where you can improve your management of stress.

Module 4 helps you to identify the best stress management technique to use to tackle these stresses, and
shows you how to plan your stress management program.

Your Stress Diary also provides important information for the next technique, Stress SWOT Analysis:

3.2.3 Tool: Understanding Your Unique Stress Position - Stress SWOT Analysis

INntroduction:

SWOT Analysis is an important technique used for understanding an organization’s strategic position. It is
routinely used to identify and summarize:

o Strengths: The capabilities, resources and advantages of an organization.

¢ Weaknesses: Things the organization is not good at, areas of resource scarcity and areas where the
organization is vulnerable.

e Opportunities: The good opportunities open to the organization, which perhaps exploit its strengths
or eliminate its weaknesses.

o Threats: Things that can damage the organization, perhaps as people exploit its limitations or as its
environment changes.

The Stress SWOT Analysis tool is a variant of this technique, focused on helping you to understand your
unique strengths and weaknesses in the way you manage stress. It also helps you to identify the
resources you have available to you, and points out the consequences of managing stress poorly.

Using the Toal:

A template is available at http://www.mindtools.com/courses/SMMC/StressSWOT .xIs to help you use this
tool.

Strengths:

To use the tool, start by listing your strengths. Write down:
e Your personal strengths — things you are good at and people respect you for, your areas of good
experience, etc.;
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e Your support network — family, friends, professional or other networks, government services, powerful
contacts, co-workers, your team, etc.; and
e The resources you can draw on — money, assets, power, etc.

Next, work through your stress diary and look at the times where you managed stress well. Write down
the practical skills you used to do this — these are likely to be your stress management strengths.

Finally, look back into the past, and think about times when you handled intense stress successfully.
Again, write down the skills you used to do this.

Weaknesses:

Next, list your personal weaknesses and the limitations in your position. Write down:

o Personal weaknesses — areas where you are aware that you are not strong, or things that people fairly
criticize you for;

e Lack of resources — where other people at your level have access to these resources, or where the
absence of resources is impacting your situation; and

e Bad situations — where you are experiencing problems with your job or relationships, or where you
have a poor living or working environment.

Challenge these weaknesses rationally to ensure that they are fair and genuine, and that you are not
being excessively harsh and self-critical. At the same time, challenge whether you could realistically
expect more resources to be available.

Then work through the stress diary again, looking at the times where you did not handle stress well.
Identify where you have problems managing stress. Again, look into your past at stressful situations.
Where you think you handled stress poorly, write down why you think this was the case.

By cataloging all of these, you are identifying possible areas of change in your life, and are spotting where
you need to develop new skills. In the next module, we will bring these into your Stress Management
Plan.

Opportunities:

In the Opportunities section, brainstorm the opportunities you have available to you.

First, work your way through the strengths you have identified. Next ask yourself how you can draw on
these strengths to help you manage stress. For example, are there people whose job it is to help you?
Are there people whose help you could call on? Could you pay people to take on tasks you do not have
time for? Are you fully using the tools or assets you have available? Could you use your skills and
strengths in one area to help yourself in another area?

Second, work through the weaknesses you have identified. These are opportunities for positive change
and for development of new skills.

Finally, consider the real world, practical opportunities that would be open to you if you took advantage of
these opportunities to improve your stress management.
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Threats:
In the threats section, consider the consequences of leaving your weaknesses uncovered. Consider the
damage to relationships, career and happiness that would come from failing to manage stress.

Use this consideration of the downside as a spur to ensure that you take stress management seriously!

Summary:

A Stress SWOT Analysis helps you to understand your unique position with respect to stress
management.

By looking at strengths, you ensure that you recognize all of the personal strengths, skills, resources and
social networks that can help you manage stress. By looking at your weaknesses, you identify areas you
need to change in your life, including new skills that you need to acquire.

By looking at opportunities, you should be able to better see how you can take advantage of your
strengths to help manage the stress in your life. You should also understand the rewards of good stress

management. By looking at threats, you should recognize the negative consequences of managing stress
poorly, and this should be a potent source of motivation!

3.3. Applying This to Your Life...

The three tools we have covered in this module are important techniques for understanding the stress in
your life, for learning about your ability to cope with it, and for identifying areas where you need to
improve your skills. However, these tools will only benefit you if you use them.

Now is the time to start!

First, decide how you want to use the Stress Diary (3.2.2) — either on paper or as a spreadsheet. If you
want to keep it on paper, print off all the sheets you need now (30-40 should do), and make your first
entry. If you want to keep it on a spreadsheet, download this form the web now, and make your first entry
in it. Keep your Stress Diary for two weeks and then analyze it appropriately.

Next, complete the Schedule of Recent Experience (3.2.1). The easiest way of doing this is to download it
as a spreadsheet from the web. It will do all appropriate calculations for you.

Finally, after keeping your Stress Diary for two weeks, carry out your Stress SWOT Analysis (3.2.3).
STOP!
Do not go any further until you have done this!

You will not get the full value of your investment in this course unless you actually use
these tools!
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3.4. Further Information

The Schedule of Recent Experience is explained in more detail in the “Manual for the Schedule of Recent
Experience” by M E Amundson, C A Hart and T A Holmes, 1986, University of Washington Press

Stress Diaries are explained in many different books on stress management. Two good stress
management books with information on stress diaries are:

e The Relaxation and Stress Reduction Workbook by Martha Davis

This is a practical, well-respected stress management workbook filled with insightful self- assessment
tests and clearly explained stress reduction techniques. The book is grounded in good quality
research, and written in a refreshingly non-sensational style.

e Stress Management for Dummies by Allen Elkin, Ph.D.

Like so many of the other books in the Dummies series, this is a good, straightforward, accessible
introduction to stress management.
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Module 4:
Targeting Stress Effectively

Managing Stress for Career Success

Mind Tools’ Stress Management Master Class

Interest: By this stage, you should have a good idea of the sources of stress in your
life. This module helps you to plan how to manage these.

Need: This module helps you to your stresses, and develop a plan for managing
them. By doing this, you can tackle the most important problems first, and
bring your life back into balance as quickly as possible.

Timing: It will take approximately 30 minutes to read through the module. The
exercises will take an additional hour to complete.

Range: The module covers:
e Stress prioritization
o Knowing where to get help
e Action planning for stress management
e Scheduling of stress reviews

Objective: The objective of the module is to help you create, and use, a stress
management plan — one that will help you to control the stresses in your life
as quickly and effectively as possible.
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Targeting Stress Effectively

Introduction

In module 3, we looked at the Schedule of Recent Experience, Stress Diaries and Stress SWOT. These
important tools should have helped you to understand the sources of stress in your life.

In this module, we use the self-knowledge you have gained to plan how you can manage these sources

of stress. By planning your stress management program, you can focus your attention on the most
serious sources of stress in your life, and bring these under control as quickly and effectively as possible.

Introducing Your Stress Management Plan
Figure 4.1 below shows the stages of the stress management planning process:

Figure 4.1: The Stress Management Planning Process

; Use the tools in Module 3 to do this:
Identify the sources
of stre)és in your life - The Schedule of Recent Experience (3.2.1)
- The Stress Diary (3.2.2)
- Stress SWOT (3.2.3)
A 4
List and prioritize the Stress prioritization (4.2.1)
sources of stress
A 4
Identify appropriate Stress Management Key (4.2.2)
stress management
techniques
\ 4
Create your stress Stress Management Planning (4.2.3)
management plan
\ 4
Create your stress
management plan
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We looked at the first stage of this process in Module 3, and if you have used the tools we discussed, you
should already have identified the most important sources of stress in your life.

The next step is to these sources of stress so that you can separate the important stressors that must be
dealt with from the minor, infrequent irritations that do not deserve real attention. Once you have done
this, you need to work out how you will manage these stresses. We look at a simple key that will guide
you through the most appropriate tools for doing this later in this module. Finally, we look at bringing all of
this together into a Stress Management Plan. This plan will show you how you can manage the stress in
your life, serving to bring your life back into balance in the quickest, and most effective way, open to you.

ldentifying the Most Important Sources of Stress

In Module 3, we looked at using the Schedule of Recent Experience (see 3.2.1), Stress Diaries (see
3.2.2) and Stress SWOT Analysis (see 3.2.3) to identify the key sources of stress in your life. What you
need to do now is prioritize the stressors you identified so that you can see clearly which sources of
stress need to be dealt with as a priority, and which sources are relatively unimportant.

To do this, start with the Schedule of Recent Experience worksheet that you prepared in 3.2.1. Work
through the schedule, and list the events that cause you stress now.

Next, look at the two lists you prepared during the analysis of your Stress Diaries. The first of these
showed the most frequent things that caused you stress on a day-to-day basis, while the second list
showed the most unpleasant ones. Add these to your list.

Then, look at the weaknesses and threats that you identified during your Stress SWOT Analysis. Do any
of these cause some of the stress that you are currently experiencing? If so, write these down.

Check through the list, and consolidate items that have the same underlying cause so that each source of
stress appears only once on the list.

Now, work through the list you have created and rank each item from 1 (very low) to 10 (very high),
according to the severity of the stress that it causes you. Strike out the causes of stress that you do not
need to manage — these might be things that you do not expect to happen again, or could be things that
are so minor that you would not normally worry about them. Then, put the remaining items into priority
order, with the most important stressors at the top of the list and the least important at the bottom.

The items at the top of the list are the most important for you to resolve, while the ones at the bottom of
the list can wait until you have the time to deal with them.

Tip:
If you create this list using a spreadsheet, it will be much easier to sort the list into the correct order
without a lot of tedious redrafting.
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Working Out How to Manage Each Source of Stress

Once you have identified the most important sources of stress in your life, the next step is to identify the
best stress management techniques to use to deal with each source of stress.

A good way of doing this is to work through the most important stressors on your stress priority list one-
by-one. For each source of stress, work through the Stress Management Key in figure 4.2.This will route
you through to the course module containing the most relevant techniques. Look through this and see
which tools are helpful for managing each source of stress. If you cannot find any technique that is
directly appropriate, adapt tools or use the knowledge of stress you gained in module 2 to create your
own. Note that some causes of stress can be quite complex: You may need to use the key several times
before you have found all of the tools that can help.

Also, think about what you learned about yourself when you used the Stress SWOT Analysis in 3.2.3. As
part of this, you will have identified people or resources that can readily access for help in managing
stress — co-workers, friends, mentors, team members or many other people, or additional resource. Make
sure that you make appropriate use of all of the people, skills and resources that you have access to.
Also, make a note of the skills that you need to acquire to manage stress effectively.

Write down the steps that you are going to take to manage stress for each of the important sources of
stress that you have identified.

Bringing This Together: Your Stress Management Plan

Bring all of these steps together to create your Stress Management Plan. Write down exactly what you
are going to do to manage all of the important sources of stress in your life, and when you are going to do
it.

As you do this, make sure that you do not over-stretch yourself. The last thing you want is to get stressed-
out by failing to meet the timetable of your stress management plan!

Next, make entries into your diary reminding you to review your plan, and keep it fresh in your mind.

When you reach this stage, you should know exactly what you have to do to manage the stress in your
life. All you then have to do is implement your plan!

Moving On... The Rest of This Course

This module helps you to pinpoint the most important sources of stress in your life so that you can start to
manage and control them as quickly as possible. If you are experiencing problems with stress, take the
time to do this so that you can improve your quality of life as soon as possible.

Once you have done this, work through the remaining modules of the course so that you can learn how to
manage the many work-related stresses you will experience in your career.
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Figure 4.2 Stress Management Key

The Mind Tools Stress Management Master Class

Note that some stresses can be complex and can be made up of many different factors. For these
stresses, work through the key below as many times as are necessary to deal with all facets of the
situation. If the problem is still not fully solved, then use your knowledge of stress to improvise an
appropriate solution.

To use the key, start at row 1. If your answer to the query in the ‘Question’ column is yes, follow the

instructions in the ‘If Yes...” column. If your answer is no, do the same with the instructions in the ‘If No..

’

column. The key will quickly route you to the area of the course most likely to help you.

# Question If Yes... If No...
1 Do you feel exhausted, run down or disillusioned Go to module 13, Gotorow 2
with your career? then go to row 2
2 Do you have any power to change the situation? Gotorow 3 Go to row 11
3 Is the importance of an upcoming event the main Go to module 10 Go torow 4
source of the stress?
4 Does the stress come from relationship difficulties Go to row 5 Gotorow 7
with other people?
5 Does this person/do these people have some Go to module 7 Go torow 6
significant power over you?
6 Are you experiencing relationship difficulties with Go to module 8 Review module 7
your co-worker(s) or team member(s)? and 8 and see if any
techniques are
helpful. If not,
improvise.
7 Are you overloaded with work or does stress come Go to row 8 Gotorow 9
from the design of the job or inconsistencies with it?
8 Does your job seem rationally and consistently Go to module 5 Go to module 86,
designed, and does it have clear career paths? then to module 5.
9 Are you experiencing stress, discomfort or distraction Go to module 9 Go torow 10
from your environment?
10  Are you living a healthy lifestyle and getting enough Review module 5 to Go to module 12
sleep? 12 and see if any
techniques help. If
not, improvise.
11 Are unhappy or negative thoughts associated with Go to module 11, Go to module 12

the stress you are experiencing?

then to module 12
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STOP!

If you are currently experiencing severe stress, do not go any further until you have
created and started to implement, your Stress Management Plan!
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Module 5:
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Coping With Work Overload

The Mind Tools Stress Management Master Class

Interest:

Need:

Timing:

Range:

Objective:

Successful organizations often have intense, hard-driving cultures — these
cultures contribute strongly to their success.

People within these organizations often become very successful themselves,
as they gain the rewards of contributing to their organization’s success.
However, long hours and stress are often accepted as the price of this.

This module gives you good techniques that help you survive the pressure
that comes with challenging jobs, while still maintaining the quality of life that
you desire.

This module teaches the basic skills needed to thrive in a challenging job.
Unless you can use these skills competently, you will be overwhelmed by
conflicting priorities, will fail to achieve important targets, and will not get the
job satisfaction that you desire.

This module will take approximately one hour to read. The job review will
take two hours. Other activities will take 15—-20 minutes a day, on an ongoing
basis.

This module helps you to cope with overload, tight deadlines and impossible
demands. It covers:

Understanding how to deliver good performance in your job;

Managing time so that you can get the most out of it;

Negotiating the time and resources you need; and

Task and project planning

The objective of the module is to help you understand what you need to do to
achieve success in a challenging job, make the most of the time and
resources available to you, and successfully negotiate more of these where
they are necessary to achieve success.
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5. Coping With Work Overload

5.1. Why this module is important

Because the best organizations in an industry tend to handle the most interesting and lucrative projects in
that sector, they can often be extremely rewarding places work. Good jobs in these organizations are
keenly competed for. Jobholders have to produce good results to remain in place.

This makes for hard-driving cultures, in which people work extremely hard to get and keep good jobs.
This further builds the success of these organizations.

It also means that stress can be intense, and that stress and hard work can be seen as the prices of
success. This was shown in the quote from Fortune Magazine we looked at in Module 1:

Being able to handle stress is perhaps the most basic of job expectations; it is at the core of not just doing good
work but doing work, period. So among the corporate elite, succumbing to it is considered a shameful
weakness. ‘I hear a lot of people saying ‘it's tough.’ But executives don’t use the ‘s’ word.”

“In corporate America, especially, people often rise to the top by learning how to overcome stress.”
Cora Daniels, The Last Taboo, Fortune Magazine: Volume 146, Issue 8, 28 October 2002

This module introduces you to the mindset and the skills that are needed to manage the heavy workload
that comes with a successful career. Successful workload management is vitally important for your job
satisfaction — work overload is a major source of intense stress.

The module shows you how to understand your job in detail, so that you can focus on the key activities
that will make you successful. It shows you how to cope with overload, tight deadlines and intensely
challenging demands. It also introduces the skills needed to negotiate for additional time and resource,
and discusses the very basic delegation skills needed so that you can work with other people to meet
your commitments.

5.2. The Hardy Mind-Set

In section 3.6.1, we looked at the idea of ‘Hardiness’.

This contrasted the health outcomes for a group of individuals with a negative view of life with those of a
group who had a more positive approach.

We saw that people who approached long-term stress with anxiety, depression and hostility were
significantly more likely to experience real ill health. By contrast, people who took a more committed
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approach to their work, and took a positive view of challenges, were more likely to remain healthy, even
under severe pressure. Other studies have shown that optimistic people are much more likely to remain
healthy than pessimistic people.

That is not to say that positive, optimistic people should ignore pressure and stress as an issue! Even in
people with the most positive attitudes, continual pressure can accumulate and can cause the problems
of stress, burnout and ill health. Hardiness just helps with stress resistance - it is not a guaranteed
protection against it.

Module 13 explains how to spot the signs of burnout within yourself, and how to guard against it.
Similarly, the experience of stress is often a “wake-up call” that something is wrong. Whenever you

experience stress, use the stress analysis techniques in Module 4 to get to the root of what is causing the
stress.

Theory:

The idea of “Hardiness” is based on research published by S C Kobasa in 1979, in which she divided a
large group of executives who had experienced intense pressure into those who had suffered a lot of ill
health and those who had not.

She found that the healthy executives were significantly more likely to be committed to their jobs than
those who had experienced ill health, that they believed that had more control over their work, and that
they were more likely to see change as a challenge and an opportunity for growth.

Next, we look at the tools that help you survive these challenging jobs.

5.3. Introducing the Tools...

The first tool we look at, Job Analysis, helps you to look at your job and to fully understand what you
should do to deliver peak performance. This gives you the information you need to the tasks in front of
you.

The next set of tools we look at are Time Management skills. First, we look at time management as a
subject to introduce the overall frame of mind needed to use time efficiently. Then, we look at specific
time management techniques — use of a time valuation tool, activity logs, and d to-do lists. These help
you to cut away inefficient, unproductive tasks, and to concentrate on the high value jobs that will deliver
the greatest returns. This helps you to increase your productivity, and your increases your ability to
handle a punishing workload.

This is followed by a brief introduction to task and project planning. These skills help you to make a
credible assessment of the amount of time that will be needed to complete complex tasks, and to manage
these along with your other ongoing work. This is important because it helps you to “push back” against
unrealistic workload expectations, and manage what people expect from you. This helps you to develop a
reputation for reliable delivery while also shielding you from what can be nightmarish deadline stress.
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Finally, we look at the basic delegation skills you need to work successfully with other people to better
share your workload.

All of these skills work together to help you perform excellently, while simultaneously enabling you to
effectively manage the stress of a highly challenging job.

5.3.1. Tool: Job Analysis (1)
— Knowing what to concentrate on to achieve peak performance

Introduction:

To do an excellent job, you need to fully understand what is expected of you. While this may seem
obvious, in the hurly-burly of a new, fast-moving, high-pressure role, it is oftentimes something that is
overlooked.

By understanding the priorities in your job, and what constitutes success within it, you can focus on these
activities and minimize work on other tasks as much as possible. This helps you get the greatest return
from the work you do, and keep your workload under control.

Job Analysis is a useful technique for getting a firm grip on what really is important in your job so that you
are able to perform excellently. It helps you to cut through clutter and distraction to get to the heart of
what you need to do.

Note that this tool takes two forms - the one in this chapter assumes that your organization is already well
organized and that its job descriptions, review criteria and incentives are well-aligned and correct. This
version of job analysis is therefore a practical, cut-down version of the job analysis tool discussed in the
next module.

Using the Tool:

To conduct a job analysis, go through the following steps:

1. Review formal job documentation:
¢ Look at your job description. Identify the key objectives and priorities within it.
e Look at the forms for the periodic performance reviews. These show precisely the behaviors
that will be rewarded and, by implication, show those that will be punished.
e Find out what training is available for the role. Ensure that you attend appropriate training so
tha