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	Winning Out Over Stress
 by Chris Erickson, MS, LP, CEAP  (From The Sand Paper, Winter 2004 edition)

	
	



	

	
	
	
	





























Stress seems to be such an ever present part of our daily routine, we hardly notice it. Changes in the workplace that lead to new and increasing demands, marital or other relationship difficulties, families in which both partners work, families headed by a single parent, physical health problems, and financial setbacks are just a few of the stressors that can begin to overburden our coping system. Stress can be a positive factor in our routine, if we’re able to productively transfer the nervous energy or anxiety it creates into performance of the task at hand. However, when the levels of demands we perceive ourselves to be under goes beyond our coping and redirecting skills, we quickly fall back into the fight or flight response of our earliest ancestors. Stress is the result of the imbalance between the demands we face and the skills we possess to deal with them. 





At times, our own behavior patterns can exacerbate the level of stress we feel, by hampering our ability to meet those demands. Procrastination is a way of putting off dealing with demands until the deadline is just upon us. We may do this for a number of reasons. The result, however, is predictable. Increased anxiety about a deadline we’re ill-prepared to face, and depression from the realization that we have done this to ourselves – again. Perfectionism is the habit of continually second guessing ourselves and our performance. A lingering belief is that we could always do it better, so therefore, why feel good about our efforts so far. After all, they’re probably inadequate attempts at best! Perfectionism can easily translate into procrastination, as this enables us to delay our internal criticism of our own efforts. Another negative pattern, disorganization, hampers our ability to prioritize demands, learn from our past efforts, and follow through in a reliable, conscientious fashion. Our stress level rises daily as a result of our ongoing search for the information, reminder slip, or project we can’t put our hands on. A fourth pattern of behavior that is problematic when attempting to deal with stress revolves around the issue of self-care. When I mention self-care, I’m including physical, emotional and spiritual well-being. Oftentimes, when we are at the mercy of numerous demands, many of them competing with each other, we push away our own needs in an attempt to gain more time for all those demands pushing on us from the outside. The end result may be significant declines in our eating, sleeping, and exercise habits along with a pulling back from our friends and family, at the very time we most need those habits and connections.





Research on stress indicates that all the demands we face, whether we deal with them directly or not, have a habit of accumulating, and combine to increase our individual stress level. For many, this build-up of demands oftentimes lead to a situation of feeling totally overwhelmed. For example, it is estimated that anywhere from 65%–85% of all illness seen by primary physicians is stress-related. As you can see, how we respond to that feeling of being overwhelmed is critical.





Three behavioral strategies can help us deal more effectively with the variety of demands we all face at one time or another, as well as take better care of ourselves in the process. These strategies consist of: altering or impacting those demands we have some degree of control over; avoiding some demands by conscious choice or through re-negotiation of expectations and timelines; and by accepting some of the demands we face as inevitable parts of our routine that we truly have no control over.





Skills that allow us to impact the demands we face include communication, goal setting, and time management skills. Communication skills allow us to mutually define the demands and offer our experience, knowledge and values in a cooperative, solution-focused effort.  Goal setting skills help break down demands into realistic steps and give us a road map to follow. Time management skills help us stay focused on the most important of these demands, without losing track of where we are, or where we are going. By continually adding to our skill base, both in our personal and work environments, we increase our ability to handle a variety of stressors.





By avoiding demands, I’m not advocating sticking one’s head in the sand while the world rushes by. Instead, I want to emphasize the importance of saying “no” to some demands while extending the timeline on others. Other possibilities may include putting tighter limits around the role you play in meeting some of the demands, or looking for ways to delegate out some of the responsibility. If this sounds like limit setting, that’s exactly what it is. When our basket is full, we need to acknowledge this, and find creative ways to lighten our load.





There are demands we truly have no control over. We can’t impact them or avoid them. However, we can choose to deal with them as efficiently as possible while limiting their ability to impact us in a negative way. Sitting through a child’s practice sessions with sports or an activity group may be one example. How can we use that time for something else besides anguishing over the “lost” opportunity to be doing something else? Maybe by becoming an assistant coach or parent volunteer, if it’s an activity you are able to be part of or have a desire to learn. If you observe closely enough to see what it is about the activity that your son or daughter particularly enjoys, it can deepen your relationship and open up new areas of interest between you. Maybe the practice location is close by an activity or resource, such as a library or workout center, that will help you build additional skills or practice better self-care. Seeing the opportunity in situations, instead of their burdens, can sometimes lead to a positive, win-win solution for all. 





After building our skills base and using it to alter stressors, setting limits and renegotiating some of the demands that come our way, and looking for the opportunities in situations we really have no control over, what is left to be done? Two important steps, I believe. Make sure to continue connecting to your support networks – personal, professional and spiritual. Practice self-care consciously. When demands seem overwhelming, we stand a lot better chance of getting back on track in a reasonable time frame if we’re taking good care of ourselves and if we have others to reach out to for guidance, support, and encouragement.





If your stress level is high, and constructing an effective action plan seems difficult at best, please remember your Employee Assistance Program is here to help you. It’s a confidential service available at no cost to you and your immediate family members, set up to address issues just like this. To access this service, contact the Sand Creek at 651.430.3383 or 888.243.5744.















































The Sand Paper is a quarterly newsletter produced by Sand Creek Group, Ltd.  
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Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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