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Ideas about managing stress began in the 1950s when we first started 
learning about the physiological implication of stress on our health and 
well-being. The message we received then was that stress was bad for us 
and that we wanted to avoid it as much as possible. If we could not avoid 
it, then we should try to manage it as best as we can.

Survey after survey has shown, however, that everyone’s stress level is 
higher and higher than it was before. That can only lead to at least one 
conclusion which is that the approaches we are using to address chal-
lenges and stress in our lives are not working. Furthermore, we want to do 
more than just survive our existence. We want our lives to be satisfying, 
rewarding, and amazing, too.

So a new approach to thinking about and addressing life challenges 
needs to be put in place. It’s time to stop thinking that we can actually 
manage stress and instead take the radical step to seek out a new approach 
to addressing life challenges—by being resilient in the face of stressful 
challenges and life adversities.

You Don’t Manage Stress; Stress Manages You

I remember a time I offered a stress management presentation to a group 
of third-year medical students who were already well under way in their 
practicum assignments at the University Medical Center. I had done scores 
of stress management programs as part of my professional career. I was 
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told that these students worked long shifts and had significant  classroom 
assignments, and that their professor was a real bear of a teacher who ex-
pected nothing short of perfection from these aspiring physicians.

I came to the presentation with a plethora of handouts and slides to 
share with them about how stress worked and how they could successfully 
manage their stress. I proceeded to talk to them about getting enough 
sleep, eating well, and learning different approaches to mental and physi-
cal rest. As I often did, I conducted a breathing exercise with the students 
where I had them close their eyes and engage in mental relaxation. Pretty 
soon, I started to hear one student snore, then another, and then a third. 
After a few minutes, the rest of the students had their calmness wrecked 
by the sound of their colleagues sawing logs and a light laughter began 
to fill the classroom. After a bit of physical shaking to wake up the sleepy 
heads, everyone was soon ready to talk about the experience.

The students told me that they thought it was impossible to man-
age stress in their environment and perhaps in other workplace environ-
ments. Long hours, mental and physical demands that limited rest, and 
expectations for performance that went beyond anything they had ever 
endured meant that they could not take any time to think about resting 
or relaxing or managing their stress in any way. They just had to hold on 
for their dear lives, do the best they could, and plan for collapse sometime 
after the semester was over.

I walked away from the presentation thinking I was glad that I wasn’t 
in medical school but convinced that there had to be some way to help 
them and others find a way to successfully manage stress. For several years, 
I persisted on this journey to help people and organizations  manage stress 
effectively.

Unfortunately, I was wrong and those medical students were right. 
What has become clear to me over the past several years is that we really 
can’t manage stress. The messages, training, and information we’ve re-
ceived about “stress management” have actually led us to be more stressed 
than ever. The challenge, it seems, is that the more and more we try to 
manage our stress, the less successful we are in doing so. This actually cre-
ates more stress as now we have the added burden of feeling like failures 
at being able to manage factors such as time, rest, workload, and family 
responsibilities in a comfortable manner.



Sample

 SORRY FOR THE MISTAKE 5

It seems ironic that while we know more and more about stress than 
ever before, we feel less and less capable of dealing with our stress, as is 
reported in survey after survey.

It’s been over 70 years since the idea of stress management was first 
introduced to us. It derived from scientific research that revealed how 
our biological bodies respond to most events that create change in our 
system. When an unexpected event occurs, which may be good or bad 
such as having your Friday afternoon business trip plane ride home can-
celled or your soccer-playing son lose the championship game our body 
reacts to those events in a way that releases stress hormones. These hor-
mones help us cope with such events effectively. They may help by sharp-
ening focus so that we can immediately jump on the airlines’ website 
to find an alternative route home, or it may provide us with a bit more 
empathy so that we can help turn our son’s disappointment into resolve 
for next season. These reactions are “hardwired” and the response of our 
bodies is automatic.

It’s this biological response or imperative that makes managing stress 
so impossible. Our bodies and minds are going to react to stressful situ-
ations in a specific way, and our pitiful efforts to try to manage this are 
going to fall well short of making a significant difference in our lives. We 
cannot prevent that, and might as well come to terms with that inability.

The truth of the matter is that stress manages us much more effectively 
than we manage it. Consider for a moment how you experience these 
stressful situations:

• Your boss walks into your office and tells you that she has  
some good news for you. The company is starting a new 
division and they want you to head it up. It’ll mean a 
promotion in title, increase in compensation, and a new 
team to lead. When she walks out of your office, you literally 
jump with joy and dance around before calling your spouse 
to announce, with great pride, your fantastic news. After you 
hang up, you begin to get a tight feeling in your stomach 
about your new responsibility.

• You’re driving down the highway, enjoying the view, when a 
piece of tire explodes from a semi up ahead. You immediately 
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slam on your brakes to gain a bit of time to figure out what to 
do and manage to veer your way around the imposing piece 
of rubber coming your way. Afterward, you notice your heart 
is racing, your hands are sweating, and you take a deep breath 
to gain what feels like a little sense of control.

• Your grown daughter calls home to announce that you are 
going to be a grandparent for the first time. You feel like your 
heart is going to burst with joy. She’s describing all the details 
about her meeting with her doctor, but all you can see is 
your baby girl who is now herself going to have her own little 
baby. Tears well up in your eyes and you start praying that her 
pregnancy and the baby will be healthy.

Although these events are different in nature in fact some are positive 
while others are negative and still others are both our physical, emotional, 
and mental reactions are very similar. We have some kind of somatic reac-
tion to the stressful event such as a racing heart, a change in our breathing, 
and thoughts that propel us to find safety or celebrate success. We can’t 
help but be excited and hopeful about the promotion and grandbaby, and 
can’t be anything other than nervous and fearful about a piece of tire tread 
traveling 70 miles an hour heading our way on the highway.

The current thinking about stress management is not much different 
from what it was when we first realized that stress plays such a critical 
and dramatic part of our lives. If you look for tips about managing stress 
from your physician, your personal trainer, or just Google “stress manage-
ment,” what you will hear is that you “should try to relax,” or “take some 
deep breaths.” The list of stress management techniques is actually pages 
long, and although any one of them and even many of them may be 

We can use stress to influence because of these immediate, uncontrol-
lable reactions that strike like lightning. Remember the old story of a 
woman who calls home from college to tell her parents she’s pregnant, 
the man involved with her was arrested for drugs, and he took all her 
money? Then she says to her speechless, stunned parents, “Hey, I’m 
just kidding, but I did flunk chemistry.”
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helpful in dealing with stressful situations, they do not really address the 
key issue of how we come to terms with the idea that stress is a natural, 
healthy, and actually helpful aspect to our lives, and that we need a new 
approach and new way of understanding how we can genuinely embrace 
the stress in our lives so that we can see its gifts. 

“Hang in There, Baby”

The poster has been around as long as the stress management model has 
been perpetrating its perspective that we can manage stress. The  kitten is 
holding onto a rope, looking down and fearing the outcome if she lets go. 
The message is clear: In today’s terrifying world, sometimes all we can do 
is hold on for dear life and hope that whatever is waiting to cause us harm 
will move away, so that we can just get on with our existence.

In addition to the ridiculous notion that we can actually manage 
stress, the second great failure of the stress management model is the idea 
that we are victims of our stress and that even if we try to control or man-
age our stress, we won’t, in reality, be very effective in doing so. It’s as if 
our day-to-day existence as well as our life destiny is outside our control 
and we are merely targets of whatever our life environment brings to us.

This notion is subtle in how it operates in our life, but we can hear 
it in the words and phrases we use. Terms such as “I’m so stressed out,” 
“I’m out of control,” or “I can’t handle this” reflect the notion that we are 
somehow unable to deal with the daily fluctuations of our lives.

Growing up in my generation meant that I would spend my time out 
of the house, hanging out with friends and exploring our world, playing 
ball, and climbing rocks. Inevitably, those actions would lead to cuts or 
bruises, having disagreements, or even fights with friends. Learning how 
to make do by ourselves without any supervision or protection from our 
parents meant we had to face up to our own stress.

According to an article written by Hanna Rosin in 2014 in The  Atlantic 
entitled “The Overprotected Kid,”i all that changed in 1978 when a child 
playing on a tall slide in a Chicago playground fell from the top of the 
slide and hit his head on the asphalt pavement causing permanent brain 
and physical damage. Subsequent lawsuits and settlements meant the end 
of these play areas as we know them, an apparent belief by parents that 
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the world is an incredibly dangerous place to be, and that kids are not safe 
being off by themselves.

We used to run through traffic and play ball on the streets, and jump 
over steel cyclone fences, and none of us was ever badly injured. But now, 
playgrounds designed for safe play ushered in a new era of perceived dan-
ger all around. Lawsuits, of course, never help.

This message has expanded not just to playgrounds but also to many 
other aspects of family life so that today, kids don’t walk to school by 
themselves, they go only on supervised play dates with friends, and their 
time is scheduled from morning to night. Pretty soon, kids will probably 
be wearing body cameras to track their daily activities. We already use 
cameras in their rooms.

We’ll be living in the world of The Truman Show.
The good news about this phenomenon is that despite the busy-

ness of adults’ everyday life, parents are actually spending more time 
with their children than they were a generation ago. Moms and dads 
are with their kids after school and on weekends at athletic games, recit-
als, and other events and know more about their kids than ever before. 
The downside is that kids have few opportunities to explore the world 
on their own since parents want to protect their children from stressful 
events and ensure that they are in structured, supervised activities only. 
Kids miss out on developing their own abilities to cope with everyday normal 
challenges that prepare them for adulthood.

Furthermore, this loss of freedom to explore the world and to make 
kids encounter the world on their own leads to children who are less en-
ergetic, talkative, humorous, and imaginative, according to research cited 
by Rosin in her Atlantic article.ii

We pay a price for protecting our kids and ourselves from experiencing 
the world and its associated stressors. Learning to cope and even succeed 
with complex challenges effectively means that we build more confidence in 
our ability to take on the world. Kids pay the price by not having enough di-
verse experiences by the time they reach adulthood. Businesses pay the price 
in lost innovation, less prudent risk, lower creativity, and reduced energy.

Not surprisingly, this quality of caution and fear of facing stress can 
be seen in workplace dynamics. Employees are afraid to take action be-
cause it might upset the apple cart. They sit in meetings waiting for the 
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Case Study: The Poor Performing Team

Recently, I was brought in to work with a group of sales executives 
who were all capable in their own professional areas, but when I 
 interviewed them to determine how well they all worked as a team, 
they gave themselves a unanimous “D” in their performance. There 
were numerous problems facing the team, including a lack of clarity 
of mission and roles, ineffective connections with other parts of the 
organization, a leader who was busy with corporate activities and did 
not fully participate with the group, and a lack of basic resources with 
which to get their work done. 

Far and away, however, the unspoken truth about the team’s lack of 
success was related to poor communication and no trust among mem-
bers. In my interviews with the staff, I saw a group of professionals com-
mitted to what they were told to achieve but so emotionally wounded 
that during my interviews, some of them turned red-faced with anger, 
while others were shame-faced with tears. They were a passionate but 
unhappy group.

There did not seem to be a way for them to express their frus-
trations and disappointments and, as a result, they began to feel 
powerless in their roles. Several of them told me there was nothing 
they could do about their situation, that they were just stuck in their 
jobs (maybe forever), and could not see a way out of the situation. 
One person even told me that she just had to find a way to “hang 
in there” until things got better. She had no idea how that would 
happen, however.

She along with her colleagues had succumbed to the idea that 
they had no control over their workplace stress and challenges and 

boss to speak up and state a position before they express their ideas. 
They might have a great idea but tend to discount it because they don’t 
feel as if their opinion will be respected or that it will be criticized away. 
Events that will increase stress levels prompt a feeling of just hanging on 
for dear life. 

continued
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Our world has become so complex and overwhelming that we 
often feel as if it is impossible to have any sense of control. The tools 
we have learned to deal with these challenges as presented in stress 
management models tell us that we actually can’t do very much more 
than “hang in there, baby.” There is more than hanging on and instead 
we have to put ourselves “out there” to experience the world fully and 
fearlessly.

Recently, I saw a Facebook video a friend of mine had posted 
showing her six-year-old daughter getting ready for her first solo, two-
wheeled bicycle ride. Her partner had not wanted their daughter to 
try out training wheels but instead wanted her to go from tricycle to 
two wheels straight away. As has been happening for several generations 
now, there was the video of Susan running alongside her daughter Meg’s 
bike, arms extended and ready to grab onto the seat of the bike in case 
her daughter started to wobble. Meg is a pretty good little athlete and 
soon she was on her way around the schoolyard navigating her way 
around and showing off to her proud parents and the Facebook universe 
how independent she could be on her bike. 

Hopefully, she’ll have some stumbles and tumbles and will probably 
fall and scrape her knees and probably her pride. She may very well cry, 
but I bet she’ll soon be back up on her bike. We need to allow our kids 

concluded that they were inevitably locked into a situation from 
which there was no exit. Although no one said to me, “I feel so 
stressed and powerless in this situation and don’t believe I can do 
anything about it,” it seemed clear to me that was her key message.

We talked for a few minutes about ideas and options that she 
could consider. We played out a number of different scenarios and 
what would happen if she decided to take more charge of her situ-
ation, giving in to her sense of futility and powerlessness. Soon, her 
spirit rose a bit as she saw that there were options and possibilities to 
what seemed like an impossible situation. She began to move from a 
state of victimization to a state of power in just a few minutes. She was 
showing her resilience by confronting her challenges and not running 
away from them.
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to fall and fail and recover, so that they can grow into adults who can fall 
and fail and be resilient.

We Don’t Want to Just Hang on, We Want to Thrive

The current stress management model actually keeps us from being 
happy. Consider how much energy is consumed every day by our re-
grets, bemoaning, catastrophizing, and plain old worrying about the 
stressors we can’t control. These small and large disappointments con-
sume our thoughts and focus and tend to accrete, like stalagmites in 
our minds. They often lead to bad days. All because we believe we have 
control over things for which we actually do not.

When a stressful situation occurs, our body responds in one of three 
ways:

• We want to do battle with the stress—the fight reaction
• We want to run from the stress—the flight reaction
• We want to lay low and hope it will pass—the freeze reaction

These responses to stress are our biological way of coping with challenging 
events. They simply are how we are programmed to respond. Instead of 
accepting that they occur and recognizing that they are our biological re-
sponse, we take them to be negative occurrences and create a whole world 
around how stressed we are in our lives. I call this the “double dump,” 
which means that we feel bad about something negative and then make it 
worse by blaming ourselves for making our lives so unbearable.

This is not how we want to live our lives. We want to live our lives 
by acknowledging that we are very blessed and lucky to be living in such 
amazing times and with people who love us. 

How can we begin to shift the focus from “yuck to yum?”
Thomas Jefferson wrote about the “pursuit of happiness” in the Decla-

ration of Independence and, for most of us, it is a goal to which we aspire. 
We may get close to it but never really get there, and if we think we get 
there, it is only for a fleeting moment.

Jefferson never defined exactly what he meant by the pursuit of hap-
piness, but today’s researchers have identified ideas about what happiness 
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means. The best part of their ideas is that each of us gets to define ex-
actly what makes us happy. The term subjective well-being (SWB) has 
been used to give each of us the ability to examine our own overall life 
situation and decide if that is happiness for us. In the simplest sense, 
happiness can be having many more positive emotions than negative 
emotions. Dan Gilbert’s work at Harvard on “synthetic happiness” is an-
other aspect.iii “Being fired was the best thing that ever happened to me” 
isn’t a shallow rationalization, for example, but a true exercise in defining 
our own happiness.

We can think of happiness as having two key aspects. The first is 
related to the attainment of long-term goals. As we get older we put 
together strings of events that lead to goal attainment and success. We 
complete college, get married, start a family, help our kids grow in a 
healthy way, and maybe get that sports car we always dreamed of driv-
ing. At work, we do well, get promoted, are recognized, receive raises, 
obtain more power. Based on these longer-term life and business goals, 
when we get a win, we feel good about the world and ourselves. We’ve 
overcome whatever stress or challenge we faced and we get to celebrate 
and enjoy it.

A second way to experience happiness is by simply smelling the roses 
every day. Researchers define this approach as moment-by-moment joy, 
and this is the gift that keeps on giving. Think about all the cool things 
that happen every day. Your kids give you a hug, your favorite lilac bush is 
blooming and its fragrance wafts up toward your deck, your boss thanks 
you for helping out with a project that brought in some new business. 
Each of these singular events can be viewed as a positive occurrence, and 
our attention to these small pleasures creates positive feelings.

These definitions of happiness might be called natural happiness, as 
defined by Gilbert. He defines natural happiness as “what we get (hap-
piness) when we get what we wanted.” Gilbert also talks about synthetic 
happiness as “what we make when we don’t get what we wanted.”iv

According to Gilbert’s research, synthetic happiness yields the same 
level of pleasure and satisfaction as natural happiness, but with synthetic 
happiness, we get to decide that we’ll feel good and positive about the 
events that happen for us. It’s the classic case of making lemonade out 
of lemons. And when you put natural happiness together with synthetic 
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happiness, you have a great combination for living fully and thriving 
completely.

How do you rate your happiness? On the spider chart in Figure 1.1, 
we’ve listed 10 areas of life that you can rate in terms of your happiness 
level from 1–10. 

Rate your overall happiness in each area and then connect the dots to 
see where you are experiencing more joy and where you are experiencing 
less. Of course, feel free to substitute any areas of your life that you want 
to include in your happiness chart. Since many of these life issues are sub-
jected to the stressors of daily life, you’ll be able to go back and assess your 
own progress in finding more joy as you begin to see that the challenges of 
these life issues do not have to overwhelm and stress you out.

Figure 1.1 Spider Chart of Happiness
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Now, let’s examine your moment-to-moment happiness (Figure 1.2). 
Thinking of the last 24 hours, jot down on the lines below five things 
that happened that brought you a sense of happiness and rate them from 
1 to 10 on how pleasurable they were for you. It could have been a com-
mercial that was funny on TV or a Facebook post that touched your 
heart. Perhaps you had coffee with a colleague at work and he thanked 
you for helping out on a project, or your daughter texted you about get-
ting an A on her math exam.

Later in this book, we’ll be discussing the negativity bias, which is 
our tendency to focus on negative events in our lives. We all fall victim to 
negative thinking, whether it is regrets about the past or worry anxieties 
about the future. Some people believe that the negativity bias is a protec-
tive safety measure that has a long evolutionary basis. My belief is that we 

Figure 1.2 Five Happy Moments
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all tend to focus on negatives far more than positives and that we have to 
train ourselves to focus more on the things we do well and succeed in than 
those things that drag us down. 

Time for a New Paradigm

Change is difficult. We are invested in certain ways of thinking and 
 behaving, and changing our actions can be both terrifying and frustrating.

In 1964, when over 42 percent of Americans smoked cigarettes, the US 
Surgeon General’s report told the story of how smoking is directly related 
to rates of lung cancer. It took over 50 years for that rate of smoking to be 
reduced by half. Consider the idea that just 25 years ago, there were many 
workplaces where you might attend a meeting and nearly half the folks in that 
room would be smoking! Today, that won’t happen and you won’t even find 
smokers outside the building. Change can be difficult but it does happen.

We are creatures of habit and it is far easier to stick with our daily 
routines and customs than to break out of our daily patterns and try 
something new. When we do, however, we may very well find something 
more effective and enjoyable. 

In conversations with employees at a utility company’s call center, they 
reported that they rarely received calls thanking them for the electricity 
always being on. Instead the bulk of their calls were complaints about 
bills, missing repair reps, or emergencies. Emphasizing the idea that the 
call center staff’s efforts should be to calm customer concerns by listening 
and seeking agreement first, actually worked to create a solution faster 
than trying to argue with customers or get them off the line. Suddenly, 
call center reps were charmers and the stress level for everyone was lower.

Changing perspectives is not easy but it is doable. We change perspec-
tives on our worldview when one of three things happens:

 1. We face some life crisis or tragedy and see the world in a whole new 
way. My friend George, who loved a diet of meat and potatoes, suf-
fered a heart attack at age 56 and immediately became an evangelical 
 vegetarian, spouting the virtues of a plant-based diet.

 2. We discover an undeniable truth. A senior leader believed that he was 
the “golden boy” of the organization until he found out that the 
CEO thought he was rude and disrespectful in meetings and had his 
path for advancement closed.
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 3. We seek a better outcome for ourselves. Making a decision to act and 
behave differently can come out of recognition that we want our life 
to be different. Making that choice means that we begin to change 
the actions we take and the behaviors we manifest. 

It’s time to move on to try a new approach to dealing with our stress. 
Instead of trying to manage our stress and cursing our fate of a stress-
filled life, let’s see about a new way to experience and think about the 
stress in our lives. Let’s start by recognizing and acknowledging that we 
are remarkably capable in the face of challenges and that we possess a vast 
array of skills in dealing with stress at home and at work. Our capabilities 
actually go well beyond just being able to manage our stress. We are built 
to not only survive through stress but to thrive through stress.

Case Study

A “hands-off” president of a division had a vice president who was 
a terror. He dressed people down in public, used inappropriate lan-
guage, and constantly undermined his colleagues. He simply refused 
to be coached, saying, “I’m meeting my goals, my boss is happy, and 
this is who I am.”

When I met with the president to share his subordinate’s com-
ments, he mentioned that the only downside of this problem was a 
high rate of turnover among lower level managers. I told him that was 
no real surprise and the bigger issue was how long the toxicity this VP 
was creating would infiltrate throughout the entire division.

“I understand what you are saying!” he told me. “But the truth is that 
this guy gets the job done and others who have tried were just too nice.”

“Yes,” I acknowledged. “But is this how you want to run your divi-
sion? After all, everyone knows that you must condone this action and 
soon the way this plays out will not be good for you or him.”

The subordinate was told that coaching was now being required. 
He refused to accept that decision and was let go within 30 days. 
Sometimes you have to focus on the person who is capable of change 
and is willing to step up to deal with the most challenging events.




