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1 Dialing the Stress-Meter Down

umans like other animals respond physi-

cally to stressful situations our hearts race

our muscles contract our arteries narrow
and our blood thickens. That primordial reaction
may come in handy during a stand-off with a hungry
predator or a spear-wielding rival ~ but it’s horribly
suited to the unremitting pressures of modern life—
especially if you happen to be what Dr. Robert S.
Eliot calls a“ hot reacto’ . Eliot who runs the Insti-
tute of Stress Medicine in Jackson Hole Wyo. has
found that when seemingly healthy people confront
the challenges of daily life nearly percent suffer
extreme surges in blood pressure their systolic read-
ings can rise from to a death-defying
Standard tests which gauge“ resting” blood pres-
sure show no sign of trouble. So these folks often
go untreated until they’re felled by a stress-induced
heart attack or stroke. Fortunately a “ working”
blood-pressure test which includes readings taken
during various activities can quickly identifying you
as a hot reactor and drug treatment can mitigate the
hazard.

Whether they study people or rabbits research-
ers find that intimacy promotes health while isolation
fosters stress disease and early death. After revie-
wing the relevant literature in researchers led
by University of Michigan sociologist James House
concluded that social isolation is statistically just as

dangerous as smoking high blood pressure high




cholesterol ~ obesity or lack of exercise. The good
news is that finding a companion — any compan-
ion from a fish to a spouse — can buffer us from
stress. In a study  Stanford psychiatrist David
Spiegel found that by spending minutes a week
with a support group women with metastatic breast
cancer doubled their average survival time from
months to months . By the same token pet
owners enjoy better health than the petless. Studies
have shown that the very act of stroking a dog can
lower heart rate and blood pressure both the dog’s
and the person’s .

The s notion that hard-driving® Type A"
characters have the most heart attacks hasn’t held up
under scrutiny. But certain components of the
Type-A personality have emerged as strong predic-
tors of ill health. Studies have found for example
that self-absorption  as manifested by the frequency

" ou i

with which a person uses words like“ I me” and
“ mine” makes heart attacks more likely. Cynicism
and hostility have the same eftect. For all the value that
psychotherapists  once placed on expressing anger re-
cent research suggests that the exercise merely
strengthens hostile feelings reinforcing their stressful
effects. A healthier strategy is to walk away from a
potentially hostile encounter and indulge in what
Stanford neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky calls a“ time-
out behavior. 7 By simply taking  minutes to read
exercise or practice a hobby he says you can find
more calm than a martini  would bring and return
to the battlefield refreshed.

In a groundbreaking study researchers
from Comell Medical College found that the most
stressful jobs were not the busiest ones but rather
those combining big demands with a relative lack of
autonomy . Workers who found themselves in this
double bind suftered three times the usual incidence
of high blood pressure. Such findings suggest that
employers could enhance public health by giving




workers a little more latitude

But remaking the world is an unlikely road to
peace. As Dr. Dean Ornish of the Preventive Medi-
cine Research Institute in Sausalito Calif.  has writ-
ten “ We can’t always change other people. We
can’t always change jobs or families. But we can
change our perceptions.” There is no best recipe for
managing stress but anything that stills the mind can
help. In a recent study of  highly successful men
and women Stanford medical professor Kenneth
Pelletier found that their stress-management tech-
niques ranged from prayer to biofeedback  visualiza-
tion and walks on the beach. What set them apart
was not a devotion to any one regimen but a learned
ability to feel and foster inner peace. A trip to the
gym can bring a double bonus  since it strengthens
the heart and lungs while bathing the brain in sooth-
ing endorphins . The trick is to avoid turning it into
a stress-laden obligation . Unless you can slow down

and enjoy it a bubble bath may do you more good.
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2 Working Your Nerves
The Toughest Jobs

dentifying which jobs put the most stress

on American workers is in itself a risky

business. Everyone knows for example
that air-traffic controllers have more than their share
of white-knuckle days. But stressful jobs are not e- | . knuckle
qually stressful to all people. Some air-traftic control-
lers thrive on the flying circus . Their secret  says
Suzane Oouellette a psychologist at the City Uni-
versity of New York is“ hardiness ” a balance of
feeling committed challenged and in control in the
workplace.

Then again some professions are inarguably
tough to take. Doctors lawyers and police officers
routinely top suicide lists. And some jobs are plain
dangerous miners have the highest job-fatality rate
in the country . for every workers .
Less extreme but much more widespread are the psy-
chological hazards that result from  years of corpo-
rate downsizing and having to keep up with the
speed and volume of computers. Dr. Rupert Cc.
Burtan a specialist in occupational medicine  says
“ Many workers have too much dumped on their
desks and not enough time in which to get it all

done.” That complaint is often made by secretaries
who also make most stressed-out lists.
Jobs that attract idealistic types can sour when

the work seems to make little meaningful difference.

Besides police officers and lawyers inner-city teach-



ers and journalists often fall into this category. Doc-
tors interns and nurses can too when the waves
of the sick seem endless.

Why the recent wave of burned-out basketball
coaches Sports give them tremendous responsibili-
ties but ultimately little control. Coaches can only
coach they can’t actually run the plays. But if the
team loses they still get fired. Similarly waiters and
waitresses get stiffed on tips if the cook screws up .

But experts say the toughest occupation may still
be that of working mom. Many women who are
bringing home the bacon are still expected to fry
and serve it too. “ There really are relatively few
couples where child care and domestic work are truly
shared " says Harriet Lerner a psychologist at the
Menninger Clinic. Even unemployed husbands do
no more than percent of the housework. Now

that’s a study in high stress and high shame.
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It’s Time to Rethink
Nature and Nurture

veryday science seems to chip away at our

autonomy . When researchers aren’t un-

covering physical differences in the way
men and women use their brains they’re asserting
genetic influences on intelligence sexual orienta-
tion obesity or alcoholism. Or they're suggesting
that the level of some brain chemical affects one’s
chances of committing violent crimes. Each new
finding leaves the impression that nature is winning
out over nurture—that biology is destiny and free
will an illusion. But the nature-nurture dichotomy
is itself an illusion. As many scholars are now reali-
zing everything we associate with“ nurture” is at
some level a product of our biology—and every as-
pect of our biology from brain development to food
preference has been shaped by an environment.
Asking whether nature or nurture is more important
is like asking whether length or width is a better
gauge of size.

Darwin recognized more than years ago
that Homo sapiens evolved by the same process as ev-
ery other species on earth. And philosophers such as
William James were eager to apply Darwin’s insights
to human psychology . But during the first part of
this century the rise of* social Darwinism” a non-
Darwinian  sink-or-swim political philosophy  and
late Nazi eugenics spawned a deep suspicion of bi-

ologically inspired social science. By anthro-
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pologist Ashley Montagu was declaring that man-
kind has“ no instincts because everything he is and
has becomes what she has learned acquired from
his culture.”

The distinction between innate and acquired
seems razor sharp until you try slicing life with it
Consider the development of the brain. While gesta-
ting in the womb  a child develops some tril-
lion neurons . But those cells become functional
only as they respond to outside stimuli. During the
first year of life the most frequently stimulated neu-
rons form elaborate networks for processing informa-
tion while the others wither and die. You could
say that our brains determine the structure of our
brains.

Social behavior follows the same principle.
From the old nature-versus-nurture perspective a
tendency that isn’t uniformly expressed in every
part of the world must be“ cultural” rather than
‘ natural.” But there is no reason to assume that a u-
niversal impulse would always find the same expres-
sion. As the evolutionists John Tooby and Leda
Cosmildes have observed biology can’t dictate what
language a child will speak what games she’ll play
what rites she’ll observe or what she’ll feel guilty or
jealous about. But it virtually guarantees that she’ll
do all of those things whether she grows up in New
Jersey or New Guinea

Biology in short doesn’t determine exactly
what we’ll do in life. It determines how different en-
vironments will affect us. And our biology is itself a
record of the environments our ancestors encoun-
tered. Consider the sexes’ different perceptual styles.
Men tend to excel at spatial reasoning  women at
spotting stationary  objects and remembering their
locations. Such discrepancies may have a biological
basis but researchers have traced the biology back to

specific environmental pressures. Archeological
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findings suggest that men hunted and women for-
aged throughout vast stretches of evolutionary
time. And psychologists Irwin Silverman and Marion
Eals have noted that” tracking and killing animals en-
tail  different kinds of spatial problems than does for-

aging for edible plants.”
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