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INTO
SUCCESS

YES, IT’S A FACT OF MODERN LIFE. SO WHY NOT USE STRESS FOR GOOD, NOT EVIL? HERE’S HOW.
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behind on a major project. The nurse at your
child’s school called for the second time in
three days. And as the e-mail at the top of your
in-box just informed you, you forgot to pay
last month’s electric bill. You could hide under
the covers—but what good would it do? Like
a rubber ball in a pool, stress that’s pushed
beneath the surface eventually bobs back up.

A better approach? Embrace it. (No,
seriously.) “Learning to work with your
stress, rather than against it, can safe
guard your health,” says Kelly McGon
igal, Ph.D., a health psychologist at
Stanford University and the author of
The Upside of Stress. In fact, everyday
stress can actually increase immunity,
productivity, and creativity, according
to emerging research. All it takes is a
shift in perspective and a few tweaks
to your daily habits. Here’s how to
make the most of whatever life throws
your way.

T H E  S I LV E R  L I N I N G

Stress gets a bad rap, and for good rea
son. We’ve all heard about the infa
mous fightorflight stress response,
in which your body revs up to either
struggle or retreat when responding
to a real or perceived threat. “Your
sympathetic nervous system kicks into

says Dhabhar. Feeling as if you can’t deal with a
stressor makes you more likely to experience fight
orflight, research shows. (However, that is not a
guarantee. Individual biology, past experiences, and
many other factors influence a person’s reaction in
any situation.) But if you feel as if you can cope, you
increase the odds that you’ll experience one of two
other lesserknown stress reactions, both of which
are beneficial.

The first, called tendandbefriend, causes your
pituitary gland to release oxytocin, a hormone that
promotes love and bonding. Tendandbefriend fuels
your instinct to, say, rush to a stranger in need—even
if it means risking your own wellbeing. But it also
occurs in less harrowing circumstances, like when
you’re on a first date or a job interview. (And this is
not a female phenomenon. Men who felt the most
stress in shortterm situations, as measured by elevated
cortisol levels, had higher rates of tendandbefriend–
related behaviors than women did, according to a
2015 study published in Psychoneuroendocrinology.)

Similarly, your body may react to stress with the
“challenge” response. This is chemically similar to
fightorflight, in that you feel your heart pounding
and palms sweating, but “here you’re more focused
than fearful,” says McGonigal. “You recognize that
you are bigger than your stressor and can handle it.”
And that psychological shift alters your biological

response—particularly
your levels of stress hor
mones. You also release
more dehydroepian
drosterone (DHEA), a
neurosteroid that helps
the brain respond to
stress and that has been
linked to a reduction in
anxiety and depression.
At the same time, you
release less of the
healthharming stress

YOU’RE

gear and releases a surge of stress hormones, including cortisol
and adrenaline,” says McGonigal. “Meanwhile, your liver dumps
fat and sugar into your bloodstream, as your blood vessels con
strict and your blood pressure rises.” This reaction can occur in
both shortterm stressful situations (like having to make a speech)
and longterm ones (like caring for elderly parents).

Although the stress response can increase your risk of illness,
disease, depression, and early mortality, that’s not the whole story.
“So much of what we think we know about stress is based on
animal research,” says McGonigal. But new research—the kind
involving everyday human situations—paints a different picture.
One major new finding is that when people experience the fight
orflight stress reaction for a brief period of time (a few seconds
to a few hours), it can speed wound healing and fight infection,
according to research from Firdaus Dhabhar, Ph.D., the director of
research at the Center on Stress and Health at Stanford University.
“Stress can enhance the immune response byredistributing immune
cells and increasing their functional ability,” explains Dhabhar.

Equally important, researchers now know that your thoughts
can change your body’s stress response. “How we perceive stress
gives us the power to stay on the good side of the stress spectrum,”
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hormone cortisol, which could other-
wise impair your immunity and con-
tribute to that burned-out feeling. The
challenge response also contributes to
the sense of midwork “flow” that ath-
letes and artists often describe.

Short of being hooked up to moni-
tors in a lab, there’s noway to tellwhich
stress response you’re having. But no
matter what you label it, what you’re
experiencing usually isn’t that bad for
you. “Mother Nature gave us the stress
response to help us survive, not to kill
us,” says Dhabhar. You may have had
a hair-pulling day at work, but when
you get home, you recalibrate with a
long run or by laughing with your fam-
ily over dinner—and so your body and
brain recoup and recover, preventing
deep damage from occurring.

W H E N  ST R E SS  I S  DA N G E R O U S

Of course, stress isn’t always helpful
or benign. It tips into the danger zone
when your body and brain don’t get
any reprieve because your circum-
stances are unrelenting and seemingly
hopeless (for example, if you’re dealing
with extreme poverty or clinical depres-
sion or are in an abusive relationship).
In those situations—or whenever you
feel that your circumstances are over-

whelming, unavoidable, and greater than your
resources—fight-or-flight can elbow out the other
stress responses for weeks, months, and even years.
(If you’re overwhelmed or you feel as if stress is keep-
ing you from enjoying your life, visit locator.apa.org
to find a psychologist near you.)

Some experts dub this ongoing reaction “toxic
stress,” and no surprise:This iswhat leads to prolonged
inflammation of cells, tissues, and organs, which
contributes to disease and early death.

H OW  TO  M A K E  ST R E SS  WO R K  FO R  YO U

As researchers point out, one of the most crucial
factors in whether you have a healthy reaction to
stress is the way you view it. Sound hokey? It’s
science. Adults who said that they experienced high
levels of stress but didn’t think it was bad for them
were less likely to die prematurely, even compared
with people who reported little to no stress,
according to a 2012 study published in the journal
Health Psychology.

In contrast, people who felt that stress was detri-
mental increased their risk of early death by as much
as 43 percent. Although the study didn’t delve into
the biology behind this phenomenon, adults who
viewed stress as potentially beneficial had lower
levels of cortisol, according to a 2013 report published
in Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. “If
you operate on the idea that stress isn’t good for you,
as most people do, you already believe a thought or
emotion is capable of profoundly influencing your
biology,” says McGonigal.
“Why not try to swap
that belief for a more
empowering one?”

Even ifyou can’t bring
yourself to welcome
nail-biting situations, try
to remember that what-
ever doesn’t killyou may

ultimately help you to feel less stressed. “Repeated exposure to
difficulty builds resilience, which serves as a sort of stress inocu-
lation,” says Dennis S. Charney, M.D., the dean of the Icahn School
of Medicine at Mount Sinai, in New York City.

Every tough situation teaches you more about yourself and how
to deal with hardship. And that makes subsequent daily hassles
seem more manageable, according to a 2010 study published in
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. In fact, the same
study found that people who had a history of moderate adversity
experienced less distress and more life satisfaction than did those
who had experienced either an extreme amount of stress or very
little stress.

In addition to thinking of your stress as an ally, here are five
research-backed ways to turn tension into something useful.

1. Find meaning by asking yourself, “How would I feel if my big-
gest source of stress suddenly disappeared?” Happy and mean-

Short bursts
of stress
can improve
immunity,
speed healing,
and even
prompt your
body to
release mood-
boosting
hormones,
such as
oxytocin.
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ingful lives are not free of stress. In
fact, the more stressed people con
sidered themselves, the more mean
ingful they felt their lives were,
according to a 2013 study published
in Journal of Positive Psychology.
Being a parent, for instance, signifi
cantly increases your daily strain. But
it also ups your chances of laughing
and smiling regularly, according to a
2014 GallupHealthways WellBeing
Index survey. (A crucial caveat: If
you’re suffering from depression, skip
this question and seek the help of a
mentalhealth professional.)

2. Ease anxiety bynot trying to relax.
You could take sweaty palms and a
belly full of butterflies as signs that
you need to get your anxiety under
control, or you could think of them as
your body’s saying, “I’m ready for this
challenge.” When people gave a five
minute speech to visibly disapproving
judges, those who had been coached
to interpret their physical reactions as
beneficial (for example: “My pound
ing heart shows me I’m excited”) felt
less anxious and had fewer signs of
cardiovascular stress,
such as high blood pres
sure, compared with
those who hadn’t been
coached, according to a
2013 study published in
Clinical Psychological
Science.

3. Use mental stress to reach a personal best. The next time
you’re tense, remind yourself that stress can be helpful. You’ll
increase the odds that your body will respond with the challenge
stress response, and this boosts your chances of achieving an
athletic goal, according to a 2015 study published in Journal of
Sport and Exercise Psychology. “It sends extra oxygen and nutri
ents to the brain and muscles, helping them to function more
effectively,” says Lee J. Moore, Ph.D., the study author and a lec
turer in sport and exercise psychology at the University of Glouces
tershire, in the United Kingdom.

4. Boost creativity by—yes—procrastinating. Too much stress
(think inflexible deadlines and unrealistic expectations) kills cre
ativity. But having no pressure is just as likely to leave you in an
idea rut. Experiencing a moderate level of stress while working
on a particular project, however, can fuel innovation. One way to
find the stress/creativity sweet spot is to stop rushing to get ahead
of the game. Provided that you aren’t suffering from chronic anx

Tension-fueled
workouts offer
longer-term
benefits, too:
The DHEA
released by the
challenge
response acts
like an anabolic
steroid of sorts
and helps
muscles grow
stronger in
reaction to
physical stress
from exercise.
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iety or don’t regularly miss deadlines, “delaying the
start of a project can build moderate levels of pos
itive stress,” says Melissa Gratias, Ph.D., a psychol
ogist in Savannah, Georgia. “And that causes your
body to release adrenaline, norepinephrine, and
cortisol—hormones that improve energy and focus.”
Just don’t confuse mindnumbing procrastination
(like browsing Facebook when you have two hours
to finish a massive project) with creativityfueling
rumination. “Delaying fuels creativity only if you
reflect on your project and brainstorm throughout
the day when you’re not actively working,” says

W H AT  TO  D O
W H E N  YO U ’ R E
TO O  ST R E SS E D

When you’re so fraz-
zled that you can
barely see straight,
let alone deal with
one more crisis, that’s
a sign that you’ve
been tense for too
long, and that your
stress is on the verge
of morphing from
the run-of-the-mill
variety into the toxic
kind. Here are three
proven ways to break
the stress cycle.

BE OF SERVICE,
ESPECIALLY IF
YOU’RE CRAZY
BUSY.
When your iCal is so
jam-packed that look-
ing at it makes you
want to cry, that’s the
best time—surprise!—
to volunteer. People
who spent even 10
minutes helping
another person felt as
though they had more
time, not less, accord-
ing to a 2012 study
published in Psycho-
logical Science.

Gratias. (She recommends using calendar remind
ers and/or a todo list with dropdead dates to make
sure that you don’t overpostpone.)

5. Use stress to learn. Under pressure? That’s the best time to
take a break and work on your backhand or practice the piano.
“Stress helps the procedurallearning area of your brain—the part
you use to hone skills that require repetitive practice,” says

Shawn W. Ell, Ph.D., an associate professor of
psychology at the University of Maine, in Orono.
(That’s because your stress response initiates a cas
cade of neural events that disrupt the prefrontal
cortex, which is responsible for overthinking. This
allows you to stop secondguessing yourself and
improve your skills.) At the same time, losing your
self in an activity that you enjoy can lower your
blood pressure, which will make you feel—you
guessed it—less stressed. n

CRACK OPEN A
GOOD BOOK.
Fiction, nonfiction—
no matter. People
who consider them-
selves regular for-
pleasure readers
report less stress than
do nonreaders, and
they’re also better
equipped to cope
with difficult situa-
tions, according to a
2015 study from the
University of Liver-
pool, in the United
Kingdom. Research-
ers believe that books
allow you to “live”
through more experi-
ences, which gives
you perspective
about your own life.

STEP AWAY FROM
YOUR IN-BOX.
It might not be the
number of e-mails
clogging your in-box
that is causing you
stress, but how often
you check, indicates a
2014 study pub-
lished in Computers
in Human Behavior.
When researchers
asked students and
professionals to read
and respond to e-mail
just three times a
day, their stress levels
dropped. Constantly
being available on
e-mail reduces your
sense of control,
says study coauthor
Kostadin Kushlev,
a Ph.D. student at the
University of Virginia.
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