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by Paul J. Rosch, MD, FACP 

Editor–in-Chief 

Stress Reduction Strategies 

abound– but which one is 

right for YOU? 
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 There is little 

doubt that stress can be 
lethal, and the best way to 

prevent a heart attack or 
sudden death is to avoid 

stress. But that's impossi-
ble, since stress is an ines-

capable consequence of 
life. There are some 

stresses you can do some-
thing about, but others, 

such as the death of a 
loved one, that are beyond 

anyone's ability to prevent 
or control. The trick is 

learning how to distinguish 

between the two so you 
don't waste your time and 

talent in a frustrating at-
tempt to overcome insur-

mountable obstacles. 
There are also numerous 

and varied stress reduction 
techniques and programs 

designed to minimize the 
myriad harmful health ef-

fects of stress. However, 
there is no guarantee that 

any of these will be effec-
tive and no algorithm to 

predict which might be 

best for any specific situa-
tion or individual. As will 

be seen, stress can differ 
for each of us, and things 

that are 
very distressful 

for some can be highly 
pleasurable for others. 

People may also respond 
to an identical 

threat in very different 
ways. So what exactly is 

stress? There is no defini-
tion that everyone accepts, 

and if you can't define 

stress how can you meas-
ure it? As Lord William T. 

Kelvin, the 19th century 
mathematician-physicist 

who developed the abso-
lute or Kelvin temperature 

scale and revised the Sec-
ond Law of Thermodynam-

ics wrote, "To measure is 
to know", and "If you can-

not measure it, you cannot 
improve it."  

 

On The Origin and    

Evolution of Stress and 

Diseases of Adaptation 

This has always been 

a problem since stress, as 

it is 

cur-

rently 
used, 

was introduced over 
7 decades ago by Hans 

Selye. He had observed 
that if experimental ani-

mals were subjected to se-
vere threats, they all de-

veloped certain distinct 
pathologic changes within 

the next 24-48 hours re-
gardless of the cause. 

These included: exposing 

rats to brilliant lights after 
their eyelids had been 

stitched back, constant ir-
ritating and deafening 

noise, frigid temperatures, 
scorching heat, or forcing 

them to constantly swim to 
avoid drowning. All of 

these produced the identi-
cal triad of enlargement of 

the adrenal cortex, shrink-
age of the thymus and 

lymphoid tissues and ul-
cerations in the lining of 

the stomach.  Extreme 

cold or heat could cause 
frostbite or burns, bright 

lights and blaring noise 
might damage the eyes or 

There is NO WAY 

they will get me to         

     do Yoga. 
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ears, but these were spe-

cific responses. Due to 
Pasteur’s research and 

Koch’s postulates, physi-
cians had been taught that 

every disease had its own 
cause. Tuberculosis was 

caused by the tubercle ba-
cillus, pneumonia by the 

pneumococcus, rabies, an-
thrax, and cholera by 

other microbes, etc.  

What Selye proposed 

was the antithesis of this, 
namely that very different 

and even opposite physical 

challenges such as ex-
tremes of heat and cold 

produced identical patho-
logical changes in certain 

organs and systems. Selye 
referred to this syndrome 

as "biologic stress,” which 
he defined as "the nonspe-

cific response of the body 
to any demand for 

change." He published his 
findings in a 74-line Letter 

to the Editor of the British 
journal Nature in 1936 en-

titled "A Syndrome Pro-

duced by Diverse Nocuous 
Agents.” But the word 

"stress" never appeared, 
since it was then com-

monly used to refer to 
nervous strain, especially 

in women, and the editor 
thought this would create 

confusion.  As a result, Se-
lye substituted "Alarm Re-

action" to describe this re-
sponse, since he viewed it 

as a "call to arms" of the 

body's defenses. He later 
showed that if the noxious 

stimulus persisted, a sec-
ond "Stage of Resistance" 

ensued, during which 
these defense mechanisms 

were maximized. This was 
followed by a "Stage of Ex-

haustion,” in which de-
fenses disappeared and 

the animals often died. 
During the course of this 

three-phased response, 
which he called the 

"General Adaptation Syn-

drome,” he observed gross 
and microscopic changes 

in various organs and 
structures similar to those 

seen in patients with car-
diovascular, gastrointesti-

nal, kidney and other dis-
orders. He viewed these as 

"Diseases of Adaptation.” 

This created numer-

ous problems when at-
tempts were made to ex-

trapolate Selye's animal 
studies to humans.  Many 

of these experiments that 

bordered on torture would 
never be tolerated today. 

Nor did they represent the 
types of stress that people 

encountered in their daily 
lives, such as frequent 

fights with customers, co-
workers or family, getting 

stuck in a traffic jam on 
the way to an important 

appointment, as well as 
chronic poverty, depres-

sion and discrimination be-

cause of race, religion, 
gender or age. What reso-

nated most with the public 
was Selye's contention 

that such chronic insidious 
emotional stresses could 

cause health problems just 
as serious as those result-

ing from acute and severe 
physical stress. Although 

stress soon became a 
popular buzzword to de-

scribe the adverse effects 
of distressful emotions, it 

was used not only to de-

scribe these symptoms, 
but more often, what was 

responsible for causing 
them, like problems at 

work, or the end result, 
such as an ulcer or heart 

attack. As a result, he had 
to coin a new term, 

"stressor,” to distinguish 
between stimulus and re-

sponse. 

The word stress 

evolved from the Latin 
strictus (tight, narrow) and 

stringere (to draw tight), 

which became strece 
(narrowness, oppression) 

in Old French, and stresse 
(hardship) in Middle Eng-

lish. Although fluent in 
English, Selye was not 

aware that stress had been 
used for centuries in phys-

ics, where it essentially 
meant stressor.  As ex-

pressed in Hooke’s Law of 
1658, the magnitude of an 
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external force, or 

stress, produces a propor-
tional amount of defor-

mation, or strain, in a 
malleable metal. This re-

fers to the property of a 
material that allows it to 

resume its original size 
and shape after having 

been compressed or 
stretched by an external 

force. This ratio of stress 
to strain or modulus or 

elasticity is a characteristic 

property of each material, 

and is high for rigid metals 
such as steel, and low for 

flexible ones like tin. Selye 
often complained to me 

that had his knowledge of 
English been more precise, 

he would have gone down 
in history as the father of 

the "Strain" concept.   

I first met Selye fol-

lowing the 1950 publica-
tion of his magnum opus 

Stress. It was a massive 

tome with over 1,000 

pages, more than 5,000 
references and numerous 

illustrations and diagrams 
that stimulated thousands 

of articles in scientific jour-
nals throughout the world. 

He decided to reference 
these in an Annual Report 

On Stress and the 1951 
book was dedicated to the 

28 physicians who were 
then Fellows, as noted be-

low.  

Selye pouring some champagne for us to 

celebrate the completion of his 1951 First 

Annual Report on Stress. As noted in the 

dedication to the right, I was the only one 

from the U.S and believe that Roger Guil-

lemin, who later received the Nobel Prize for 

discovering the endorphins, is the sole other 

survivor of this group. 
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Selye had previously 

asked me to proof some of 
his articles prior to sub-

mission because he was 
aware that I had an M.A. 

degree in English literature 
and taught English prior to 

entering medical school. 
This may explain why I 

was assigned to assist with 
this first update. From the 

varied responses that were 
collected, it was quite clear 

that his concept of stress 
was not only controversial, 

but also very confusing. 

This was best summed up 
by one critic, who, based 

on verbatim citations from 
Selye’s own writings, com-

plained in the British Medi-
cal Journal, that "Stress, in 

addition to being itself, 
was also the cause of it-

self, and the result of it-
self."  

Is it Le Stress or La 
Stresse? Can Stress Be 

Translated? Is There 
Good Stress?  

Selye's definition of 

stress as "the non-specific 
response of the body to 

any demand for change" 
created difficulties that 

plagued him the rest of his 
life. It was not useful for 

physicians or researchers, 
and in an attempt to make 

it more meaningful, he 
subsequently redefined it 

as "the rate of wear and 
tear on the body."  That's 

an apt definition of biologi-

cal aging but it was equally 
abstruse and useless. In 

his later years, when he 
was repeatedly asked to 

define stress, his standard 
response was "Everyone 

knows what stress is, but 
nobody really knows." The 

situation became even 
more complicated when his 

articles had to be trans-
lated into foreign lan-

guages since there was no 
suitable word or phrase 

that conveyed what he 

meant, especially because 
he had confused stress 

with strain.  

When invited to give 

a keynote address at the 
prestigious Collège de 

France in 1946, the acade-
micians responsible for 

maintaining the purity of 
the French language strug-

gled with this problem for 
several days. They eventu-

ally decided that a new 
word would have to be 

created. Apparently, the 

male chauvinists prevailed 
and le stress was born, 

quickly followed by el 
stress, il stress, lo stress, 

der stress in other Euro-
pean languages, and simi-

lar neologisms in Russian, 
Japanese, Chinese and 

Arabic. Stress is one of the 
very few words that are 

preserved in English in 
these and other languages 

that do not use the Roman 

alphabet. As usual, "the 

Greeks had a word for it." 
Twenty-four centuries ear-

lier, Hippocrates had 
taught that disease was 

not only pathos 
(suffering), but also ponos, 

(toil), as the body fought 
to restore normalcy. While 

ponos might have sufficed, 
contemporary Greeks also 

settled on "stress.” 

As previously indi-

cated, stress is also diffi-
cult to define because it 

differs for each of us. A 

steep roller coaster ride or 
bungee jumping from a 

great height can be very 
distressful for some, but 

an exhilarating delight for 
others. And we may all re-

spond differently to the 
same stressor. Some peo-

ple experience chest pain, 
palpitations, diarrhea or 

other GI complaints, 
whereas others develop 

hives, neck and low back 
pain due to muscle spasm, 

or cold, sweaty palms. In 

addition, stress is not al-
ways necessarily distress-

ful or damaging. Winning a 
close race or election may 

be just as or even more 
stressful than losing, but 

likely does not have the 
same psychophysiological 

consequences. A very pas-
sionate kiss and anticipat-

ing what might follow is 
stressful, but hardly the 

same as contemplating a 
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lengthy root canal proce-

dure. Selye referred to 
these types of pleasurable 

stress as "eustress", and 
suggested that eustress 

could buffer or counteract 
the harmful consequences 

of distress. 

Increased stress improves 
performance and produc-

tivity, up to a point, after 
which things start to dete-

riorate, as illustrated in this 
35-year-old diagram 

above. But the amount of 

stress that results in opti-
mal performance also dif-

fers for each of us. It's very 
much like the tension ex-

erted on a violin string. Not 
enough produces a dull, 

raspy sound and too much 
makes an irritating shrill, 

noise, or snaps the string. 
However, just the right 

amount of tension creates 
a beautiful tone. Similarly, 

we have to find the right 

amount of stress that al-
lows us to make pleasant 

music in our daily lives. 

Hormesis, Mithridatism, 

Lucrezia Borgia, Frie-
drich Nietzsche, Epic-

tetus 

Repeated exposure 

to small amounts of 
stress can also 

buffer or provide 
protection from the 

harmful effects of 
large doses. This 

paradoxical and op-

posite action of 
high and low doses 

was first described 
in 1943 when re-

searchers extracted 
a chemical that in-

hibited the growth 
of wood-decaying 

fungi. Since this could have 
commercial potential, they 

wanted to determine the 
least amount that would be 

effective. To their surprise, 
they found that very weak 

concentrations actually had 

the reverse effect of stimu-
lating fungal growth.  They 

called this phenomenon 
hormesis, from the Greek 

word hormáein, "to set in 
motion, impel, urge on, ex-

cite." (This is also the ori-
gin of hormone, a term 

coined by Ernest Starling in 
1904 to describe a sub-

stance produced at one lo-
cation in the body that is 

carried via the blood to 

stimulate some distant site, 
such as the secretions from 

ductless endocrine glands.) 
Small doses of anything 

exhibiting hormesis would 
have the opposite effect of 

large doses. Alcohol is be-
lieved to have a beneficial 

hormetic effect on the 
heart since modest intake 

tends to prevent myocar-
dial infarction. But the re-

verse is also true. During 
World War II, when sup-

plies of penicillin were in 

short supply, reducing the 
dose was found to actually 

stimulate the growth of 
staphylococci.  

Hormesis is often 
used today to describe the 

observation that chronic 
exposure to tiny amounts 

of a poison can provide 
subsequent protection from 

what might have been a 
lethal dose. Two decades 

ago, scientists found that 
fish died when exposed to 

cadmium, but that this 

could be prevented by prior 
administration of tiny doses 

of this toxic element. The 
technical term for this phe-

nomenon is mithridatism 
since it is named after 

Mithridates VI, King of 
Pontus (modern Turkey 

and Armenia). 2100 years 
ago, his father had been 

poisoned at a banquet and 
he had good reason to be-
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lieve that he would be as-

sassinated in a similar 
fashion. As a result he 

gave various poisons to 
condemned criminals to 

determine their lethal ef-
fects in order to learn how 

to prevent them. Poisoning 
at the dinner table was not 

uncommon in ancient 
times, particularly with 

hemlock, arsenic, cyanide 
or some combination of 

these in a strong wine to 
disguise their taste. Mithri-

dates found that adminis-

tering minute and increas-
ing amounts of poisons 

provided protection 
against subsequent doses 

that would otherwise be 
fatal. 

This practice reached 
it peak in the Renaissance 

and Pope Alexander VI was 
reputed to have achieved 

his office by literally poi-
soning the opposition. Ac-

cording to Onofrio Panvino, 
the official chronicler of the 

Popes, Alexander poisoned 

three cardinals and various 
church notables to keep 

them from interfering with 
the succession of his son, 

Cesare Borgia, as the next 
Pope. His daughter, Lu-

crezia Borgia, allegedly 
eliminated numerous foes 

as well as some of her lov-
ers with a poison con-

tained in a special hollow 
ring that was made for this 

purpose. Born in 1480, she 

was married three times, 
the first time before she 

was a teenager. After the 
marriage was dissolved, 

she went on to be impreg-
nated by her father's papal 

emissary while she was 
staying in a nunnery, but 

was nonetheless later de-
clared a virgin by the Vati-

can. She was described as 
having heavy blonde hair 

that fell past her knees, a 
beautiful complexion, hazel 

eyes which changed color, 

a full, high bosom, and a 
natural grace that made 

her appear to "walk on 
air.” She was also said to 

be very intelligent and was 
held in such high regard by 

her father that she admin-
istered the Vatican when 

he was away. It was ru-
mored that she had inces-

tuous relationships with 
both her father and her 

brother, although this has 
been discredited. (See  

http://www.theage.com.au/

arti-

cles/2002/10/02/103353867187

2.html ) Nevertheless, the 
legends about her infa-

mous personal life and 
reputation as "The Mother 

of Poisons" persist because 
they are emphasized in 

Donizetti's opera, Lucrezia 

Borgia, which is based on 
Victor Hugo's play Lucrèce 

Borgia.  

There has been re-

newed interest in hormesis 
since it seems plausible 

that the protection pro-
vided by some vaccines 

and immunotherapies are 
due to hormetic effects. 

Another example of hor-
mesis may be the observa-

tion that although high 
doses of ionizing or nu-

clear radiation are damag-
ing, low levels like back-

ground radiation at ele-
vated altitudes may have 

beneficial effects. Studies 

have documented reduced 
rates of cancer and all 

cause mortality in resi-
dents of high altitude re-

gions such as Colorado, as 
well as industrial workers 

who handle low-level ra-
dioactive materials, survi-

vors of Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki who lived outside of 

the immediate blast area, 
as well as those exposed 

to higher levels of natural 
radon gas. People still fre-

quent "radon spas" here 

and in Europe and bathe in 
or drink the water to re-

lieve arthritis and other 
complaints.  

Some who have suf-
fered stress for long peri-

ods of time as prisoners of 
war or the horrors of the 

Holocaust live surprisingly 
healthy and long lives. 

What researchers want to 
know is whether certain 

http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2002/10/02/1033538671872.html
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2002/10/02/1033538671872.html
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2002/10/02/1033538671872.html
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2002/10/02/1033538671872.html
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attributes or personality 

characteristics are differ-
ent in those who are suc-

cessful in surviving such 
stressful situations rather 

than succumbing to them. 
It has been proposed that 

the hormetic effect of this 
type of stress stems from 

cellular adaptations 
brought on by activation 

of an "anti-stress" gene 
regulatory network.  

(See  "Hormesis and 
Adaptive Cellular Control 

Systems” http://

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/

articles/PMC2478522/) Such 
resistance to stress may 

have a genetic compo-
nent, but it also depends 

on prior experiences, cop-
ing skills, autonomic 

nervous and endocrine 

system activities, gender, 
age, sociocultural and 

other influences. And, as 
Friedrich Nietzsche sug-

gested, "That which 
does not kill us makes 

us stronger." For some, 
stressful events take a 

greater toll and seem to 
stick like Velcro. Not only 

do such individuals get 
more agitated, but they 

also continually dwell on 
problems over which they 

have no control. Others 

seem to have a Teflon 
coating and the same 

stressors slide off without 
any visible lasting effect. 

As the Greek Philosopher 

Epictetus taught over 

2,000 years ago, "It's 
not what happens to 

you, but how you react 
to it that matters" and 

"Men are disturbed not 
by things, but by the 

view that they take of 
them."   

Salutogenesis,          
Logotherapy, Hardi-

ness, Learned Opti-
mism  

Why do some peo-
ple seem impervious to 

stress or more resilient 

with respect to their abil-
ity to bounce back? Can 

others learn how to ac-
quire these talents or 

skills? These questions 
intrigued Aaron An-

tonovsky, a Yale sociolo-
gist who emigrated to Is-

rael in 1960 to work in 
the Department of Social 

Medicine of the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. 

As a result, he came in 
contact with numerous 

concentration camp survi-

vors and was fascinated 
by men and women who 

not only appeared un-
scathed by the Holocaust, 

but actually appeared to 
flourish and grow 

stronger. Over the next 
two decades, he pub-

lished a series of cutting 
edge papers that provided 

important insights into 
what was unique about 

these individuals, which 

culminated in his con-
cepts of 

"salutogenesis" (the ori-
gin of health) and "sense 

of coherence.” The 
stronger one's sense of 

coherence, the greater 
their ability to cope with 

stress and to turn un-
avoidable problems into 

challenges that could be 
conquered. This held true 

not only for Holocaust 
survivors, but also others 

who remained unexpect-

edly healthy despite dev-
astating experiences. 

The core of these 
salutogenic and coher-

ence concepts consisted 
of three components: 

Comprehensibility - The 
extent to which a person 

finds or can learn to 
structure their world so 

that it becomes under-
standable, meaningful, 

orderly and consistent, 
instead of chaotic, ran-

dom and unpredictable. 

Manageability - A per-
son's sense of being able 

to cope by relying on his 
or her own resources or 

receiving help from others 
rather than constantly 

complaining or grieving. 
Meaningfulness - The 

deep feeling that life 
makes sense emotionally 

and that its demands are 
worthy of commitment, 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2478522/
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particularly if "disastrous 

experiences are willingly 
accepted as challenges to 

search for sense and to 
overcome with dignity." 

The crucial key to all of the 
above is the conviction 

that we have the ability to 
control and thus create our 

destinies.  

Aaron was a great 

admirer of Selye and we 
corresponded regularly un-

til his death in 1994, which 
prevented him from being 

the recipient of the Hans 

Selye Award at our Inter-
national Congress on 

Stress in 1995. His saluto-
genic approach has since 

been utilized for applica-
tions ranging from predict-

ing PTSD, burnout, disease 
outcomes and immune 

system depression, to se-
lecting superior managers 

and developing parenting 
skills. It has also stimu-

lated new concepts such 
as D.J.W. Strümpfer's for-

tigenesis, which refers to 

the origins of psychological 
strength and adds the di-

mension of different 
"strengths" to salutogenic 

health. More detailed infor-
mation can be obtained in 

Aaron's books, Health 
Stress and Coping, (1979) 

and Unraveling The Mys-
tery of Health: How People 

Manage Stress and Stay 
Well (1987). These contain 

questionnaires that allow 

anyone to appraise his or 
her status with respect to 

the components that com-
prise salutogenesis and 

suggestions as to how rat-
ings can be improved.  

Viktor Frankl, a psy-
chiatrist and neurologist, 

was also intensely inter-
ested in Holocaust survi-

vors, since he had suffered 
in Nazi concentration 

camps for three years. In 
1942, he, along with his 

parents, brother and preg-

nant wife, whom he had 
married a few months be-

fore, were arrested and 
sent to facilities like 

Auschwitz and Buchen-
wald. He attributed his 

survival to his belief in lo-
gotherapy, which he had 

first described in 1926.  
His original concept 

evolved further as he stud-
ied the differences be-

tween those who did and 
did not survive in Nazi 

death camps. The major 

distinction appeared to be 
that people who had hopes 

of being reunited with 
loved ones, or projects 

they felt a need to com-
plete, or who had a strong 

faith in anything, tended to 
have better outcomes than 

others who had lost all 
hope.  He concluded that 

Friedrich Nietzsche was 
also correct when he 

wrote, "He who has a 

"why" to live for can 
bear with almost any 

"how.”  

Frankl was born and 

raised in Vienna, the birth-
place of modern psychia-

try, so it is not surprising 
that he was curious about 

why people developed cer-
tain abnormal behaviors 

and whether they could be 
corrected. He was well 

aware of Sigmund Freud's 
psychoanalysis, with its fo-

cus on pleasure and Alfred 

Adler's individual psychol-
ogy approach, which em-

phasized the need for 
power. Logos is a Greek 

word that can denote 
study, word, spirit, God, 

and meaning, and while all 
were important compo-

nents, Frankl emphasized 
meaning. Logotherapy was 

based on the premise that 
our primary motivation for 

existing was not pleasure 
or power, but to find 

meaning in life, even un-

der the most miserable cir-
cumstances. He also 

coined the term 
"existential analysis" to 

describe his approach, 
since it was designed to 

analyze the conditions 
needed to maintain one's 

values and dignity despite 
despair. This is explained 

in more detail in various 
books, in which he de-
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scribes how logotherapy 

helped him not only to 
survive the Holocaust, but 

also to find meaning on 
learning that his pregnant 

wife and all his family had 
perished in gas chambers. 

How can people find 
meaning in such trage-

dies?  Frankl discusses 
three broad approaches, 

the first being experien-
tial values, having ex-

perienced someone or 
something that we value, 

like great art or natural 

wonders. The most impor-
tant is the love we feel for 

another and the greatest 
love is the ability to recog-

nize the uniqueness of the 

other as an individual and 
to appreciate their full po-

tential. He emphasizes 
this should not be con-

fused with sex, which can 
only be fully enjoyed as 

the physical expression of 
true love in a monoga-

mous relationship. A sec-
ond way to discover 

meaning is through crea-
tive values that come 

from the inspiration and 
imagination involved in 

creating art, music, writ-

ing, an invention, or sim-
ply doing a good deed. 

The third means of finding 
meaning he termed atti-

tudinal values, such as 

having a good sense of 
humor, compassion, em-

pathy, courage and other 
virtues and talents. But he 

was especially interested 
in how the attitude one 

takes toward unavoidable 
suffering can also give 

meaning to life. He gave 
an example of finding 

meaning while experienc-
ing extreme suffering in a 

harsh Nazi concentration 
camp by this eloquent de-

scription of his personal 

epiphany below in Man's 
Search for Meaning, Part 

One, "Experiences in a 
Concentration Camp.” 

     We stumbled on in the darkness, over big stones and through large puddles, along the one road 

leading from the camp. The accompanying guards kept shouting at us and driving us with the butts 
of their rifles. Anyone with very sore feet supported himself on his neighbor's arm. Hardly a word 

was spoken; the icy wind did not encourage talk. Hiding his mouth behind his upturned collar, the 
man marching next to me whispered suddenly: "If our wives could see us now! I do hope they are 

better off in their camps and don't know what is happening to us." 

      That brought thoughts of my own wife to mind. And as we stumbled on for miles, slipping on icy 
spots, supporting each other time and again, dragging one another up and onward, nothing was 

said, but we both knew: each of us was thinking of his wife. Occasionally I looked at the sky, where 
the stars were fading and the pink light of the morning was beginning to spread behind a dark bank 
of clouds. But my mind clung to my wife's image, imagining it with an uncanny acuteness. I heard 

her answering me, saw her smile, her frank and encouraging look. Real or not, her look was then 

more luminous than the sun, which was beginning to rise. 

     A thought transfixed me: for the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set into song by so 
many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth – that love is the ulti-
mate and the highest goal to which Man can aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the greatest se-

cret that human poetry and human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of Man is 
through love and in love. I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world still may know 

bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his beloved. In a position of utter deso-
lation, when Man cannot express himself in positive action, when his only achievement may consist 

in enduring his sufferings in the right way – an honorable way – in such a position Man can, through 
loving contemplation of the image he carries of his beloved, achieve fulfillment. For the first time in 
my life I was able to understand the meaning of the words, "The angels are lost in perpetual con-

templation of an infinite glory." 
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His other experiences 

in three Nazi concentra-
tion camps also enabled 

him to later utilize lo-
gotherapy to help others 

find meaning in their suf-
fering, as illustrated below 

by this case in Part II of 
the same book .  

In other words, by dying 
first, she had been spared 

that suffering, but he now 
had to pay the price by 

surviving and mourning 
her.  Grief is the price we 

pay for love.  For the doc-
tor, this realization gave 

his wife's death and his 

own pain meaning, which 
in turn allowed him to deal 

with it.  His suffering was 
now different, since it now 

had meaning, and he 
could endure it with dig-

nity. Frankl also felt that 
seriously ill people were 

frequently deprived of the 
opportunity to suffer in a 

bravely manner that 
would allow them to retain 

some semblance of dig-

nity. "Cheer up!, Be opti-
mistic!, we say. All too of-

ten, they are made to feel 
ashamed of their pain and 

unhappiness." 

Frankl went on to 

write several more books 

and was the recipient of 
numerous Awards and 21 

honorary degrees here 
and abroad. He served as 

Professor of Neurology 
and Psychiatry at the Uni-

versity of Vienna, as well 
as a Visiting Professor at 

Harvard, Southern Meth-

odist and Duquesne Uni-
versity. Logotherapy is 

considered to be "The 
Third School of Viennese 

Psychotherapy" (along 
with Freud and Adler) and 

is still popular. The Viktor 
Frankl Institute of Lo-

gotherapy in Texas offers 
educational courses lead-

ing to Academic, Associate 
and Diplomate credential-

ing in Logotherapy; pub-

lishes The International 
Forum for Logotherapy 

semi-annually; and spon-
sors the biennial World 

Congress on Viktor 
Frankl’s Logotherapy. 

The current delinea-
tion of what 

constitutes 
a stress re-

sistant per-
sonality to 

the de-
mands of 

daily life 

stems from 
the seminal 

research of 
Suzanne 

Kobasa and 
Salvatore 

Maddi at the University of 
Chicago.  They began 

studying upper level 40-
49 year-old male execu-

tives at Illinois Bell in 
1975 when the company 

was compelled to dissolve. 
These individuals had pre-

viously enjoyed safe and 

secure positions as senior 
employees of a federally 

regulated monopoly with 
no competition. Many had 

strong roots in their com-
munities and prominent 

positions as respected 
leaders in civic, educa-

tional, cultural or religious 
activities. All of this 

changed abruptly follow-
ing the 1974 Justice De-

Once, an elderly general practitioner consulted me because of his severe 

depression. He could not overcome the loss of his wife who had died two 
years before and whom he had loved above all else. Now how could I help 

him? What should I tell him? I refrained from telling him anything, but in-
stead confronted him with a question, "What would have happened, Doc-

tor, if you had died first, and your wife would have had to survive without 
you?:" "Oh," he said, "for her this would have been terrible; how she 

would have suffered!" Whereupon I replied, "You see, Doctor, such a suf-
fering has been spared her, and it is you who have spared her this suffer-

ing; but now, you have to pay for it by surviving and mourning her." He 
said no word but shook my hand and calmly left the office. 
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partment antitrust suit 

charging AT&T with mo-
nopolization of the tele-

communications industry 
that terminated the 80 

year-old Bell cartel. Em-
ployees were subjected to 

severe stress because they 
were either losing their 

jobs or being reassigned to 
locations that necessitated 

major lifestyle changes 
such as leaving family, 

friends and other close 
connections. 

Over the next eight 

years, it became apparent 
that these executives re-

sponded to such demands 
in two very different ways. 

Those in the first group 
had increasingly more vis-

its to physicians because 
of physical and psychologi-

cal problems. This was in 
sharp contrast to a second 

and larger group that 
not only failed to show any 

increase in such com-
plaints, but actually ap-

peared healthier and more 

robust throughout this 
stressful period. These dif-

ferences were completely 
unrelated to either job loss 

or having to move from 
their homes or communi-

ties. The severity of stress 
was measured by the 

Holmes and Rahe Schedule 
of Recent Life Events and 

significant sickness was 
assessed using Wyler's Se-

riousness of Illness Sur-

vey.  Following an analysis 
of personality characteris-

tics, Kobasa concluded 
that the major difference 

between the two groups 
was that the stress resis-

tant group had more 
“hardiness.” which con-

sisted of three major com-
ponents: control, commit-

ment, and challenge. 

 Control refers to the 

amount of power we feel 
over our ability to cope 

with threats and demands 

at work and in our per-
sonal lives. Commitment 

means having a strong 
purpose for living because 

of deep involvement in 
family, work, religion, so-

cial or community activi-
ties that makes life more 

meaningful. Having a 
strong commitment to 

someone or something 
provides motivation that 

provides a goal to strive 
for and look forward to. 

Challenge is about how 

we perceive threats not as 
unavoidable dangers, but 

rather problems that can 
be solved. However, this 

study was limited to a very 
specific demographic 

group subjected to the 
sudden stress of job inse-

curity. This was different 
from the persistent life 

threatening stress Holo-
caust victims were sub-

jected to. Yet, a common 

theme that is found in all 
of the above research is 

the emphasis on the indi-
vidual's sense of control 

over their future – and 
that's what stress is all 

about. Although stress 
cannot be defined, much 

less measured in a manner 
that all scientists accept, 

all of our clinical and ex-
perimental studies confirm 

that the feeling of lack of 
any control is always dis-

tressful. 

 Many times we cre-
ate our own stress be-

cause of faulty perceptions 
that can be corrected, as 

illustrated by observing 
passengers on a steep 

roller coaster ride.  Some, 
who are hunched down in 

the back seats with their 
eyes shut, jaws clenched, 

white knuckled as they 
grasp the retaining bar, 

can't wait for the torturous 
ride to end and to get back 

on solid ground and scam-

per away.  But up front are 
the wide-eyed, exhilarated 

thrill seekers, yelling, rel-
ishing every steep plunge,    

who race to get on the 
very next ride.  And in be-

tween, you might find a 
few with an air of noncha-

lance that seems to border 
on boredom.  So, was the 

roller coaster stressful?  
Obviously, it's different 
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strokes for different folks. 

What distinguished the 
passengers in the back 

from those in the front 
was the sense of control 

they perceived over the 
event. While neither group 

had any more or less con-
trol, their perceptions and 

expectations were quite 
different.  You can learn 

how to move from the 
rear of the roller coaster 

to the front, conquer an 
irrational fear of flying, 

heights, or crowded 

spaces, or as Eleanor Roo-
sevelt commented, 

"Nobody can make you 
feel inferior without your 

consent."  

  As emphasized 

in the research 
studies cited, 

how we per-
ceive threats or 

challenges is 
also important. 

I once received 
a post card from 

Selye, who was 

in China, where 
he indicated 

that the closest 
word to stress 

would be trans-
lated as CRISIS, It con-

sisted of two characters, 
as illustrated above. The 

upper character denoted 
DANGER, whereas the 

lower signified OPPORTU-
NITY, which implies an 

ability to control the out-

come or even improve 
your future.  

      Some create their 
own stress by constantly 

"castastrophizing" about 
some future event and al-

ways asking "What if" as 
they imagine the worse 

possibilities. Pessimists 
tend to also magnify the 

significance of negative 
events by exaggerating 

problems or their inability 
to cope with them. They 

often believe that misfor-

tunes are their fault be-
cause of lack of talent, 

stupidity or unattractive-
ness and they 

will be perma-
nent or 

followed 
by other 

miseries 
over 

which 
they are 

power-
less to 

control. 

Opti-
mists 

are 
hopeful 

and be-
lieve that everything 

"happens for the best" 
and that good, rather than 

bad things will happen to 
them. If something bad or 

unfortunate occurs, they 
view it as transient and 

controllable, rather than a 

trend or pattern that will 
persist.   

Numerous studies 
show that optimists are 

not only happier, but also 
healthier than pessimists.  

Several years ago we de-
voted an issue of Health 

and Stress to discussing 
research that also ex-

plained the reasons why 
optimism improves health 

and longevity while pessi-
mism does the reverse. 

Much of this is based on 

the research of Martin 
Seligman, past President 

of the American Psycho-
logical Association and 

Professor of Psychology at 
the University of Pennsyl-

vania, where he was 
strongly influenced by 

Aaron Beck, a world re-
nowned psychiatrist who 

is generally regarded as 
the father of cognitive 

therapy.  Beck developed 
several self-report meas-

ures for depression and 

anxiety (Beck Depression 
Inventory, Beck Hopeless-

ness Scale, Beck Anxiety 
Inventory), which is why 

Seligman's initial interest 
was in depression. He 

subsequently developed 
his theory of "learned 

helplessness" in which hu-
mans as well as animals 

acted as if they were help-
less in situations even 

CRISIS 
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when they had the ability 
to change their unpleas-

ant or even harmful con-
sequences. Seligman be-

lieved that this perceived 

absence of control over 
the outcome of a situa-

tion and other pessimistic 
attitudes could lead to 

clinical depression, and 
he spent the next four 

decades studying the dif-
ferences between opti-

mists and pessimists. As 
a result, he became con-

vinced that it was possi-
ble to improve health and 

life expectancy by 

achieving a more opti-
mistic attitude. In 

Learned Optimism: How 
to Change Your Mind and 

Your Life, Seligman ex-

plains how to develop a 
brighter outlook on life 

by changing thinking 
habits that determine 

your "explanatory style,” 
or the way you tend to 

explain setbacks to your-
self. You can learn where 

you rank on a scale rang-
ing from profound pessi-

mism to extreme opti-
mism. Also provided are 

a series of exercises so 

you can learn how to 

avoid or control un-
healthy pessimistic think-

ing habits. 

In one study, those 

school children scoring 
highest for pessimism 

confirmed that they were 
most likely to suffer de-

pression as adults. Con-
versely, high optimism 

scores predicted excel-
lence in everything from 

sports to life-insurance 
sales, and Metropolitan 

Life allegedly saved mil-

lions of dollars in person-
nel selection by utilizing 

these scores. Optimism 
also brings in votes. By 

analyzing campaign 
speeches for the preva-

lence of optimism, Selig-
man predicted the win-

ners of the 1988 Presi-
dential and Senate elec-

tions more accurately 
than veteran political 

pundits. However, unbri-
dled optimism such as a 

"nothing bad will happen 

to me" attitude can also 
be unhealthy since it is 

often associated with risk 
taking behaviors such as 

not wearing a seat belt or 
engaging in dangerous 

recreational activities. 
Optimists believe we live 

in the best of all possible 
worlds and pessimists 

fear this is true. They 
may be right in the long 
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run, but optimists are 

likely to have a much 
more enjoyable journey 

through life. 

 There are also a 

plethora of stress reduc-
tion techniques and pro-

grams, some of the most 
popular being meditation, 

yoga, jogging and other 
aerobic exercises, pro-

gressive muscular relaxa-
tion, visual imagery, en-

gaging in hobbies or social 
activities that bring you 

into contact with others 

with similar interests, lis-
tening to music, aro-

matherapy, cognitive re-
structuring and other 

mindfulness-based ap-
proaches. However, these 

are primarily Band-Aid ap-
proaches designed to re-

duce the adverse emo-
tional, mental and somatic 

effects of stress. But just 

as stress differs for each 
of us, there is no stress 

reduction panacea. Jog-
ging, meditation or pro-

gressive muscular relaxa-
tion may be effective for 

many, but there is no 
guarantee that any of 

these will lower your 
stress level, and for some 

individuals, could increase 
it.   

 The best way to re-
duce stress is to gain a 

feeling of better control 

over your future. Develop-
ing a more optimistic atti-

tude may help, but finding 
ways to make your life 

more meaningful and pur-
poseful is much more im-

portant. The physician-
philosopher William 

James, often called the fa-
ther of American psychol-

ogy, wrote, "The greatest 

discovery in our genera-
tion is that human beings 

by changing the inner atti-
tudes of their minds can 

change the outer aspects 
of their lives." Studies of 

healthy Holocaust survi-
vors show that it's possi-

ble to learn how to accom-
plish this even when sub-

jected to horrific condi-
tions that were hopeless. 

As Mark Twain noted, 
"Kindness is the language 

the blind can see and the 

deaf can hear." More 
about kindness, compas-

sion, empathy and other 
aspects of "altruistic ego-

ism" in the next issue of 
Health and Stress—so 

stay tuned! 

 

Paul J. Rosch, MD, FACP 

Editor-in-Chief 
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