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1. WELCOME TO THE MESS 
 

Before we get into it, grab a cup of tea and get comfortable. This ebook 

will help you understand stress in a way you haven’t seen it before so 

you can stress less and live more. Find out why zebras don’t get ulcers 

and we do, the special connection between stress and the heart, the 

real reason why we practice yoga, and what your sense organs have to 

do with your stress level. This ebook will also give you a list of early 

signs to help spot imbalances in your body—way before a doctor can 

put a disease label on “what you have”. 

 

The goal is not to scare you—in fact, it’s quite the opposite: the goal is 

to make you aware of your stressors, stress responses and current 

programming so you can retain your power in any stressful situation. 

  

1.1. The Price of Modern Life  
Stress is the “silent killer” or “killer disease” of our era. Chronic stress 

has been linked to high blood pressure, heart disease, peptic ulcers, 

migraines, mental problems and more. It is not surprising that Time 

Magazine has called it “America’s leading health problem” (American 

Institute of Stress. 2011). But it’s not just an American phenomenon.  

“Longitudinal studies of more than 3,000 European 
adults found that chronic stress for a period of 
several years predicts high blood pressure during 3 
to 7 years of follow-up. This finding was replicated in 
young American adults in the Coronary Artery Risk 
Development in Young Adults (CARDIA) study, 
where impatience and time pressure at baseline 
predicted hypertension 15 years later. The 
INTERHEART study of 24,767 adults in 52 countries 
showed that myocardial infarction (MI) was 
associated with chronic psychosocial stress. In terms 
of MI risk, psychosocial stress was as important in 
magnitude as traditional cardiovascular disease 
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(CVD) risk factors, including smoking, obesity, 
diabetes, and hypertension” (Rainforth et al. 2007). 

 

1.2. Stress: A Lifestyle Disease 
In our society, the source of stress is mainly psychological. We 

experience stress due to our lifestyle choices (cause) and we also 

respond to stress with unhealthy lifestyle choices (effect). This creates a 

vicious cycle, which becomes hard to break, leading to chronic stress.  

 

A 3,068-person study conducted in the US in 2014 revealed that 75% of 

people experienced at least one stress symptom during the one-month 

period prior to taking the survey. That’s a lot! What were their 

symptoms? 37% complained of irritability and anger, 35% felt anxious 

and nervous, 34% lost motivation and interest, 32% were fatigued, 32% 

felt overwhelmed, and 32% struggled with depression and sadness. 42% 

of people admitted lying awake in bed at night, and 33% fessed up to 

eating too much and/or unhealthy foods due to stress (American 

Psychological Association 10. 2015).  

 

1.3. Stress at Work  
Gallup, a reputable research firm revealed in its 2014 report that 

Americans worked on average 47 hours a week (Washington Post. 

2014). That gives us 18% more opportunity (measured in time) to stress 

about work than the standard 40-hour week.  

 

Stress continues to be one of those elephant-in-the-room topics in the 

office. We don’t want our supervisor or team to know that we are 

stressed because it is viewed as a weakness. And often times, we are so 

caught up in it that we don’t have a clear view of how much it is really 

affecting us.  
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The United Nations has declared occupational stress a global epidemic. 

According to research conducted by the American Psychological 

Association, almost two thirds of North American employees suffer 

from high levels of stress coupled with extreme fatigue (Statista. 2015).  

2. DEBUNKING STRESS 
 

2.1. The Four Truths  
“The non-specific response of the body to any demand for change” is 

how Dr. Janos Hans Selye, a world-renowned endocrinologist defined 

stress (Selye. 1974). Based on his definition, we can extract 4 simple 

truths about stress.  

Truth 1: Stress Is Really 2 Things 
Stress has 2 sides: the stressor itself and our response to the stressor. A 

stressor is the stimulus, or causative factor, and stress is the response to 

that stimulus, or effect. In order to effectively manage stress, we need 

to look at both sides—the stressor and the stress response.  

Truth 2: Stress Doesn’t Discriminate   
This is a big one. Stress does not discriminate between good and bad 

events. What matters is the intensity required for change. For example, 

presenting in front of a large crowd may be a thrill for one person and a 

nightmare for another. It doesn’t matter if this experience is positive 

(eustress) or negative (distress) for the subjects. What counts is the 

level of effort placed upon the body to adjust to the situation. Your 

body will go through the same physiological experience. Therefore, it is 

possible to experience stress without distress.  

 

Furthermore, Professor MM Khananashvili, a famous neuroscientist, 

notes that in addition to intensity, the duration of the stressor and the 
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amount of time allotted to tackle it also contribute to the level of stress, 

and hence the effort required for change (Sime, Wallace, McGuigan. 

Khananashvili: 255-6. 2016).   

 

Ask yourself:  

• What are the things that give me an “adrenaline rush”? How often 

and for how long do I expose myself to them? (This is eustress).  

• What are the things that give me “bad butterflies in my stomach”? 

How often and for how long do I expose myself to them? (This is 

distress).  

Next, look at the “eustress” and “distress” lists together. These are all 

the stressors in your life. Is it more, less or about the same as what you 

have expected? Do you notice a difference between how quickly you’re 

able to let go of stress resulting from eustress vs. distress? If you’re like 

most human beings, you will likely find that you have a tendency to hold 

on to distress longer.  

 

Sample table 1.:  

 HOW OFTEN? HOW LONG? 

EUSTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 

  

DISTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 

  

 

 

Truth 3: We Need the Right Level of Stress 
Imagine you’re about to step onto the road at a crosswalk when you 

spot a fast-moving car headed in your direction. You jump right back 
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onto the sidewalk to avoid the accident. Some level of stress is needed 

in our lives because we’re wired to survive. Without taking action, you’d 

probably be nursing your wounds in a hospital bed. The action you take 

to respond to the stress trigger with is called the “fight or flight” 

response. We all need it.  

 

But how much stress we need is unique to each of us. We each have a 

comfortable range of stimuli and we function more efficiently when we 

are within this range. This is our sweet spot. Too much stimulus, or 

overstimulation, pushes us beyond the top end of our comfort level. Too 

little stimulus, or understimulation, creates boredom, which also triggers 

a stress response in our body. The latter is important because we don’t 

think of boredom and too little stimulus as potential sources of stress.  

 

If you’re familiar with Maslow’s hierarchy of 5 needs, you know that self-

actualization is at the top of the pyramid. It’s our highest desire to fulfill. 

Often when we are bored, self-actualization and self-esteem (4th level), 

and even love and belonging (3rd level) become difficult to achieve. We 

feel unaccomplished, unworthy, uncreative and doubtful. The way we 

feel and think about ourselves creates an imprint on how we view the 

world, and in return, how the world views us. This negative energy that 

reflects back on us triggers a stress response in our body. 

 

While we need the right level of stress, we also need to release it when 

the danger ceases. In the case of psychological stress, this can be a 

difficult thing to do because we trick ourselves into thinking that we’re 

still in danger. Wild animals don’t do that. That’s why zebras don’t get 

ulcers and we do. (I recommend reading “Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers” 

if you want to learn more). 
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Our stress may become chronic. Over time, the cumulative effects of 

the stress response may lead to heart problems in one person and IBS 

in another. We will examine the relationship between stress and health 

later. It’s worth briefly mentioning here that according to Dr. Herbert 

Benson, the author of Relaxation Response, relaxation can also become 

a response to a stressor, but it takes practice to master. 

 

Ask yourself: 

• What’s my typical stress response–fight, flight or maybe freeze?  

• What are my thoughts, emotions and behaviors when I’m 

stressed?  

Now look at your answers. Do you see any patterns in your responses? 

Dig deeper. What is the underlying thread? What pattern(s) does it 

create in your life? If you can’t put your finger on these patterns, ask 

someone who knows you well about your behaviors when you’re 

stressed.  

 

Sample table 2.:  

 HOW OFTEN? HOW LONG? MY RESPONSE 

EUSTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 

   

DISTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 
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Truth 4: Our Stress Adaptation Energy Is Finite 
Dr. Selye’s definition of stress begs the question: if every experience 

creates some sort of response in our body, is there a limit to the number 

of times or to the intensity of stress we can expose ourselves to during 

our lives?   

 

He answers this question with the general adaptation syndrome, or 

G.A.S, theory. When a stressor triggers a stress response, our body goes 

through the following phases as part of the “fight or flight” response: 

1. Alarm reaction (i.e., the experience is difficult),  

2. Stage of resistance (i.e., one gets used to it), and  

3. Stage of exhaustion (i.e., one cannot stand it any longer).  

This process allows our body to adapt to a new situation. Each of us 

was born with a certain amount of adaptation energy. Depending on the 

intensity and number of changes required from our body to adapt, at 

some point we will exhaust this energy because the body’s ability to 

adapt is finite. Eastern (Ayurvedic) medicine also supports this theory 

through the concept of immunity (ojas). We need good quality and 

quantity ojas, or subtle biological energy, to be healthy. Stress 

compromises the flow of this energy. After a certain number of G.A.S. 

cycles, which is unique to each of us, we will no longer be able to create 

good quality and quantity immunity. And when our immunity is down, 

all hell breaks loose.  

 

2.2. The Four Effects 
The Ayurvedic definition of health tells us that health is more than the 

absence of disease. This is different from the traditional “disease label” 

and treatment focus of allopathic medicine. That’s why these two 

disciplines can be so powerful together.  
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According to Ayurveda, health is the balanced state of our biological 

functioning, digestive fire, tissues with proper elimination and the 

blissful state of our spirit, senses and mind. When any of these factors 

go out of balance, our health goes out of balance—long before any 

clinical symptoms may manifest and before your allopathic doctor can 

assign a disease label to what you have.    

 

Why would these factors go out of whack? Ayurveda identifies 3 

sources where imbalances may come from:   

1. Improper use of our senses,  

2. Mistake of the intellect, and  

3. Environmental or time-related factors. 

 

This section will shed light on the effects of stress on our 

psychophysiological functioning and disease development. Since 

stressors enter our sense organs first, we will start there.  

Effect 1: The Sense Organs  
We use our senses to perceive the world. Charak, often referred to as 

the father of medicine, says that “the sense organs are capable of 

perceiving their objects only when they are supported by mind” (Charak 

1: 54. 1988). The sense organs are the mechanisms that take in the 

stressor before the mind can process it.  

 

Charak also states that the “one (mind) does not attend to more than 

one at a time that is why there is no activity of all the sense organs 

simultaneously.” (Charak 1: 54. 1988). 

 

These findings lead us to the introduction of the first cause of disease: 

the misuse, overuse or underuse of our senses:  

• Misuse: sensory input coming from improper and unwholesome 

experiences, such as violent speech and events 
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• Overuse: overexposure to any sensory stimuli, such as overuse of 

electronics, excessive talking, etcetera, or on-going attempt to 

use multiple sense organs almost simultaneously (multi-tasking, 

yes, it’s not good for you)  

• Underuse: not enough sensory stimuli, which is very rare in our 

society   

 

Since our mind processes stimuli we perceive through our sense organs, 

the quality and quantity of the input will affect the output of our mind. 

And the output of our mind has the power to affect the functioning of 

our body. Therefore, sense organ abuse may cause mistake of the 

intellect in the mind (i.e. making the wrong decision), and lead to 

premature aging and disease in the body. It is for these reasons that we 

must pay attention to how, when and how much we use our sense 

organs. We must nourish them as much as we nourish our bodies with 

food.  

Effect 2: The Mind 
A happy mind is a balanced mind. A balanced mind is a pure mind. It’s a 

sattwic mind for all the yogis out there. It is the state in which each part 

of our mind: feeling, intellect, recognition and memory, and image 

making work in harmony and in a wholesome manner.  

 

When we are in distress, purity (or bliss) diminishes. Some people may 

experience fear, anxiety, doubt or anger, or they might respond with 

depression, addiction, hatred, rudeness or lethargy. These 

manifestations are based on our past programming, beliefs and 

expectations. In other words, these manifestations occur due to the 

breakdown in the integrity of the feeling-thinking-recognition-image 

making processing chain.  

 

http://www.redpantz.com/the-one-thing-we-never-think-of-doing-for-better-health-and-performance-sense-organs/
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When sattwa diminishes, the chances for the mistake of the intellect 

increases. It means that the intellect part of our brain, which 

discriminates between right and wrong, makes the wrong choice.  

 

The mistake of the intellect may be a conscious, subconscious or 

unconscious act due to these 3 reasons: 

1. We don’t know the right behavior  

2. We know the right behavior but don’t have the courage to 

follow it 

3. We know the right behavior but forget past unpleasant 

experiences or our decision to change based on such past 

unpleasant experiences 

 

This wrong choice has the power to negatively affect our biological 

balance. For example, it is now common knowledge that regular 

consumption of heavy, fatty and rich foods is unhealthy. Eating these 

foods consistently at dinnertime to make up for a light or skipped lunch 

when we’re under stress messes with our biological functioning.  

 

You can see now why it’s so important to keep our mind well nourished, 

too. Besides the food we put into our body,—which gives energy to the 

functioning of our mind—, we need to embrace practices that help keep 

or return our mind to bliss.   

Effect 3: The Body 
The effects of the mind may cause havoc in the body. Stress 

compromises our plasma tissue (rasa dhatu) and the corresponding 

inner transport channel, the system in our body responsible for 

delivering nutrition (according to Ayurvedic definition). Bear with me 

for a few Ayurvedic sentences to explain why this is such as big deal. 

The root of this nutrition transport channel (rasavaha srotas for the 

curious minds) is the right chamber of the heart and the 10 great 

http://www.redpantz.com/lunch-skip-it-or-eat-it/
http://www.redpantz.com/10-ways-for-the-time-strapped-to-quiet-your-mind/
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vessels, and its passage is the venous and lymphatic systems. It is for 

this reason that stress often leads to cardiovascular and lymphatic 

system diseases.  

 

In addition to nutrition in its strict sense, the plasma tissue also houses 

the emotions associated with stress, such as fear, anxiety, anger, loss of 

faith, and so on. These negative emotions trigger biochemical changes 

in our body. About 80% of the body’s immunity is located in the Gut 

Associated Lymphatic Tissue, or G.A.L.T. “If the lymph around the 

intestines becomes congested, toxins accumulate in the intestines and 

become absorbed into the liver” (Dr. Douillard. 2015). From the liver, 

these toxic chemicals go into the body’s fat cells and stay there as long 

as your body is stressed. The body produces stress fighting hormones, 

cortisol and adrenaline, both of which are very acidic and create waste 

products, knows as free radicals. Free radicals are “the leading cause of 

aging, disease, cancer and death” because in this highly acidic 

environment, the lymphatic system is unable to drain and nourish your 

body and tissues properly (Dr. Douillard. 2015). And when you don’t get 

enough nourishment and waste is unable to leave your body efficiently, 

the door to disease opens. Eventually, your immune system will pay the 

price.  

 

While heart and digestive issues are common stress conditions, the 

exact location of where disease will manifest will depend on the 

weakest part of the body, which is unique to each person. This weak 

spot can be due to several reasons, such as lifestyle errors, poison 

exposure, trauma, congenital factors, environmental factors and so on.      

 

Stress puts the “effects of time on the body” in motion prematurely due 

to its degenerative nature. In fact, an observational study conducted 

with 108 patients with premature aging and stress proves the link 
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between the mind and the body. Researchers found that “maximum 

patients had shown signs of premature aging with mistake of the 

intellect (100% each) and involvement of the mind” (Deole et al. 2012).    

Effect 4: The Soul  
Are you still with me? I want to talk about the universe and the soul. If 

you’re not ready to have this conversation yet, I’ll catch you in the next 

section. However, if you’re curious about what on earth stress has to do 

with our soul, and in a broader sense the universe, keep on reading.  

 

Ayurveda believes that soul,—unlike our sense organs, mind and body,—

is eternal and, therefore, transcends lifetimes. Well, that’s a deep one!  

 

Those of you who have some knowledge of Ayurveda have probably 

heard the word dosha before. They’re bodily humors that are 

responsible for maintaining our physiological functioning. There are 3 of 

them: vata, pitta and kapha. Sound familiar? We have each of them but 

the proportion of each varies from person to person. Some of you may 

have more vata, some of you may have more pitta, and so on. It is 

because of the existence of the doshas in varying degrees that 

Ayurveda advocates for personalized medicine. Describing these 

doshas in detail is beyond the scope of this ebook but I want to 

highlight 2 things that will help you grasp their connection to the soul 

and universe: 

• The 3 doshas consist of 5 elements, namely ether, air, fire, water 

and earth. Vata is mainly ether and air, pitta is fire and water, and 

kapha is water and earth. Regardless of our dominant dosha, we 

each have all 5 elements inside of us, which means that we each 

have all 3 doshas.  

• The entire universe is made up of 5 elements: ether, air, fire, 

water and earth. If you don’t believe me, look out your window. In 



	
	

Copyright © Red Pantz www.redpantz.com 

	

15	

Ayurveda, every life form, thing and experience can be described 

by these 5 elements and the qualities of these elements.  

 

Now get ready for the big reveal. The 5 elements that make up the 

universe make up human life, too. Therefore, by design we are woven 

into the fabric of the universe.  

 

To experience our true essence means to be one with cosmos. Many 

people are unaware or unaccepting of the existence of this cosmic 

connection. And even if we acknowledge that such a connection exists, 

our lifestyle choices are such that we do not live in harmony with it. 

Consciously bonding with this cosmic energy requires purity (remember 

the word sattwa?) and the union of the lower self (jiva) with the higher 

conscious Self (atma). Ok, did I lose you? Let me put it differently: this is 

why we practice yoga. Yoga means union; union of our lower self and 

our higher Self. The practice of yoga is not as much about folding 

ourselves into a human pretzel as it is about tapping into a dimension 

that transcends our physical body. It’s about creating that special 

connection to higher wisdom. It’s about accessing the purest version of 

ourselves, a blissful state, which is deeply aligned to the purest 

existence out there. Call it God, universe or higher power depending on 

what you believe in.  

 

When we’re in stress, we lose our ability to create this special 

connection to our higher Self and higher wisdom. We lose our bliss, our 

purity, and we do or say things we may regret later. Yoga, meditation, 

prayer and other spiritual practices help us access wisdom beyond our 

logical mind. 
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You see now how stress affects all aspects of life--our senses, mind, 

body and spirit. Therefore, we must address each of these areas when 

managing it.  

Know the Early Signs 
While the signs of stress vary from person to person, there are some 

easy-to-spot symptoms. These are irritability, anxiety, sadness, 

overeating and insomnia, to name just a few.  

 

Besides these common manifestations, there are many invisible changes 

in the state of our doshas (physiological functioning) that can give us 

early clues of the effects of distress on our body. The below table aims 

to list some, but not all, of the common symptoms of stress during pre-

clinical phase.  

 

Table 1: The Early Signs of Stress Effects on the Body  
(Ranade, Ranade 1: 63–77. 2007) 
	
POSSIBLE 
SIGNS 

COLD/DRYNESS RELATED HEAT RELATED 

VERY 
EARLY 

-Desire for rest & sleep 
-Desire for oily, heavy, sweet, sour & 
salty tastes  
-Feeling of dryness 
-Difficult elimination 

-Desire for sweet, bitter & 
astringent tastes 
-Desire for cold & calming places & 
experiences 

EARLY -Desire for hot substances 
-Vague pain in limbs 
-Feeling of abnormal movement or 
pain in viscera 
-Bloating, gas 
-Constipation 
-Astringent taste in mouth 
-Sensation of thirst 
-Rough, hoarse voice 
-Hyper pigmentation 
-Weight loss 
-Feeling of weakness 
-Insomnia 
-Stiffness 
-Numbness 
-Tremors 
-Pulsations (e.g., eye twitching, 
heart palpitations) 
-Goose bumps 

-Desire for cold substances 
-Burning sensation anywhere in 
the body 
-Feeling of too much heat in the 
body 
-Sour taste in mouth 
-Dryness of mouth with sensation 
of thirst 
-Yellowish urine, feces, eyes 
-Feeling of weakness 
-Weakness of sense & other organs 
-Reduced sleep 
-Exhaustion, fainting 
-Oozing, discharge 
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EARLY BUT 
SPREADING 
THROUGH 
BODY 

-Energy movement in abnormal 
direction, e.g., hiccups 
-Sensation of fullness with a sound 

-Pulling, sucking, burning sensation 
-Sensation resembling eruption of  
hot steam 

	
Listen to your body to spot these changes early. Start and end each day 

by taking inventory of the sensations that come up in your body.  

 

Now revisit your responses again in Sample Table 2. Knowing the 4 

effects of stress on your life, take a deeper look at on which levels and 

how stress is affecting your life. Are you using your sense organs to 

help relieve or increase stress? How are you using your mind, if at all, to 

combat stress? How is stress manifesting in your body? And do you feel 

connected to the universe, God or a higher power, or do you feel 

isolated?  

 

Sample table 3.:  

 SENSE 
ORGANS 

MIND BODY SOUL 

EUSTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 

    

DISTRESS 

#1 
#2 
#3 

    

 

3. THREE SIMPLE QUESTIONS FOR A NEW 
PERSPECTIVE 

 

The goals of stress management are to improve both the quality and 

quantity of life. Numerous studies have reported positive changes in 
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participants' quality of life. For example, a Harvard MRI study found that 

mindfulness meditation, a commonly referenced tool in stress 

management, rebuilds the brain’s gray matter in 8 weeks, leading to 

improvements in cognitive and psychological functioning (Harvard 

Gazette. 2011). 

 

We can improve the length of our life by curbing or delaying the 

development of diseases. Although it is not possible to quantify the 

improvement in longevity due to better stress management, the 

development or progression of many diseases has been linked to poor 

stress management and resulting lifestyle choices. One such lifestyle 

error is overworking. Researchers found that “people who work 55 

hours or more per week have a 33% greater risk of stroke and a 13% 

greater risk of coronary heart disease than those working standard 

hours” (New York Times. 2015). Heart disease is the leading cause of 

death (American College of Cardiology. 2016) and stroke is the third 

leading cause of death in the United States (Internet Stroke Center. 

2016). In fact, approximately 80% of coronary artery diseases are said to 

be preventable with lifestyle changes (Esch et al. 2007). Mental stress, 

which accounts for about 40% of the overall heart attack risk, is the 

most modifiable factor for heart and cardiovascular diseases, and 

similar findings can be concluded for other illnesses as well (Esch et al. 

2007).  

 

Effective stress management involves both the management of the 

stressor as well as our stress response. It is impossible to eliminate all 

stressors from our lives. However, there are stressors that we can. This 

leads us to 2 main stress management strategies:  

1. Eliminate stressor 

2. Build resilience 

 

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2815%2960295-1/abstract
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2815%2960295-1/abstract
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In order to decide which path to take, there are 3 fundamental 

questions we ought to ask ourselves in every stressful situation: 

1. Can I eliminate the stressor?  

2. What factors within this situation can I control? 

3. Am I willing and able to do something about these factors?   

	
Figure 1: Stress Management Triage 

 
 
Remembering to ask yourself these questions is the first step in the 

right direction. The moment you become self-aware of your stress, you 

can regain your power to transition from being a victim of stress to an 

observer, and then a commander of the situation. And that’s the true 

power we ought to master.    

	
	
Related Links: 

• 5 Stress-Busting Techniques for Marketers (And Everyone Else 
Really) 

• The One Thing We Don’t Think of Doing for Better Performance 
and Health 

• How to Use Content Marketing to Relieve Stress 

http://www.redpantz.com/5-stress-busting-techniques-marketers-everyone-else-really/
http://www.redpantz.com/5-stress-busting-techniques-marketers-everyone-else-really/
http://www.redpantz.com/the-one-thing-we-never-think-of-doing-for-better-health-and-performance-sense-organs/
http://www.redpantz.com/the-one-thing-we-never-think-of-doing-for-better-health-and-performance-sense-organs/
http://www.redpantz.com/how-to-use-content-marketing-to-relieve-stress/
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• The Power of the Pause 
• With Every Breath, You Make A Statement 
• 10 Ways for the Time-Strapped to Quiet Your Mind 
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