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Stress is a six-headed beast and it is everywhere. I know because I 
have been there. And, I'd bet that you have too. 
 
We struggle with it. We put mind over matter; we drink coffee and 
colas. We hoist that stress up on our shoulders and carry it around 
like a giant albatross. It's so heavy; we try not to burden others with 
it. They have their own burdens. We think we should take care of it 
ourselves anyway. Multitask it away. Positive think it away. Scented 
candle it away. Meditate it away. Ignore it away. 
 
We become sick. 
 
We keep trying to tame it, but it doesn't budge. That's because, too 
often, we are not addressing all six of its causes. Stress is a six-
headed beast. Seeing the six heads requires a different way of 
looking at things. You have to look at things like how a system that 
is ill or out of balance, or how even a lack of joy and closeness can 
contribute to stress. 
 
In 2006, a Gallop poll found that 38% of Americans reported 
frequent stress and 39% more reported feeling stressful sometimes. 
That's a lot of stress. A whopping 55% said they simply didn't have 
enough time to do things. 
 
The stresses at work and home become all mixed up.  Along with 
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health problems too.  Like high blood pressure, anxiety, depression, 
obesity, insomnia and irritability. Diabetes, fibromyalgia, chronic 
fatigue. We end up in a never ending, vicious circle of stress and 
illness. Illness and stress. 
 
Sound familiar? 
 
It becomes all bottled up, and leaking out the sides at the same time. 
We try like the dickens to cope. We use comfort food or smoking. 
We become a couch potato or don't eat like we should. We try being 
more organized, meditating, doing yoga, sleeping less and exercising 
more. But too many of us head firmly toward feeling overwhelmed. 
 
The cost is big: in money, frustration and relationships.  We feel like 
we’re on our own with no one to believe us. We are so tired of 
having to choose between multitasking and missing life. 
 
Well, you are believable, there are answers, and there is hope.  
 
Let's start at the beginning. 
 
When a baby cries it is a sign of stress. It gets us adults to sit up and 
take notice because we are supposed to do something about it. But 
we all know that babies are usually not stressed because they can't 
cope or are over-scheduled. The first thing we do is try to figure out 
what is causing their cry of distress. Are they hungry?  Do they need 
a diaper change? Are they too hot or too cold? Do we need to adjust 
their clothing? Or is it something bigger? Do they have an infection? 
A fever? Is something physical going on? Only when we can 
convince ourselves that there is nothing else going on are we content 
to just sooth and smile and coax them into a happier state of mind. 
 
That's also how we need to approach stress once we become all 
grown up. Attend to all of the underlying pieces. Figure out what's at 
the root. Combine it with the power of the mind, and the support of 
our friends and family. Then, we have a real solution and can 
combine positive thinking with a plan.  
 
So hold on to your seats. We are going to look into the heart of the 
six-headed stress beast. 
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The Six-Headed Stress Beast 
 
Lack of coping ability and over-scheduling are not the only reasons 
for stress. And until you fix all six parts, chances are good that you 
will continue to struggle. That is an integrative and "functional 
medicine" way of looking at health and illness. It is much more 
focused on getting the whole body system on track and "well," rather 
than throwing "bandaids" at illnesses. 
 
In a nutshell, the six parts of stress are:   
 
 1)  Habits 
 2)  Health 
 3)  Energy 
 4)  Toxic Environments 
 5)  Genes 
 6)  Joy 
 
The key is to learn about how the six parts go together and recognize 
them in your life. The second step is to use the power of self-
empowerment to set in place a plan to remove the obstacles in these 
six parts and add in the good in order to end up with maximum 
wellness and less stress. Some parts of the plan you will be able to do 
yourself, and other parts you will likely need to recruit some help. 
 
It took me a long time and a wild ride to learn this myself. I simply 
didn't know what I didn't know – until I found myself in the middle 
of a life problem. I had to find some answers, and boy, was it a 
learning experience.  
 
My search started when I found myself falling apart with no 
"diagnosis" on the horizon. I had lots of oddball symptoms but no 
really abnormal test results to explain things. Neither I nor any of my 
colleagues were able to figure out what was wrong, despite lots of 
trying. Yet something was very wrong.  
 
I had been through breast cancer twice, so I was no stranger to 
serious illness or bravery in the line of putting up with symptoms and 



 6 

treatment side effects. Having symptoms without technically being 
sick was frustrating and baffling. 
 
I had not learned what I needed to solve this in medical school. Not 
in training. And, I didn’t find much of it in the offices of the average 
American doctor. My journey of learning my way to health started by 
being open to cutting edge but non-conventional scientific thought.  
It was truly eye opening and, most importantly, restorative. I got my 
health back. And with it, let go of a lot of deadly stress.  
  
 
Getting Ready for the Six-Part Stress Plan 
 
Put aside your preconceived notions for a minute, and take a look at 
your situation with an open mind. Your biggest concern may be your 
immediate stressful situation. But what has come first, the chicken or 
the egg? Did stress come first?  Or did a health issue come first?  Or 
did they both come on slowly, feeding off of each other? What we 
are looking for is the source of the stress, so that we can be smarter 
about relieving it. 
 
Start with taking a cold hard look at yourself and your situation. 
While no one can do this for you, it might be useful to recruit a 
second opinion. Sometimes, the view is clearer from the outside. And 
whatever you do, remember that almost anything is doable if you 
keep a positive attitude and accept the power of help. You are the 
captain of your life. This is not about “curing” any medical or stress 
problems; this is about getting your own personal world tuned up and 
balanced so that your body and mind can do the work they are 
supposed to do. 
 
Start with looking at the big picture. How do you know something 
more than just stress might be going on? 
 
 Take good hard look. Break it down. 
  

•  What part of the problem is coming within you and what 
part is coming from outside of you? 

•  What are the things can you do something about 
directly...that you have total control over? 



 7 

•  What things will require you to maximize your reserves in 
order to cope better? 

•  Is a stress causing an illness?  
•  Is an illness or system breakdown allowing relatively 

normal situations to result in stress? 
•  Is it some of both? 
•  Will you be able to recruit help? Do you need to learn 

how? Who will you include in your help network? 
•  Will you be able to influence others or situations? 
•  Do you see a pattern of behaviors or problems in your 

family history that are similar to you? 
•  What's your physical environment like? 
•  Do you have health providers that can help you? 
 

What You Can Do To Tame Stress 
  
Time to make some big picture decisions. 
  
•  Do you really need to do it all?  Be honest. Can you 

eliminate, consolidate, delegate?   
•  What can you say "no" to? You were really good at saying 

"no" when you were two. Learn how to say "no" again. 
•  Do you have to do it all at one time? (hint - it's 

impossible) Prioritize. Make a plan with timelines.  
•  What if you took back some time? This is not selfish. 

Carve out time for yourself.  
•  Do you have the autonomy at work to delegate or 

implement timesaving procedures?   
•  Are you spinning your wheels because you HATE what 

you do?  Bored?    
•  Don't know how and don't know who to ask?  Take a 

class, read up, ask for help or mentoring. 
•  Get organized. 
•  Is it time to move on? (This is a tough one.) 
•  Get a doctor who gets the big picture and knows the 

science behind it. 
•  Schedule in time to sleep. It really is that important. It is 

not negotiable. 
 



 8 

 
Digging Into the Six Parts of Stress 
 
1. The Habit of Habits 
 
Developing good habits is just as important as breaking bad habits. 
This is where the power of positive thinking comes in. You really are 
the captain of your life. But, ask any captain – the captain sets the 
tone and the agenda, but there needs to be a trusted crew. No captain 
can succeed entirely alone. And Whew. What a relief. It's lonely 
going it alone.   
 
As if having our own bad habits aren't enough, we also have a load of 
societal bad habits that have become epidemic. We wouldn't have 
nearly the obesity and diabetes problems, for instance, if our entire 
culture of having unhealthy food wherever we look were not such a 
national bad habit. Technology, as handy as it is, has also created a 
national habit of always multitasking and being "on" and stimulated 
24/7. 
 
That doesn't mean you have to be a lemming. Remember, you are the 
captain of your life. 
 
What bad habits or coping strategies have you fallen into and what 
good strategies are you not using? 
  

 •  Get rid of negative thinking. Replace the word "problem" 
with the word "challenge." 

 •  Stop procrastinating; just get started. Work in spurts. 
 •  Get organized. Get "good habit partners." You'll have 

more ideas for solutions, more accountability and more 
fun. 

 •  Let go of people who drag you down. Or organize them 
into your life so they do not drag you down.  

 •  Stop with the guilt already! Stop thinking you are not 
worth it. 

 •  Understand your personality and brain chemistry. If you 
are a managerial type, your habits and solutions to things 
are likely to be different than if you are an adventurer  
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type. Your personality and brain chemistry may be 
genetic, but you can do a lot to optimize them. Look for a 
health practitioner who is knowledgeable about 
identifying challenges in brain chemistry, diet and how 
your total system can affect your brain.   

 •  Eat right. What you eat can affect how well your brain 
works or how tired you feel. How you eat is a habit. You 
can change it.  

 •  Get into the habit of being physically active.  If exercise is        
exhausting beyond belief, you may need more than 
willpower.  You may have a challenge such as chronic 
fatigue syndrome.  Be sure to exercise on full sleep. 

 •  Stop smoking.  
 •  Get a health care provider who focuses on whole system 

wellness.  Sometimes habits can't be broken (because 
they are coping habits) until the health issue that is 
causing the stress-coping habit is resolved. 

 •  Get some fresh air. It's cleaner and the sun gives you 
some vitamin D. 

 •  Have some fun. Get close. If you don't have time for love, 
joy and friendships, something's got to change.  

 •  Breath (from the belly), be meditative, do good.  
 •  Learn relaxation and stress-relief methods. 
 •  Practice abundance thinking, but learn how to back it up 

by implementing a plan.  
 
 
2. Health 
 
Illness is often just a set of symptoms that become obvious to us 
when various systems in the body become stressed in different ways. 
For example, what is diabetes?  You can't catch diabetes on the bus 
like you can a cold. It's not a virus or a bug. What is it? 
 
What really happens in diabetes is that there are a series of break-
downs, or "stresses" in the systems that work together to ensure that 
glucose is regulated and used efficiently in the body.  The end result 
is diabetes. Too much sugar in the blood system.  
 
But, as anyone with diabetes knows, it doesn't stop there. Diabetes 
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reaches far and wide, stressing other parts of the system as well, like 
the eyes, kidneys, heart and blood vessels. It's like a bunch of 
dominos – one stress after another. And surprise, a lot of people with 
diabetes simply feel stressed! To make matters worse, increased 
stress can actually increase blood sugar levels. It is a vicious health-
stress circle.  
 
But the vicious circle can happen with almost any health scenario 
you can think of. Say, irritable bowel or even back pain, for instance. 
Just like with diabetes, you can't simply get rid of the problem or the 
resulting stress by only doing stress-reduction techniques and 
positive thinking. You actually have to get to the root of the problem. 
Use the power of attitude and relaxation. It needs a two-pronged 
approach. 
 
A lot of our emphasis on how to address illness relies on chronic 
medications. But for most of our problems, the answer is in how we 
live.  This whole idea is not dealt with very well in our current 
healthcare system.  But you are the captain of your life.  You get to 
choose. 
   
First, decide you are worth it, because, you are. Don't listen to that 
silly little voice that says you aren't, because you ARE worth it. 
Make it a habit to remember that and to surround yourself with 
people who believe this too.  
  

 •  Is your system ill and can't cope with one more thing, so 
that you have become stressed?  Do you have diabetes, 
excess weight, high blood pressure, heart disease, thyroid 
problems, depression, an eating disorder, an addiction, 
chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, irritable bowels, asthma or 
autoimmune problems? Besides causing stress, these can 
actually cause your brain to become befuddled. 

 •  Is a stressful situation overwhelming your natural coping 
system, leading to a vicious stress/illness circle?  

 •  Are your hormones out of whack?  
 •  Is your system inflamed? 
 •  Is your stress response system, the HPA axis, over-

stressed? Are you tired but wired?  
 •  Is your autoimmune system under siege?   
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 •  Are you eating foods you are allergic to? Do you have 
"brain fog" or nervous system symptoms? 

 •  Are you unable to sleep? 
 •  Do you have skin rashes, chronic headache or runny nose? 

Brittle hair?  These can be signs of a system that isn't 
coping. 

 
What You Can Do… 

 
 •  Get your digestive system healthy. It is an ecological 

system all its own, complete with trillions of bacteria and 
lots of messenger chemicals. It connects with your 
immune system, your nervous system and your brain.  

 •  Learn to cook. The rules of healthy whole foods eating are 
pretty simple: no processed foods or sugars, plenty of 
vegetables and fruits, complex grains and legumes, and 
proteins like chicken and fish. These foods are full of 
nutrients that your body needs to stay healthy.    

 •  Get some exercise. You don't need a fancy gym 
membership. Get some good shoes and walk. Use some 
inexpensive exercise bands. Or, like President Obama, 
shoot some hoops. Do hula hoops. Ride a bike.  

 •  Do yoga.  
 •  Find a health care provider who understands and knows 

the newest ways of thinking about low thyroid, the 
bacterial balances in your digestive system, chronic 
fatigue, fibromyalgia and even diabetes and dementias. 
Find a provider who understands how the health of the 
rest of your system is connected to stress and how your 
brain functions. Find someone who knows how to help 
you optimize what you eat and the balances of your brain 
neurochemicals. 
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3. Energy 
 
Stress is a big energy sapper. Exhaustion and insomnia are two of the 
biggest problems people have when they are stressed. There are 
many reasons for low energy, but energy is actually an even bigger 
topic.   
 
Energy is needed for your brain to work right. If your brain isn't 
working right, it is easier to be unable to cope. 
 
Thyroid and adrenal problems, as well as insufficient sleep, can 
contribute to low energy. "Tired and wired" is a common complaint.  
 
Energy is made in our mitochondria. Mitochondria are the little 
batteries that produce energy in the form of something called ATP. 
There are up to 2,000 mitochondria in each cell, especially muscles 
and the heart. And, there are lots of mitochondria in the brain. When 
you consider that we have around 100 trillion cells, that's a lot of 
mitochondria and a lot of energy production. The mitochondria need 
certain nutrients, vitamins and minerals to work right. And, there are 
many toxins that can slow them down.  
 
So the issue of energy is, in many ways, a matter of the health of the 
mitochondria. When you exercise, you are actually exercising your 
mitochondria. It's no wonder then that people with stressed 
mitochondria and fibromyalgia or chronic fatigue syndrome can 
become severely exhausted after exercise. Even diabetes and obesity 
are tied to the mitochondria. 
 
Good brain function relies on energy. The fuel the brain uses is 
glucose, but don't go rushing for sugary foods. The best glucose is 
from complex carbohydrates.  
 
When your engine is running on fumes, these energy issues need 
more than just stress coping techniques to be resolved. Don't assume 
it's all overwork, lack of sleep and depression, though they can 
certainly be a huge part of it. 
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 •  Do you have low thyroid, chronic fatigue (which is real, 
even according to the CDC) or depression? Do you have 
lack of sleep, a high carb diet, or challenged brain 
biochemistry? 

 •  Are you completely wiped out by the mildest exertion?  
Are you achy? Have you developed sensitivity to your 
environment? Do you wake up unrefreshed? These could 
be the symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome, 
fibromyalgia or chemical sensitivity syndrome.  

   •  Is your sleep-wake cycle out of whack?   
 

What You Can Do… 
 
 •  Make sure you eat right. Whole foods are packed with 

nutrients that feed your mitochondria and brain.  
 •  Exercise. Build those mitochondria!  
 •  Get healthy mitochondria. Toxins, and even medications 

can cause mitochondrial and anti-oxidation system 
overloaded. The symptoms can appear as fatigue and 
nervous system problems. 

 •  Get enough sleep.  
 •  Get enough vitamin D. Have your 25 OH-vitamin D level 

checked. Get some sun.  
 •  Get your vitamin B12 and folate levels tested.  
 •  Get your thyroid panel checked, including the 

autoimmune markers.  
 •  Check for gluten sensitivity, or try an elimination trial. 
 •  Don't expose yourself to heavy metals, industrial 

chemicals or pesticides. Get your natural detoxification 
system revved up to eliminate what you have been 
exposed to. 

 
5. Genes 
 
You are not like your workmate or you classmate or your friends or 
your kids. You are you. Your genes are individual to you. So when 
we run around trying to be like always jovial Jack. or Sally who only 
has to read it once and remembers it, or like Teresa who stays so thin 
without trying, you might just be trying to be something that isn't in 
your genes.  
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In fact, brain scans show how different peoples' brains work 
differently, and genetic differences and brain chemicals seem to be 
behind a lot of it. But the good thing about genes is that they can 
actually behave better when you treat your body and mind right. The 
majority of the time, they are not your absolute destiny. 
 
Everyday life can actually change our genes, and some of those 
changes can be passed on to future generations. It's called 
epigenetics, and it's very real. You are what your parents and 
grandparents did with their lives and what they were exposed to. And 
your children will be what you do with your life. So live like your 
children depend on you for their life. Because they do.  
 
But most of all, thank your lucky stars that, most of the time, your 
genes are not your destiny!  What you do can make them behave. 
   

 •  Look in the mirror and tell your genes you're going to 
help them behave. You're the boss. A happy, benevolent, 
positive-thinking boss.  

 •  Look at your family history. Are you one of a long line of 
adventurers, anxious sorts or athletes?  Does your family 
tree have lots of diabetes, Alzheimer's disease or heart 
disease? 

 •  When genes misbehave, it's often because we have put 
ourselves in an environment or situation we are not 
naturally equipped to be able to handle. 

 
What You Can Do… 
 
 •  Genes differ person to person. This is why the same 

medicine or same dose of medicine can work differently 
in different people. Finding your path to wellness and less 
stress will work a lot better if you work with your genes, 
rather that trying to make them fit the wrong picture. 

 •  Genes direct everything from susceptibility to cancer, to 
your ability to detoxify things, and even how brain 
chemical biochemistry differs.  

  •  You've got to feed your genes. They are really picky 
eaters. They REALLY like nutritious food. 
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 •  Don't poison your genes.  
 •  Don't get trapped into thinking your genes are "abnormal" 

or "diseased." It's the environment we put them in that 
can make them misbehave. We don't need a gazillion 
different medicines to control our natural genetic 
variations. For the most part, we just need to treat them 
right. 

 •  Sometimes, it might make sense to have some of your 
genes tested. Why? Sometimes your genes can give clues 
about how to best tackle a health problem or help predict 
how you might react to a certain medication. Other times, 
it's nothing more than a good motivator to give you the 
incentive to take care of yourself.  

 
 
4. Toxic Environments 
 
Toxins can come in all flavors. They can even be people or 
distressing situations. So think broadly.  
 
Essentially all of us have actual chemical toxins in our bodies. We've 
seen that with body burden studies. It is also possible to have toxins 
like mercury or other heavy metals.  
 
Regardless of which type, these toxins can disturb how the body 
systems work. It can show up as symptoms of fatigue, or even as the 
inability to concentrate or depression. Did you know that the phrase 
"mad as a hatter" came from the madness that felt hat makers 
suffered from mercury toxicity?  People have detoxification enzymes 
and systems that help us get rid of chemical and heavy metal toxins, 
but they differ in how efficient they are from person to person 
because of genetics. 
 
But even the stress of toxic situations can add up, contributing to 
something called allostatic load.  
 
The old thinking was that a person unable to cope with stress or 
toxins just had poor coping skills. A whiner. Depressed. NOT SO - 
not that there can't be an element of poor coping or depression. But 
toxic exposures weren't even considered. But the new science is that 
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the physical consequences of toxic environments and stress are not 
all in your head. It's real. You have to really examine the situation. 
  

 •  Smog, car exhaust and industrial waste – avoid them, yes, 
but also boost your natural detoxification systems to help 
your body cope. 

 •  Clear the air inside - indoor air is 10 times more toxic than 
outdoor. This is the environment you have immediate 
control over. Open the windows. Try some essential oil 
diffusers or some flowers. Conventional air fresheners 
and plug-ins can actually have health-harming chemicals 
and create ozone. Even the scent and smoke from candles 
can be a problem. Some people can't tolerate any 
fragrances.  

 •  Stop smoking. 
 •  Are you toxic?  Replace toxic attitudes with positive 

attitudes. Make sure your digestive system is working 
right and not overrun with allergens and toxins. Learn 
how to boost your natural detoxification systems.  

 •  Are you exposed to toxic people or toxic situations?   
 •  Do a mold check.   
 •  Chemicals can make people physically sick; pesticides, 

for instance, are linked to Parkinson's disease. Everything 
from bath and beauty products, fragrances, furniture and 
building materials can have health-harming chemicals. 
Make informed choices about what you put in your 
personal environment. 

 •  Heavy metals. Besides mercury in fish, third-hand smoke, 
the residues left on new clothes and furniture are loaded 
with cadmium, arsenic and a multitude of other 
chemicals. These can really do a number on your 
mitochondria. 

 •  Move on. It can be one of the hardest things to come to 
terms with, but sometimes, it's the only way. Making sure 
everything else is optimized can often bring that toxic 
element within coping possibility. 

 •  Toxins affect the autoimmune and stress coping system 
(the hpa axis) 

 •  Some susceptibility to the effects of toxins is determined 
by genetics for the strength of detoxification system. 
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 •  A diet that doesn't support your detoxification system 
leaves you more vulnerable. 

 •  Do you have allergies, asthma, thyroid problems,CFS, 
fibromyalgia, gulf war syndrome?  All of these can have 
to do with toxin overload. 

 
 
6. Joy 
 
I saved this one for last because it is what we live for.  
 
The benefits of joy aren't just all in your head. Joy and love and 
closeness change the chemicals in your body and brain and have a 
real impact on your health and your life. 
 
Closeness actually increases a chemical called oxytocin, which 
promotes bonding. Who knew? Oxytocin actually lowers blood 
pressure, decreases cortisol levels and has a general antistress effect.  
Even simple friendships increase oxytocin. 
 
Studies have shown that if you deny a baby the touch it so 
desperately needs, it can literally pass away.  That’s big. 
 

 •  The average American has only two confidants, including 
significant others. Spread your wings. Let people in. 

 •  People live longer when they are in relationships. 
Especially men. Make time for relationships. 

 •  Think back to the most joyous times in your life. Are they 
by yourself?  Or are they shared with others? 

 •  Hug you kids.  Tell them you love them frequently.  But 
still be the parent, and create structure for them. 

 •  Do something together as a family regularly, away from 
the stresses and influences of the world. 

 •  Join a group - a hiking or book club. Or anything else that 
you enjoy. 

 •  Are you low on GABA, the happy and relaxing amino 
acid? 

 •  Are you low on serotonin, the happiness and sleep-
inducing amino acid? 

 •  Are you stuck in an overly rigid mindset or impulsive 
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behaviors?  
 •  Make time for your partner. Sex and closeness increase 

oxytocin. 
 •  Create a stress-less atmosphere. 
 •  Optimize your hormones. 
 •  Dig in the Dirt.  Grow something. 
 •  Go for a walk because you still can. 
 •  Revel in the sights smells and sounds of nature. 
 •  Let go of perfection. 
 •  Make time for yourself. 
 •  Remember that at the end of the day, joy is the thing. 

 
 
 
 
Of course, all of this is just the tip of iceberg.  
 
It's really simple, despite all the pieces and nuances. Because 
everyone is unique. But the idea is simple. It's about balance.  
 
Whether your stress is at work or at home, with your family or co-
workers, or with your health, you deserve a fulfilling life.  
 
Ask yourself; Is what you are doing working? At the end of the day, 
is there joy?  How much is it costing you to not get to the root of the 
problem, in money, frustration and relationships? Do you have 
anything to lose by conquering stress, and finding wellness and joy?   
 
No, it will not always be easy. And it will take some time. But 
compare it to the way it will be if you do nothing. Remember, you 
are the captain of your life. You deserve to have the best life you can 
create. And the beauty of this whole thing is that it is about 
restructuring how you think about things and your habits. There is so 
much joy to be had from life. You can do it. 
 
You can have less stress, more wellness and more joy. 
 
You can. 
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