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Q You’re a busy doctor with a lot of responsibilities.  How do you handle stress?

A It’s easier to write about stress management than practice it, but here’s a list of what I do on an average day.

1. I start the day unrushed—with enough time for a long hot shower.

2. I eat breakfast and review my day’s schedule with an unrushed attitude.

3. I follow a written schedule, using my personal and office appointment books.

4. I delegate tasks to others.  Team work is essential to my happiness, productivity, and stress management.

5. I vary my pace during the day.  Although others may think I always travel in the “fast lane”, I take “vacations” throughout the day to eat, read, laugh, or simply sit quietly at my desk.

6. I enjoy eating.  I take time for three balanced meals a day plus snacks.  I might have one or two cups of coffee and, occasionally, a beer with supper.

7. I exercise.  Exercise time is written into my appointment book and is not left to chance.  I enjoy walking, running, racquetball, skiing, tennis, stationary cycling, circuit weights, and hiking.

8. I plan pleasant events.  I like to travel, give lectures, go to movies, and participate in running events.  I get a one-hour massage once a week to totally relax my mind and muscles.

9. I write.  If I worry or get angry about something, I write my thoughts and feelings down, and try to see some humor in the situation.  Writing is inexpensive therapy!

10. I breathe.  If I feel tension in my shoulders, I sit back, concentrate on breathing deeply, and relax for a few minutes.

11. I fantasize.  (You are entitled to your own fantasies about what I fantasize about.)

12. I read.  I like pieces that are humorous, inspiring, or informative.  For the most part, I “ignore local gore” in the media, and spend very little time watching TV (I mostly watch sports).

13. I let go of worry.  As a cardiologist, my work involves helping people deal with difficult life situations, and it’s important for me to remind myself to let go after helping however I can.  A patient once sent me a bumper sticker: “Your worrying about my smoking can be harmful to your health!”

14. I reframe.  I try to perceive stressful situations as “opportunities” or “challenges” rather than “crises”, “problems”, or “disasters”.

15. I focus on others, rather an on myself.  Giving and sharing are battery chargers.  I learn from others and teach what I’ve learned.

16. I ask myself spiritual questions: “Does this situation really matter in terms of my beliefs and goals?”, “can I refocus on something or someone outside myself?”, “What’s really important to me?”, “How will this situation be remembered in the future?”

17. I laugh and play.  These two choices are powerful potentiators of productivity and creativity.  Laughter releases stress and restores perspective.  A sense of humor can be developed through daily practice, and can be used as a way to view life (I call this “comic vision”).  Play is for adults as well as kids.  I’ve come to see my “work” as “play”.

(((((((((((((((
Conclusion:  When all is said and done, there’s still “stress” and I still experience it.  It helps to focus on only one thing at a time throughout the day; and to learn from the past, plan for the future and live in the present.  When I take good care of my mind, body, emotions, and spirit—and nurture my sense of humor—I’m in control of myself, whatever may happen.  Then, when stress comes, I simply say, “Hello stress.  Thanks for the challenge!”

