
And greater life experience helped her accept change as in-
evitable. Consequently, she was better equipped to deal with the
jolt of sudden events, such as Devin’s hospitalization for treat-
ment of heart disease.

As Trisha’s efforts illustrate, people use two general strate-
gies to cope with stress. In problem-centered coping, they ap-
praise the situation as changeable, identify the difficulty, and
decide what to do about it. If problem solving does not work,
people engage in emotion-centered coping, which is internal,
private, and aimed at controlling distress when there is little
we can do about a situation (Lazarus & Lazarus, 1994). Longi-
tudinal research shows that adults who effectively reduce
stress use a mixture of problem-centered and emotion-cen-
tered techniques, depending on the situation (Zakowski et al.,
2001). And their approach is deliberate, thoughtful, and re-
spectful of both themselves and others. In contrast, ineffective
coping is largely emotion-centered and either impulsive or es-
capist (Lazarus, 1991, 1999).

Constructive approaches to anger reduction are a vital
health intervention (refer again to the Caregiving Concerns
table). In terms of problem-centered coping, teaching people
to be assertive rather than hostile and to negotiate rather than
explode interrupts the intense physiological response that in-
tervenes between psychological stress and illness. If reasonable
communication is not possible, it is best to delay responding
by leaving a provocative situation, as Trisha did when she told

Dottie that one more insult would cause her to hang up the
phone (Deffenbacher, 1994).

As noted in Chapter 13, people tend to cope with stress
more effectively as they move from early to middle adult-
hood. Many are more realistic about their ability to change
situations than they were earlier. And midlifers may be more
skilled at anticipating stressful events and taking steps to
avoid them (Aldwin & Levenson, 2002). Furthermore, when
middle-aged adults surmount a highly stressful experience,
they often report lasting personal benefits. Some describe a
sense of disbelief at what they accomplished under ex-
tremely trying conditions and a greater sense of mastery.
And after a serious illness and brush with death, changed
values and perspectives—such as rediscovery of the impor-
tance of health-promoting behaviors and of family relation-
ships—are common (Aldwin, Sutton, & Lachman, 1996). In
this way, managing intense stress can serve as a context for
positive development.

Still, some people have difficulty handling the challenges
of midlife, and communities provide fewer social supports for
them than for young adults and senior citizens. For example,
Jewel had little knowledge of what to expect during the cli-
macteric. “It would have helped to have a support group so I
could have learned about menopause and dealt with it more
easily,” she commented in a phone call to Trisha. Community
programs addressing other midlife concerns, such as those of
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Managing Stress

TECHNIQUE DESCRIPTION

Reevaluate the situation. Learn to tell the difference between normal reactions and those based on irrational beliefs.

Focus on events you can control. Don’t worry about things you cannot change or that may never happen; focus on strategies
for handling events under your control.

View life as fluid. Expect change and accept it as inevitable; then many unanticipated changes will have less
emotional impact.

Consider alternatives. Don’t rush into action; think before you act.

Set reasonable goals for yourself. Aim high, but be realistic in terms of your capacities, motivation, and the situation.

Exercise regularly. A physically fit person can handle stress better, both physically and emotionally.

Master relaxation techniques. Relaxation helps refocus energies and reduce the physical discomfort of stress. Classes and
self-help books teach these techniques.

Use constructive approaches to In addition to the techniques listed above, seek a delay in responding (“Let me check into 
anger reduction. that and get back to you”); use mentally distracting behaviors (counting to 10 backwards)

and self-instruction (a covert “Stop!”) to control anger arousal; then engage in calm, 
self-controlled problem solving (“I should call him rather than confront him personally”).

Seek social support. Friends, family members, co-workers, and organized support groups can offer information,
assistance, and suggestions for handling stressful situations.
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