The High Price of Stress: 6 Ways to Cut Your Cost

With all the organizational demands and pressures of leading, our jobs are taking a toll. Globe-trotting execs are exhausted by time changes and brutal schedules. Employees are stressed-out, anxious and sleep deprived. And, it seems, everyone is just a bit more edgy about keeping their jobs and making ends meet.

When leaders are stressed and worn out, the consequences are deeply felt at a personal level. Stress affects us physically, generating a range of problems including:

· Allergies, flu-like symptoms, colds 

· Backaches, stiff neck, tight shoulders 

· Headaches, memory problems, difficulty in concentrating 

· Sadness, depression, fatigue 

· Heavy appetite or reduced appetite 

· Quick temper, difficulty sleeping 

When we're exhausted and stressed, most of us don't treat ourselves well. Many busy executives are self-medicating -- whether it's coffee, colas and energy drinks by day or a drink with a sleep aid by night. We overeat, or don't eat, or eat the wrong things. Exercise quickly drops off the to-do list.

Stressed leaders can cause problems for the organization and for those around them, too, according to CCL's Vidula Bal, co-author of Managing Leadership Stress. When we're not managing our stress, we don't treat other people well. Stressed-out execs can be prone to emotional outbursts, or an "If I have to suffer, so should they" attitude. Bruised and battered relationships become part of the territory, leading to decreased productivity, poor decisions and even mistakes.

What makes leadership stressful? Everyone faces stress to some degree. But the stress of leadership is brought about by unique demands and limitations, all which have been magnified by the economic bust and related uncertainty, including:

· Ambiguity. By definition, leadership requires you to be out in front (of people, of trends, of crises, of change, of other events). Rarely is there a predefined path that you can follow. 

· Lack of control. Many leaders feel that they don't have direct control over decisions, resources and their environment. 

· Working beyond technical expertise. As you move up in your organization, from individual contributor to supervisor to manager to executive, you move further and further beyond your formal training. 

· Too much of a good thing. Positive events such as financial success, the excitement of a promotion, or the desire to take on challenges can create a stress response. 

· Building relationships and managing conflict. Leaders must work collaboratively with others to address the complex challenges that face their organizations. 

· Developing and supporting others. Competing demands often make it difficult to focus on developing and supporting others. 

· Personal insecurity. Leaders have their own personal struggles and insecurities can take them out of their comfort zone, contributing to stress. 

· High expectations. Leaders place high expectations on themselves, and they also tend to take on the burden of others' expectations. 

· Performance demands. Leaders are asked to deliver results regardless of the situation in which they must work. 

What can you do to better manage your stress? The following tips may help:

1. Exercise. Regular exercise can have psychological benefits as a potent weapon against stress. When we exercise, we are better able to regulate our emotions. Exercise induces relaxation by reducing physiological tension, and it can also work as a healthy distraction from stressful situations. Other psychological benefits you can gain from exercise are an increased sense of being in control and higher self-esteem. Exercise provides greater benefits for some people than for others, so it's important to use other coping strategies as well. 

2. Build in stress breaks. For example, every 90 minutes, get up from your desk and walk around or get out for some fresh air. Do some deep breathing or shoulder shrugs, or just close your eyes for one minute. Taking a mental or physical break is an important strategy for dealing with day-to-day stress. 

3. Set boundaries. Find effective ways to set boundaries: listen to music on your commute home; turn off your cell phone and stay away from office e-mail during personal or family time; participate in a social activity or hobby. It's important to make time for a life away from work. 

4. Know your stress response. Pay attention to your body's response to stress. Do you feel your heart rate going up? Do you get hot? Do you clench your jaw? Do you get a headache? The sooner you recognize that your body is responding to stress, the sooner you can do something about it. 

5. Rethink the work. When you feel stress from the demands of workplace tasks (as opposed to stress from relationship challenges), look for ways to organize and streamline your work. Planning, organizing and prioritizing are effective stress managers. Other tactics include defining roles, clarifying expectations, managing a project schedule, and completing tasks ahead of deadline. By gaining focus, you can reduce the stress you feel during a task and head off stress associated with new tasks. 

6. Learn from the pros. You can actually do more in less time by practicing the art of recovery. Professional athletes understand that pushing themselves at 100 percent capacity 100 percent of the time results in little or no long-term performance gains. They build time into their training routines to recharge, and you can do the same. Relaxing is critical for clear and creative thinking, strong relationships, and good health. Leave the job behind: the time and energy you spend away from work can enhance your productivity and your capacity to deal with work. 

Travel Tips
Fitness doesn't have to stay at home if you're on the road for work. In fact, your body goes through different stresses while traveling, so exercise, good eating habits and stress relief are all the more important. Try these tips from Sharon McDowell-Larsen, an exercise physiologist and co-author of Managing Leadership Stress:

· Pack your swimsuit when you travel. It doesn't take up much space, and it is rare to find a hotel without a pool. 

· You certainly won't get much exercise sitting on an airplane. When traveling, walk between airport terminals and gates if you have the time. Don't take the moving sidewalk or train. Use the stairs, not the escalator. 

· When you make travel arrangements, try to get a room with a treadmill in it. Some hotels offer this option. If you don't have room to pack traditional walking or running shoes, look for comfortable shoes that will double up as exercise shoes. 

· When you check in, ask whether there is a fitness club close by that offers better workout equipment than the hotel gym or group fitness classes. In an unfamiliar environment, you may find it more motivating to exercise with a group than alone. 

· If you have trouble with temptations, ask the hotel not to give you a key to the mini bar. Without a key you won't eat junk food when you are tired and at your lowest resistance. 

· If you order room service when traveling, be picky. You can ask for a fruit or vegetable dish even if it's not on the menu. 

This article is adapted from Managing Leadership Stress, by Vidula Bal, Michael Campbell, and Sharon McDowell-Larsen, CCL Press, 2008. 
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