Problem 10: Stress

Preventive health measures include identifying and eliminating health risks.  You are doing a great job in identifying and eliminating coronary artery disease risks.  Your immunization program  is working and your base is up to date on vaccines.  Your next goal is to tackle stress.  The operation tempo is relentless, and many crew members are telling you they feel stressed out.  

1.  How can you help your people deal with stress on an individual basis?

2.  Despite all the tricks employed in combating stress on an individual basis, groups of people also experience stress.  How can you tell when a group of workers are stressed beyond safe limits?

Answers to Problem 10: Stress

1. The key to reducing stress is awareness followed by adjustment.  A moderate amount of stress increases performance.  As stress continues to increase, performance eventually reaches a maximum and then begins to decline.  Any further increases in stress will cause further decrements in performance.  It is difficult for people to self identify when they are stressed out.  The members of the squadron should be instructed to look out for each other.  When you notice a person begin to decline from their peak performance, exhibit a personality change, lose interest in the mission, or display increased anger, it is time to confront them about stress.  

In today’s Air Force, the ops tempo is relentless.   People are being asked to do more with less, do it better, do it faster, and do it without mistakes.  To maintain a competitive edge and increase satisfaction with their life, you should teach your people how to avoid excess stress.  

· Get the right amount of quality sleep.

· Go to bed with the lights out, 8 hours before you need to get up.

· Each night, go over the next day’s schedule and set priorities.

· Do not exercise or drink caffeine or alcohol just before getting in bed.

· Eat a balanced, low fat diet.  Splurging and fasting increase stress.

· Consume only a small amount of alcohol a few hours before sleeping.

· Do not smoke; 

· Avoid dehydration.

· Decide to be happy.

· Spend more time thinking about and working on things that you can control.

· Debt can be huge stress.  Make realistic financial plans and stick to them.  Examples are: do not buy on credit; put 10% or more of your income away in investments.  If you are married, talk money matters over with your spouse.  Agree on a spending plan.  Get counseling if you can not stick to your plans and you get angry with each other.  Be realistic, not romantic about spending.

· A moderate amount of Exercise is a great stress reliever.  Make time in your schedule for exercise daily.  Do it with someone else if possible.

· Be realistic about sex.  Discuss needs and make agreements with your spouse.  Do not play guessing games.  Schedule time to go on a dates with your spouse.  Remember, infidelity causes much more stress than it relieves.

· Do not over commit yourself.  Pace yourself.  Do not spend large quantities of time on trivial things.  Schedule time for family and do fun things together.

· Interpersonal relationships are not trivial things, devote time to them.

· Minimize television, in the great specturm of life, it is a trivial thing.

· Get involved in helping others through volunteer work.

· Take time to sharpen your saw.

That should cover just about everything.  If the pilot continues to have difficulty with stress, signaled by difficulty sleeping, difficulty concentrating, anger control etc. then he/she should be enrolled in counseling or directed to good books.  As a flight surgeon, you should be well versed in stress management.

2.  Group stress is more difficult.  One way to gauge the group is to actively poll individuals.  If a majority are maintaining a positive attitude, then the group is healthy.  Those few who admit to stress should be reminded to increase their personal anti-stress countermeasures.  Of course, if polling is done in an attributional way, people may not give honest feedback.  When a large number of the group begin to complain despite adequate personal stress countermeasures, then command needs to be notified that the ops tempo may need to be modified and the group will need to be addressed concerning morale.
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