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Avoidance of activities and situations•	  that remind you of the event or 
that you worry might remind you or trigger a flashback. For example, 
if you served in combat, you would probably try to stay away from 
anyplace where there might be loud noises.
A constant agitated state,•	  which may include elevated blood pressure, 
muscle tension, difficulty falling or staying asleep, irritability, outbursts 
of anger, sweating, and being easily startled.
Emotional numbness. •	 In an attempt to avoid remembering or reliving 
the event, people with PTSD often shut down their emotions—the good 
ones as well as the bad ones. 
High—and gradually increasing—risk of committing suicide.•	
Having other mental health issues. •	 About 80 percent of people with 
PTSD also suffer from depression and/or anxiety. 

Although men and women both suffer from stress, we have very different 
ways of coping with it. Women generally do what mental health professionals call 
“tend and befriend,” meaning that they reach out to others around them, look 
for friends and family to lean on, and talk about what’s bothering them.

Men, on the other hand, have a tendency to cope with stress in pretty much 
the same way as we cope with other problems. We bottle it up and refuse to talk 
about it; we escape, either by trying to get away physically or by denying to 
ourselves and everyone else that there’s a problem at all; we try to cover it up, 
often with illegal drugs or alcohol; or we get angry and aggressive.

As you’ve probably guessed, none of those approaches is particularly effective. 
In fact, they almost guarantee that the physical and emotional symptoms will get 
worse. Unfortunately, when that happens, most guys don’t take the hint and get 
help. Instead, they keep on ignoring their symptoms until a crisis—like severe 
chest pains—happens, and they add “worrying about my health” to the list of 
things that cause stress.

What Causes Stress?
Stress is basically your brain’s and body’s reaction to a situation you can’t (or 
don’t think you can) cope with. Acute or chronic stress can be caused by a lot 
of things, but we can divide them into three categories: at home, at work, and 
everywhere else. (Post-traumatic stress has other causes, which we’ll discuss 
below.) Let’s take a look at each group in detail.

Sources of Stress at HOME:
Death of your spouse or life partner•	
Death of a close relative or friend•	
Divorce, separation, or breaking up a long-term relationship•	
A tense, rocky, or hostile relationship with your spouse•	
Frequent heated arguments with other family members or neighbors•	
Injury or illness—yours or anyone else’s close to you•	
Money trouble—due to the loss of a job, high debts, home foreclosure, •	
not having enough to meet your monthly expenses, or simply not having 
enough money to do the things you want to do

  PTSD and minority men
PTSD, or Post-Tramatic Stress Disorder, is a major issue among minority 
men, particularly African American men. These men may wish to seek 
out programs designed to help men who have experienced violence and 
trauma early in life that they have suppressed.
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Marriage—yours or the marriage of a close relative•	
Pregnancy or the birth of a new baby (while this is usually a time of •	
great joy, the increased responsibilities and pressures that go along with 
being a dad can be very stressful)
Your children’s behavior at school or at home–or their grades.•	
Moving to a new home—even if it’s in the same city.•	
The slow build-up over time of many negative life events.•	

Sources of Stress at Work:
Losing your job or having been unemployed for a long time•	
A new job•	
Your relationship with your coworkers•	
Your relationship with your boss•	
Trouble managing or training those under you•	
The workplace atmosphere•	
Whether you have a good friend at work•	
The amount of pressure you’re under—deadlines, sales quotas, “making •	
your numbers”
How many hours you work—not enough or being forced to work overtime, •	
weekends, or holidays
Feeling unappreciated or not valued by your employer or boss•	
Being passed over for a promotion or pay raise•	

Sources of Stress Everywhere Else:
Abusing drugs or alcohol•	
Your overall environment—the size of your home or apartment, the •	
neighborhood you live in, traffic, availability of public transportation, 
air or noise pollution, distance from parks and other recreation
Fears about safety—your safety and the safety of those close to you •	
Your mental health—depression and anxiety can cause and be caused •	
by stress
Feeling helpless•	
Negative thinking—questioning your own judgment, feeling that you’re •	
going crazy or are about to snap, considering yourself a failure, criticizing 
yourself for your perceived shortcomings
Having unrealistic goals•	
Loneliness or not feeling you’re important or a part of anything •	
Trouble making friends or maintaining friendships•	
A fight with a friend•	
Worries about the political situation•	
Poverty•	
Feeling that you don’t have a support system, people to whom you can •	
turn if you need help

Sources of Post-Traumatic Stress:
PTSD has more extreme causes, usually a very disturbing or frightening 
experience such as:

Surviving a serious accident—car or plane crash, boating accident, fire •	
Surviving a natural disaster—hurricane, earthquake, tsunami•	
Surviving a terrorist attack•	
An event where you thought you were going to die•	
Shooting or being shot at in combat•	
Surviving a violent crime—mugging, assault, rape•	
Sustaining a particularly sudden and devastating injury—an industrial •	
accident, a severe shark bite, losing a limb
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Having seen any of the above happen to someone else•	
Serving in a high-risk civilian occupation•	

Getting the Help You Need
Eliminating stress from your life is not possible. What you can do, however, is 
pay close attention to the things that cause us stress and develop some healthy 
ways to cope. So take a minute and review the symptoms of stress on pages 
21-23 and write your answers to the quiz on the blamk page, at the end 
of this chapter, page 27. As with depression and anxiety, symptoms are only 
a problem when they affect you negatively or interfere with your enjoyment of 
life. If they do, do not ignore your symptoms. Untreated, your stress levels will 
get worse and worse and can endanger your physical and mental health and your 
relationships with family, friends, and others. 

Below, you’ll find a number of lifestyle steps you can take on your own to 
reducing the stress in your life. If you’re suffering from acute or ongoing acute 
stress, these activities may reduce—or eliminate—your symptoms. If you believe 
that you have chronic stress or PTSD, these activities will help, but we strongly 
suggest that you also see your primary care physician. Chronic stress and PTSD 
are extremely difficult to manage without medical intervention.

Exercise. •	 While any kind of exercise is good, aerobic exercise—say 
20-30 minutes three or four times per week—is especially good. 
Studies have shown that aerobic exercise can reduce your stress by as 
much as 50 percent.
Relax. •	 Try to get some downtime every day, even if it’s only 10 or 15 
minutes. Take walks, meditate, listen to music, or just sit and read. 
Biofeedback, massage, and acupuncture are also helpful.
Eat healthy and take your vitamins.•	  Getting good nutrition is key to 
managing your physical and mental health. In addition, some research 
shows that stress causes the body to use B and C vitamins too quickly. 
Taking supplements (with your health care provider’s approval) may 
help you cope better.
Have some fun.•	  Play a game, go to a movie, or do anything else that’s 
low on stress and high on enjoyment.
Breathe.•	  Sit or lie down in a comfortable place. Close your eyes and 
focus on your breathing, making your belly—not your chest—rise and 
fall. In, out, in, out. Inhale for five seconds, hold for one, exhale for 
five, hold for one, and so on. 
Rest.•	  Try to get at least 6—and not more than 8—hours of sleep every 
night. 
Watch the caffeine.•	  If you’re drinking more than three cups of coffee, 
tea, or other caffeinated drinks (like Coke or Red Bull), cut back. But 
don’t do it suddenly, otherwise you may get nasty caffeine withdrawal 
headaches. 
Quit smoking. •	 Of course you already know that, but it’s hard to do 
on your own—especially if you’re depressed. If you’re having trouble 
quitting by yourself, or if you’ve quit and gone back to smoking, talk 
to your health care provider about whether you could benefit from 
one of the prescription medicines that help people get and stay off 
cigarettes. 
Don’t self-medicate. •	 Abusing legal or prescription drugs, and having 
more than seven drinks of alcohol per week will do you far more harm 
than good by damaging your health and raising your stress levels.
Try not to worry about things you can’t control. •	 Like the weather 
or someone else’s driving habits. Spend less time looking backwards 
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at shoulda, woulda, coulda. What’s past is past and there’s nothing 
you can do about it now. Instead, spend time looking forward, at what 
you’re going to do in the future to make life more enjoyable. 
Talk.•	  Having an ally, someone who’s got your back, is extremely 
important for your overall mental health and can greatly reduce your 
stress levels.
Don’t compare yourself to others.•	  Different people can—and do—
respond differently to the exact same circumstances. This is especially 
true with PTSD: what one person finds traumatic might not faze the 
guy standing right next to him. It’s important to keep in mind that 
having PTSD or any other stress condition is not a reflection on your 
worth as a man. The real measure of your strength is whether you have 
the courage to ask for help when you need it.

You and Your Health Care Provider: 
Treatment Options
If you’re suffering from stress or PTSD, and the activities above aren’t making 
you feel much better, or you’re afraid you’re going to snap or burn out, you 
must get help. The first thing your health care provider will do is try to rule 
out any of medical conditions that, as with depression and anxiety, can cause 
symptoms that look a lot like stress. Once he’s ruled out a physical concern, 
your options will be the same as the ones found on page 9:

Medication•	
Psychotherapy,•	  either individual or group
A combination of therapy and drugs.•	  

Family and Friends: How You Can Help
If you think your loved one is suffering from severe stress or PTSD and isn’t taking 
active steps to seek out treatment, he needs you. The most important thing you 
can do is to be understanding and supportive. Talk with him about what he’s 
feeling and remind him that stress—even PTSD—is treatable and doesn’t mean 
he’s weak or flawed in any way. Encourage him to go out for a walk with you, or 
suggest low-stress, just-plain-fun activities. Helping him keep his expectations 
and goals reasonable can be a huge help. 

If you feel that your loved one needs more than you can provide, help him 
get what he needs. This may mean that you’ll have to take the initiative and 
make medical appointments for him, and take him there if he’s unwilling or 
unable to do it himself. Most important, be patient. Recovering from stress will 
take some time. And when it comes to PTSD, there is no quick cure. But the 
condition can be effectively managed and symptoms greatly reduced. 

Finally, be sure to take care of yourself. Your man’s stress can spill over 
into the lives of everyone around him. Caring for another person requires love, 
commitment, and patience. And you can’t possibly take care of someone else if 
doing so is stressing you out.

YOUR HEAD: AN OWNER’S MANUAL
Understanding and Overcoming Depression, Anxiety and Stress

26



N OTE   S

NOTES
Use this blank page to write your responses  

to the quizzes found in the chapters.
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resourcesreSourCeS
for the lateSt liSt of availaBle reSourCeS, go to:   

www.BluepriNtforMeNShealth.CoM
 

telephoNe NuMBerS aNd hotliNeS
 

NatioNal SuiCide preveNtioN lifeliNe
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is a 24-hour, toll-free suicide prevention 
service available to anyone in suicidal crisis.

1-800-273-talK (1-800-273-8255) 
Para obtener asistencia en español durante las 24 horas, llame al:

1-888-628-9454

Military oNe SourCe
A 24/7 toll free telephone number and website (www.militaryonesource.com) 
for information and referral service for active duty soldiers, deployed civilians 
and their families.

From the United States callers can dial:  800-464-8107
From outside the United States dial the appropriate access code to reach 
a U.S. number and then 800-464-81077 (all 11 digits must be dialed). 
Hearing-impaired callers should use 800-364-9188, and Spanish speakers 
can dial 888-732-9020.

orgaNiZatioNS aNd weB SiteS

MeN’S health NetworK
www.menshealthnetwork.org

 
BluepriNt for MeN’S health
www.blueprintformenshealth.com

 
NatioNal alliaNCe oN 

MeNtal illNeSS
www.nami.org

 
NatioNal iNStitute of 

MeNtal health
www.nimh.nih.gov

 
MeNtal health aMeriCa

www.nmha.org
 

Military oNe SourCe
www.militaryonesource.com

 
SuBStaNCe aBuSe & 

MeNtal health ServiCeS 
adMiNiStratioN
www.samhsa.gov

 
NatioNal MeNtal health 
iNforMatioN CeNter at 
the SuBStaNCe aBuSe & 
MeNtal health ServiCeS 

adMiNiStratioN
www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov
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