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Findings of a survey conducted in 2006 by the
American Psychological Association are as
instructive now as when they were first
released, as they shine a bright light on
connections among perceived distress,
emotional life, coping behaviours, and general
medical health. The survey, conducted in
partnership with the U.S.-based National
Women's Health Resource Center and
iVillage.com, asked 2,152 men and women
questions about life stress, physical symptoms
attributable to stress, and such behaviours as
comfort eating, poor diet choices, smoking,
and inactivity.

findings highlight the central place of stress
and stress management in overall health.
Smoking, Inactivity, and Fast Food
The APA survey found that people who rated
themselves as “very concerned” about their
stress were more likely to smoke. Twenty
seven percent of those “very concerned” about
their stress smoked every day, compared to
nineteen percent of people “not at all”
concerned about stress. Forty-nine percent of
single fathers and thirty-one percent of single
mothers reported smoking three or more times

Echoing other research findings, the APA
survey found that 43 percent of adults suffer
adverse health effects attributable to stress,
such as hypertension, anxiety or depression,
and obesity. Women reported feeling more
adverse effects of stress on their physical
health than men did. Also, the survey found,
people who reported high levels of stress more
often engaged in unhealthy behaviors in an
effort to deal with stress.
According to Dr. Russ Newman, Executive
Director for Professional Practice at APA,
“People who cope with long-term stress by
engaging in unhealthy behaviors and lifestyle
may very well alleviate symptoms of stress in
the short term, but end up creating significant
health problems in the long run.” In the opinion
of Newman and his colleagues, these survey
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a week. Respondents “very concerned” about
stress also reported exercising less. Thirty-six
percent of these said they had not exercised
during the past week, versus twenty-five
percent of those "not at all concerned" about
stress.
The survey also found that twenty-one percent
of respondents who had eaten at a fast food
restaurant during the week prior to the survey
reported being very concerned about stress,
while only thirteen percent who had not eaten
fast food during the week prior were as
concerned about their stress levels.
Predictably, fast food eaters were more likely
to report more health problems like
hypertension and high
cholesterol.

Fifty-one percent of
women said stress
affected them, while fortythree percent of men did,
and women had longer
lists of things that
stressed them out.
Women also expressed
more concern than men
about the negative effects
of stress in their lives.
They acknowledged more
feelings of nervousness,
wanting to cry, and
lacking energy, while men
were more likely to report
sleep troubles or feeling irritable. Women were
more likely than men to report stress-related
health problems such as hypertension, anxiety
or depression, and obesity.
The survey found that gender differences
show up in menʼs and women's respective
coping mechanisms. Thirty-one percent of
women said that they were comfort eaters,
while only nineteen percent of men said they
ate to deal with their problems. Women who
reported a tendency to eat for comfort were
more likely to report common stress
symptoms, like fatigue, nervousness, and
sleeplessness. Two-thirds of comfort eaters

Women and Men
Experience Stress
Differently
Nearly half of
respondents (forty-seven
percent) said they were
concerned with the
amount of stress in their
lives, but women,
parents, and people of
working age reported the
highest levels of stress.
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considered
themselves
“somewhat” or
“extremely”
overweight.
Stress appeared
higher among
family health
care decision
makers.
Seventy-three
percent of
women identified themselves as primary
health issue decision makers in their
household, while only forty percent of men did.
“As the health managers of their families,
women disproportionately feel the effects of
stress, said Elizabeth Battaglino Cahill,
Executive Director of the National Womenʼs
Health Resource Center. “From taking care of
children to serving as the caregivers for elderly
parents, the survey found that women report
more stressors and greater concern for the
effects that stress has on their daily lives.
Unfortunately,” Cahill added, “women are not
taking the necessary steps to alleviate stress
and their physical health is suffering.”
Stress Affects Mental Health and General
Medical Health
Stress affects overall mind/body health, the
survey found. Adults who experience a great
deal of stress describe their mental and
physical health as lower than adults who are
not experiencing stress. And people
experiencing stress are most likely to report
specific ailments and symptoms.
•
•
•
•

59 percent reported feeling nervous or
sad
51 percent reported symptoms of
fatigue
56 percent reported inability to sleep or
sleeping too much
55 percent reported lack of interest,
motivation or energy

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

46 percent reported headaches
48 percent reported muscular tension
32 percent reported frequent upset
stomach or indigestion
37 percent reported change in appetite
29 percent reported feeling faint or
dizzy
26 percent reported tightness in chest
23 percent reported change in sex
drive

What's Stressing Us Out?
Survey respondents reported many sources of
life stress, but financial and work-related
stress were cited most commonly. Leading
sources of stress:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

59 percent said money
59 percent said work
53 percent said health problems
affecting parents or other family
members
50 percent said health concerns
50 percent said nightly news or state of
the world today
48 percent said health of immediate
family (spouse, partner or children)
41 percent said children

Twenty-eight percent of women called money
a “very significant” source of stress, compared
with nineteen percent of men. Twenty-seven
percent of women worried about the health of
a spouse or child, compared with twenty
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percent of men, and twenty-seven percent of
women worried about health problems
affecting parents, while twenty percent of men
reported concerns about parentsʼ health.
Whereas twenty-four percent of women said
children were a very significant source of
stress in their lives, only fifteen percent of men
did.

a Healthy Mind and Body, Talk to a
Psychologist.” The initiative aims to highlight
psychology's role at the intersection between
mental and physical well-being.

“Everybody experiences stress,” says Russ
Newman. “The key is how effectively people
deal with and manage stress. People who turn
to comfort food or smoking are starting a
vicious cycle. Their attempts to reduce stress
can actually lead to health problems that result
in increased stress.” When an office worker
stressed out about a deadline chows down on
a hamburger and fries as he works to save
time, this stress-fueled decision may lead to
health worries. To break the cycle, Newman
suggests that stressed people pay attention to
their behaviors and lifestyle choices.

Although some behaviors can be difficult to
change, working with a psychologist can help
people to modify their actions. And survey
respondents seemed somewhat open to
change, with nearly twenty percent of those
most concerned about stress saying that
seeing a mental health professional could help
them to get on track and relieve some of their
stress. !
________________________

Some Good News
The survey was part of the APA Practice
Directorate's campaign “Mind/Body Health: For

Since their release, survey results found
considerable national U.S. media attention,
with television shows like “Good Morning
America” and
newspapers such
as USA Today
and The New York
Times presenting
features. Whether
this suggests that
more people in
general are ready
to think about the
negative effects
unhealthy
behaviours used
to cope with
stress (or whether
TV producers and
newspaper
editors are simply
ready), the survey
appears unable to
say.

The random-digit-dial telephone survey reached 2,152
adults, 18 years or older, between January 12 and 24,
2006. The base sample of 1,600 was supplemented with
an over sample of 552 African Americans and Hispanics.
Data were weighted by gender, age, race, income,
education, marital status, and region in an effort to reflect
the U.S. population more accurately, and have a margin
of error of +/- 2.1 percent.
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