
Successful Executives . 

Stress pervades the lives of all in 
authority. The principles of stress 
management are as appropos to the 
head of the household as they are to 
the corporate director. Both struggle 
with establishing relationships, orga-
nizing the workload, maintaining 
clear communications, making timely 
decisions and policies, setting 
standards, meeting targets, reviewing 
performance and resolving problems. 

Families and corporations have 
limited resources and the pressures 
are great to manage them skillfully 
while achieving the long-range goals 
of the organization. Parents and 
supervisors know the frustration of 
"getting the work done through 
people." A good manager must be 
an effective motivator of people 
whether they are his children or his 
subordinates. 

Where do we develop the skills to 
handle the stress at the top? We are 
not born parents or depot ttient direc-
tors. We develop the tools necessary 
to deal with the stresses of these roles 
as we grow. Granted, some of us are 
inately more perceptive about such 
things. Our unique intelligence and 
sensitivity make us better or less pre-
pared for the stresses of parenthood 
or corporate directorship. 

We have studied other "mana-
gers" in our lives and used them as 
good or bad role models. Formal 
courses in effective parenting and 
management have helped us parents 
and corporate managers deal with 
the rigors of the household or the 
business. We've studied text books 
to help us manage our interpersonal 
relationships better. Finally, our own 
peculiar experiences in handling or 
mishandling difficult situations in our 
family or business have provided us 
with invaluable training. Neverthe-
less, sometimes all of this is not 
enough and we get entangled in 
stressful situations we can not handle. 

I can only offer some advice on 
handling stress that I have found 

helpful in my own roles as father of 
five and laboratory director of 22: 

1. Keep priorities clearly in focus. 
Spend time and energy on the 
truly important aspects of your 
life. 

2. Identify significant people with 
whom you can share your life, 
joys and problems. 

3. Develop and maintain your 
sense of humor—it is one of our 
greatest gifts. Cherish those 
moments when you can laugh. 
Laughter is excellent therapy 
because it relieves tension and 
can be used daily without fear of 
overdose. 

4. Never make major decisions 
affecting your life when you are 
physically, mentally or emotion-
ally drained. If you are depressed 
for inordinately long periods—
get help. Seek advice from pro-
fessionals and get the tools to 
help you cope. 

5. Even when things are going well, 
plan for the future. Get training 
and arm yourself now with the 
tools to handle those stressful 
moments. Don't wait for a 
calamity to force you to seek 
help. Train defensively. 

These are a few simple ways to 
deal with stress. As to how well I 
adhere to my own advice, check with 
my wife, my children, my boss or my 
fellow workers for their appraisal. 
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selecting people who are the best 
performers and who complement 
their own talents. One president 
said he likes ..."picking people 
who are better than I am." 

• By delegation They have the 
capacity to trust and depend upon 
other people. They do not closely 
supervise 	their 	subordinates. 
Another CEO cautions not to 
interfere with subordinates' work 
once it has been delegated. 

• By honest communication They 
do not play games or engage in 
intrigue. These men and women 
establish working relationships of 
good integrity, honesty and 
straightforwardness. And they 
listen well. One president estimates 
that he spends 70% of his time 
listening. 

Work in Perspective Finally, 
successful executives are able to keep 
their work in perspective. They are 
contentious, diligent and hard-
working. They enjoy their success. 
But they value their families, their 
religious faiths and their personal 
enjoyments, not neglecting them in 
the long run. 

The outcome of Alvin Feldman's 
stressful experience could have been 
different if he had been able to take a 
leap of faith and keep his work in 
perspective when he was reaching 
his limit 
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Fad or 
corporate reality? 

by Dan McGee, Ph.D. 

"It's always the obvious that turns 
out to be untrue!" I listened to these 
words spoken from the legendary 
Hans Selye in 1978. The late 
Dr. Selye believed deeply in the kind 
of stress research that is the basic 
foundation of the stress management 
movement The "obvious" seemed 
to be how quickly stress research 
would be lost in the economic woes 
of the eighties. I knew Dr. Selye had 
placed before us a virtual gold mine 
of resources for reducing the distress 
created by urbanization and the tech-
nological revolution. Nevertheless, it 
was "obvious" to me that corporate 
America would pass it off as another 
fad in a century of fads. 

However, stressology (as I call it) 
has emerged as a joint effort between 
medical and social scientists. The 
corporate world has responded to 
legitimate stress management as a 
means of increasing productivity. 

As a psychotherapist, I always 
believed if we can change the way 
we think, we can significantly reduce 
our stress level. Changing a person's 
irrational perception of his/her 
environment is paramount in stress 
management By conceiving a plan 
of identifying stress-related unhealthy 
beliefs and replacing them with 
healthy beliefs, I discovered I could 
measurably reduce an individual's 
stress level. 

Imagery (visual conception in the 
mind) was beginning to be used 
widely in relaxation techniques and 
in athletic competition. It seemed 
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Alvin – Feldman, President of 
Continental Airlines, experienced a 
long and bitter flight attendant strike, 
a nervewracking highjack attempt 
and an aggressive takeover campaign 
by' a competitor in the early part of 
1981. In mid-August of that year he 
reached his limit and put a bullet 
through his brain in his office. Alvin 
Feldman was only 53 years old. His 
suicide was not inevitable. That is 
probably the most tragic aspect of 
this extreme and unfortunate case. 
He could have responded differently. 

Success and Stress 	While 
Feldman's negative response to his 
circumstances is atypical, his 
experience of stress and tension in 
these circumstances is not atypical. 
The pursuit of success leads naturally 
to the experience of tension, pressure 
and stress. Our response to stress 
leads to a patterned set of conse-
quences, which are: 

1. The redirection of blood flow 
to the brain and large muscle 
groups 

2. The increased activation of 
perceptual processes and 
awareness 

3. The release of glucose and 
fatty acids into the blood for 
energy 

4. The reduction of emergent 
processes, such as digestion 
and immune system activity 

In and of themselves, these changes 
are quite functional and provide us 

with additional energy for coping with 
emergencies. However, they can 
become a problem if (1) we do not 
provide ourselves with sufficient 
recovery time through rest and 
relaxation and (2) we do not draw 
upon the strengths of others in stress-
ful situations. 

Some of us want to do it all alone 
in our pursuit of success. Harold 
Genen of ITT was once quoted: "If I 
had enough arms, legs and time, I 
would do it all myself." The unrealis-
tic wish poses a problem for any one 
of us when our limits—either of arms 
or legs or time—are reached. We can 
struggle, fight and rail at our limits, 
which will not change them. Or we 
can do what successful executives 
who manage stress effectively do, 
and that is to take a leap of faith. 

A Leap of Faith We have devel-
oped a set of educational, videotaped 
interviews with successful men and 
women in banking, real estate, health 
care, the military and oil field service 
which have been used for classroom 
instruction. This "Successful Execu-
tive Series" has also highlighted a 
common pattern among these 
executives, which is that they are able 
to take a leap of faith and depend on 
other individuals when their own 
limits are reached. They do this in 
several ways. 

By personnel selection They, are 
very careful and systematic about 
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- SUCCESSFUL EXECUTIVES 
What happens when they reach the limit? 
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