Keeping Calm in the Midst of Chaos

By Lynn R. Miller

If you were to describe an effective leader, or an effective human being for that matter, would “stressed-out” be among the adjectives that readily comes to mind? Of course not.  More likely, you would picture someone, probably someone you admire who is “calm, cool and collected,” even in a crisis or under pressure.   

As a part-time Arbitrator for Lehigh County, I have seen and heard many lawyers argue and present their cases. But there is one attorney who stands out in my mind as a glaring example of a heart attack waiting to happen. He started out all right, but as soon as opposing Counsel challenged him, his face turned beet red, sweat began to glisten on his brow, and he started to stutter like Porky Pig. His cool facade was shattered and he was boiling over with raw emotion. You could literally see his blood pressure rise. I wanted to call in the paramedics to stand by. 

None of us wants to believe that we let stress get the best of us. And yet, as anyone who has not been living under a rock knows, stress has reached epidemic proportions in todays faster than light, but economically challenged world.  So what can you do to stay calm in the midst of chaos, and find your own center of the storm? 

Have a Contingency Plan
Don’t wait for the crisis. Start planning now. Even if a crisis never hits, you’ll sleep better at night knowing that you have a plan in place. And if it does, planning for a crisis will increase the chances that your business will survive it, along with your sanity. This is especially true for smaller businesses that are particularly vulnerable due to limited access to liquid capital, etc. Further, thinking it through, and putting some plans down on paper, may help you to avoid the crisis altogether. Simply creating a contingency plan, with the help of key employees, or an outside consultant, will cause you to consider the critical aspects of your business, and may shed light on heretofore unnoticed opportunities for improvement. Consider what can go wrong. What would you do in the event of the loss of critical capital, suppliers, clients, or personnel? Do you have a backup system in place to make sure that orders are shipped on time? Do you have a backup hard drive in the event of a computer crash? If you are chief cook and bottle washer, is there someone who could run your business in the event you became ill? 

Just Breathe 
Not every crisis is avoidable. Moreover, there is no shortage of stress and strife in our daily life. That is why it is essential that you learn and develop the personal skills that will allow you to weather the storms of your everyday business and personal life.  The metaphor of a storm is also used to describe our body’s reaction to stress – and for good reason.  When you are faced with a stressful situation, entire panoply of psycho-physiological reactions occurs in the autonomic (automatic) nervous system. Think of the last time you felt that you had too much to do and not enough time to do it, or when you came within a paint job of a car accident, or realized that you had just inadvertently said something that ticked off your best customer. Perhaps you noticed your heart start to pound or your blood pressure begin to rise. You might have held your breath for a second and then started to breath fast and furiously. Your hands may have broken out in a cold sweat, and your stomach might have done flip-flops. Every muscle in your upper back and shoulders probably tensed up.

 Through my work as a stress-management coach, I find that while nearly everyone has some passing familiarity with the “fight or flight” response, most people are clueless as to what do when it happens to them. In my seminars, I ask people, of all the reactions that take place in your autonomic nervous system, what is the one that is most easily controlled? The answer is obvious. It is the breath. It is the direct link between the body and the mind. Through biofeedback training, you may learn to control your heart rate or your blood pressure, but the breath is one autonomic response that is also a part of your voluntary nervous system. And that is your way in. 

When you are under stress, the breath, which is naturally deep and diaphragmatic, begins to move up into the chest and become more shallow and rapid. Now, you are approaching full-fledged “stress mode” and soon more stress hormones than you will probably need in a lifetime, like CRF, norepinephrine (adrenaline) and cortisol, will be pumping through your veins with a vengeance. “Chest breathing” is “stress-breathing,” and the truly unfortunate thing is that it has become a habit for most people. As the body’s emergency breathing mechanism, it will keep you in a state of chronic, albeit low-key stress that for many people begins to feel “normal.” It is also about twice as inefficient as diaphragmatic breathing. 

Conversely, when you learn to keep the breath slow and steady, and to keep your chest from moving up and down, even as your lungs expand and contract, you will send a signal to the brain that everything is under control -- whatever it is, you can handle it -- and this will help you to stay calm. And when you can keep stress at bay, you will be able to handle what ever does come your way, crisis or not, from a place of clear-headed focus, rather than stressed-out anxiousness. 

Lynn will present the following workshop as part of the Kutztown SBDC’s Business Skills for Success series.

Decrease Stress – Increase SUCCESS!

· Learn the 4 Types of Reactions to Stress

· Learn the 4 major strategies for eliminating or managing stress  

· Learn how to change “Stress Talk” into Positive Self-Talk

· Learn Simple yet Powerful Techniques that Relax and Energize your Body, Calm your Nerves, and Quiet & Focus your Mind

Gain a clear understanding of the principles of effective stress management, while learning practical strategies and breathing techniques that can help you lessen your stress and give you more zest and energy to put into your business!

Ms. Miller, an attorney and director of the Inner Light Wellness Center, is a stress management trainer with a unique “east meets west” background.  A certified yoga teacher and adjunct professor, Ms. Miller is a graduate of Himalayan Institute’s Holistic Studies Program.
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