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WHEN YOUR INCOME

Control Stress

You are experiencing tremendous
changes in your life if you have lost your
job, experienced a particularly bad year in
your farm or other business operation, or
gone through a divorce, a separation, or
the death of a spouse. While such events
differ in many respects, they may also
have some important effects in common.
First, crises like these are very stressful
in their own right—they force us, against
our wishes, to make rapid changes in our
lives. Second, however irrationally, they
can diminish our self-esteem. Finally,
these personal crises often lead to a drop
in income and security, and this fact intro-
duces a host of secondary problems. Thus,
even when loss of income is not initially
a problem, it is often a consequence of
other major events in your life.

Because stress can result from major
change, it is important to try to understand
some causes, effects, and ways of han-
dling stress to cope with difficult times.

Severe and prolonged stress of the
type associated with events causing loss
of income can have a serious effect on
a person’s physical and mental health.
Stress-related exhaustion is believed to
play a significant role in heart attacks,
high blood pressure, cancer, and some
kinds of arthritis, migraine headaches,
asthma, allergies, and kidney and thyroid
disease. Stress alone probably does not
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cause these disorders; rather, it is one
factor in their onset and progression. In
addition, stress contributes to many types
of accidents through human error, fatigue,
worry, and haste.

Stress can be caused by any nonrou-
tine experience—physical, emotional, or
environmental—that disrupts your life
pattern. Events such as the loss of a job or
a loved one cannot help but interrupt nor-
mal daily patterns, although people differ
in their patterns of reacting to, or coping
with, stress. Despite personal differences,
there are a number of concrete steps you
can try that may make it easier to get
through difficult times.

Remember that causes of stress
include not only the major life changes
of the types mentioned, but also a lot of
little things that add to life’s daily hassles.
If your income has dropped, for whatever
reasons, suddenly you must cope with this
major worry as well as the daily remind-
ers—the bills piling up, the children
needing shoes, medical treatment, or car
problems.

Regardless of the sources of stress,
your body may react to it in these stages:
alarm, resistance, and exhaustion. When
alarmed, your body senses a threat and
prepares for fight or flight. The most im-
portant physical reactions accompanying
alarm are a faster heartbeat, rapid breath-



When Your Income Drops

ing, a rise in blood sugar, increased perspiration, dilated
pupils, muscular tension, and slowed digestion. The senses
become keener and the body is ready for action.

In the resistance stage, the body repairs any damage
from the stress reaction and regains its pre-stress balance.

However, if the source of stress continues or if the
body continues to respond to danger, it remains in the
alarm state and cannot repair itself. If the body remains in
the stressed state too long, it becomes exhausted. This is
the third stage of stress and one you want to avoid.

Managing Your Well-Being

What can you do? You have found yourself in the
middle of a personal, a family, and a financial crisis, and
you need to be able to maintain control. Concentrate your
efforts on keeping your psyche, your family, and your body
as strong as possible.

Don’t blame yourself for what has happened. Many
other people are in your situation and, hard as it is, most
of you will overcome your difficulties. Find support with
friends, family, and others going through similar circum-
stances. The anger and depression you feel at first will
probably gradually disappear. Recognize them for what
they are, natural and temporary feelings.

Don’t keep anxiety and anger bottled up. Talk out your
problems with your family or someone close to you. Be
honest about your situation, your anger, your hurt, your
confusion. Your spouse and children know when you are
feeling tension. Others can help if you will let them.

Take one thing at a time. Some changes in our lives
are permanent. In time, they must be accepted if we are to
move on. Until acceptance comes, take one thing at a time.
Set small goals and celebrate your progress. Don’t try to
resolve all your problems at once.

Keep yourself occupied, active, and involved. The loss
of a job or a loved one can present you with more time
than you want for thinking about troubles. Of course you
need to spend some time planning your future or searching
for a new job. But don’t allow yourself to worry continu-
ously about these problems. Spend some of your time
doing those family and personal things you’ve been post-
poning for years. It may involve work—getting the house
or yard in presentable order. It may be recreation—card
games, sightseeing, a picnic or a ballgame with family or
friends. It may be community involvement. Donate some
of your time and talents to a community project, your
church, or to someone who needs your help. Doing some-

thing for others will help them and may lift your mood as
well. It also will set an example of which your family can
be proud and may even provide a worthwhile entry on
your resume.

Keep yourself healthy through sensible diet and
exercise. Although your family income may be sharply
reduced, it is important to maintain good nutrition. Shop
carefully for a balanced diet. Reduce any alcohol and
cigarette consumption—both for savings and for improved
health. Exercise regularly to keep fit, reduce tension, and
work on your self-esteem. Maintain medical and life insur-
ance if at all possible. Make every effort to avoid accidents
around the house and while driving, particularly if you are
feeling depressed.

Monitor Stress

Recognizing the early warning signals of excessive
stress is an important step in learning to control it. Some
common reactions to the loss of a job or a loved one in-
clude anxiety, moodiness, withdrawal from responsibility,
insomnia, poor emotional control, feelings of helplessness
and dependency, decrease in appetite or sex drive, fatigue,
and susceptibility to illness.

During a time of emotional and financial difficulty,
stress cannot be eliminated, but it can be monitored. Rec-
ognize the symptoms of stress, especially physical stress,
such as fatigue.

It is important for family members to work together
in tough financial times. By taking positive steps, such as
revising family spending plans and practicing the “survival
skills” suggested in Part 8 of this series, families can avoid
the fault-finding or arguing over money that can result
from the stress associated with financial problems.

In general, you can handle stress through two strate-
gies: working to eliminate the causes of stress, and chang-
ing your reaction to stressful events.

Prepare. When you are confronting a stressful experience,
such as a job interview, prepare for it mentally by antici-
pating a number of different outcomes. Plan and imagine
the way you might react to each. The rehearsal can help
you cope more effectively and with less stress.

Accept and discuss. Accept your situation, but remember
that you can have some control over the unwanted side
effects. Look for trouble spots and do what you can to
change them. Discuss situations that you or your family
find particularly distressing. Work together to reduce the
cause of stress.
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Clarify responsibility. Much stress on a family can be
reduced by clarifying family members’ roles, responsibili-
ties, and lines of authority. Make sure everyone under-
stands clearly what is expected. Set clear priorities and
tasks for yourself and your family.

Improve time management. Managing time well can help
reduce stress. Use time efficiently in looking for a job,
learning new skills, and economizing around the home.
Substitute home labor for purchased goods. Use time to be
good to yourself and your family.

Coping with Worries

If worrying about your financial situation is mak-
ing your life miserable, analyze your worries. This may
help give you a feeling of control over your problems and
insight into solving them.

Write the name of a specific problem at the top of a
blank piece of paper. Underneath it, list all the reasons it
is worrying you. Study each reason—is the danger real?
Or are you unduly worried? Cross out all the unrealistic
dangers.

On another sheet of paper, list all the dangers that
remain. Underneath each one, write a specific, practical
action you can take to cope with the danger (see Parts 1
through 8 of this series). Then make a plan for carrying
out each specific action.

You may be too close to your problems to see an obvi-
ous solution. Sometimes outsiders and professional coun-
selors can help you assess your situation more objectively.
Consider getting professional advice if personal, family,
or financial problems are worrying you excessively.

When to Get Help

Although most stress can be managed, monitored, and
minimized, sometimes it is necessary to get professional
help to keep the situation under control. Such resources as
the family doctor, mental health professionals, lay groups,
and clergy can help in dealing with extreme levels of stress
and the physical and emotional trauma that often accom-
pany them.

The following are “crisis signs” that indicate a need
for outside help:

O You are depressed over a long period of time. (Some
signs are: difficulty falling asleep, waking a lot in the
night and too early in the morning or sleeping con-
stantly; constant crying for no reason; skipping baths
and shampoos; feeling numb as if you don’t want to do

anything; fatigue; unreasonable fears; inability to con-
centrate; change in appetite.)

You hit, shove, kick your spouse (or vice versa).

You think of suicide.

You discipline your child too harshly.

You hear voices or see things.

You consider a marital separation because of problems.
You feel overwhelmed by bills.
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You think of nothing good to say about one of your
children, or you find yourself constantly down on a
family member.
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You drink in the morning or hide liquor. You have

more than two or three drinks or beers almost every

night. You get mean while drinking.

U You feel guilty, as though you aren’t being a good
parent to your kids.

U You feel you can’t cope.

U You notice your child is starting to act out a lot, or is
getting in trouble with the law, or is acting “crazy.”

U You don’t know anyone you can talk to.

U You find you’re starting to lie to people about what
happened to you or what you’re doing. You start lying
to yourself.

U You have attacks of feeling extremely panicky, with
high pulse rate and difficult breathing.

Getting Help

CARE-LINE provides the addresses and phone num-
bers of public and nonprofit agencies in each North Caro-
lina county. Call CARE-LINE at 1-800-662-7030 Monday
through Friday between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.

Before your problems become too big to handle, find
a trained, skilled counselor to help you and your fam-
ily cope with this crisis. A family counselor can help you
handle your fears, adjust to your present situation, and plan
adequately for the future.

Community agencies. Many community agencies are
ready to provide help. In addition to social service, health
and mental health offices in your county, other agencies
that may be available in your area include family services,
community mental health centers, crisis centers, suicide
prevention centers, drug crisis centers, emergency hotlines,
and services sponsored by religious organizations. These
services are available to people needing or wanting help,
and most are available at no charge if you cannot afford

to pay.



If you cannot seem to shake off your depression, if
the problems from losing your job or income seem to
be destroying your family, contact a community helping
agency. Do this for yourself and for your loved ones.

Aid for problem drinking. If the stress of being unem-
ployed, lonely, or without income has led to problem
drinking for you or someone in your family, help is avail-
able. Contact the nearest office of the National Council
on Alcoholism, or call Alcoholics Anonymous (AA).
(See AA listing in white pages or look in yellow pages
under Alcoholism Treatment.)

Protective services. Sometimes great personal tension can
cause someone to inflict cruelty on a child or an adult, par-
ticularly handicapped or older persons. In such a case, no-
tify the Protective Services Section of the Human Services
office in your county. Their staff can provide protection
for the injured person, and also counseling help. Another
source of help in preventing child abuse is the support
group, Parents Anonymous. Check your phone book for

a local number or call (909) 621-6184.

Help for children. Family problems can cause so much
tension that children, especially teenagers, may have
trouble at school, or may try to escape the situation by

running away. It is important to include children in discus-
sions about the family’s problems and to encourage them
to talk with counselors or teachers who can help them cope
with their feelings.

The toll-free number of the Center for Missing and
Exploited Children is 1-800-843-5678 (THE LOST).
Children who have left home may receive counseling
or relay messages via the National Runaway Hotline at
1-800-448-4663 or the National Runaway Switchboard
at 1-800-621-4000.
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