
Obvious vs. Underlying Sources of Stress
Week 12

Whenever you’re stuck in traffic, or something doesn’t work right, or you discover you have a 
flat tire and you’re starting to feel stressed, ask yourself: is it the OBVIOUS problem that’s mak-
ing me feel stressed or is it some other underlying (or non-obvious) source of stress like time pres-
sure? Time pressure is a MAJOR source of stress, yet we tend to fool ourselves into thinking 
it’s a more obvious culprit like getting stuck in a traffic jam. As a result, we erroneously blame 
our stress on dawdling children, broken equipment or heavy traffic, when really it’s 
time pressure that’s putting us in a bind.
 
Other classic areas of underlying stress include relationship problems and fi-
nancial stress. When you’re going through a difficult time in your relationship 
– or you get into an argument with your spouse on the way to work – notice 
how this can affect your whole day. You may find that you’re more 
argumentative, a little less patient, or more sensitive to criticism. 
Things bother you at work that normally wouldn’t. Without care-
fully analyzing your stress, you’d probably never guess that your 
workday stress and your underlying relationship problems were 
actually connected.
 
Also, watch out for financial problems that can keep you 
awake in the middle of the night. The next day you’ll blame 
your tiredness and any resultant crankiness on lack of sleep, 
but here again, it’s not the obvious culprit, insomnia, but the 
underlying financial stress that caused the insomnia. 

exercise
5 Minutes

Go back to your journal entries from MyStressTools.If you’ve been tracking your stress as suggested, scroll 
down and you’ll find that you have started to create a circle graph on five underlying sources of stress. Hold your 
cursor over the graph to see which section has the most entries.  If it’s time pressure, start building in extra time 
to everything you do each day. If it’s relationship problems, think about how you can repair this issue by agreeing 
to see a counselor, or spending more time with the person in question. Address these UNDERLYING causes of 
stress and you’ll eliminate a large portion of your stress every day.
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