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We know you will want to share parts of Stress-Proof Your Heart with 
friends and family.


Please, go ahead and quote sections and share ideas with 
your friends. However, it would be greatly appreciated if you 
also would let people know where they can find the original 
material by including: author’s name, book title, and website:  
EmbraceYourHeart.com


Please refrain from reproducing this entire book. If you would 
like to use  portions of this book at your workplace or in a 
group, please ask permission. We are quite reasonable when 
you ask nicely and will likely agree.
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Why Stress-Proof Your Heart? 
We can’t alleviate all stress, and we wouldn’t want to even if 
we could. Some stress is natural and necessary; it is what 
gives us the zing of energy to get things done. The zing is the 
result of the hormone cortisol flooding the system when the 
body detects danger or stress. Cortisol quickens reactions, 
increases pulse and blood pressure, and even thickens the 
blood (to prevent bleeding to death in case of injury). 


Trouble comes when that zing becomes a constant thrum, 
continually triggering the cortisol response rather than allowing 
it to ebb and flow as we need it.  Thicker blood, higher blood 
pressure, and increased pulse all make the heart work harder, 
which is why prolonged high stress doubles the risk of heart 
attack and stroke. Chronic high cortisol levels also result in 
unpleasant physical symptoms including weight gain 
(especially in the face and belly), muscle weakness, and mood 
swings, depression, or irritability.


For nearly two decades, I've traveled the country speaking 
about stress, heart health and wellness. Without fail, after a 
speech, an audience member will approach me to share the 

© Eliz Greene 2019

5



struggle to find work-life balance and manage stress. One 
such audience member, Linda, stands out in my memory.  


Linda's children are adults now, and she is the CFO of a 
company working long hours.  She tries to exercise, takes a 
yoga class, and does all of the typical time management and 
goal setting work-life balance remedies, but nothing is 
working.  She is overworked, overtired, overweight, and just 
plain over work-life balance.  


She's not alone. Inspired by people like Linda, and recognizing 
stress as an essential and often under-addressed risk factor, I 
conducted a research study on job stress. I surveyed more 
than 4,000 workers internationally, across a variety of 
industries.


I initially conducted this research to quantify the problem of 
work-life imbalance and create better stress management 
strategies. I was shocked by what I learned. 


• Work-life balance strategies, no matter how creative, 
thoughtful, and well researched, are addressing the wrong 
problem. 


• Work-life imbalance is not a real stressor for most workers. 

• Mindfulness and time-management strategies do nothing to 

repair the real cause of stress. 

• There are no generational or gender differences in what 

causes stress.


In reality, work-life balance strategies can only temporarily 
relieve stress symptoms, much like an ice pack eases the pain 
of a broken leg without fixing the underlying problem. Despite 
the fact that work-life balance has been the paradigm for 
stress relief models for over a decade, the vast majority of my 
respondents said that their stress was caused by overwhelm 
and uncertainty.


I‘m fascinated with the nature of stress and its debilitating 
effects. When I was 35 years old and seven months pregnant 
with twins, I survived a massive heart attack. To reduce my 
heightened risk of having another heart attack, I‘ve spent the 
17 years since then honing practical and implementable 
strategies to manage stress for myself and the thousands of 
audience members and readers I reach each year.


This book isn’t about alleviating all stress. It’s about providing 
ways to limit the adverse physical effects of stress.  We stress-
proof our hearts by efficiently processing cortisol out of our 
systems.  


This book is divided into three sections:


• Evaluating the physical impact of your stress

• Offsetting the physical impact of your stress

• Making a change


The assessments in the first section can be revisited as you 
make changes in your habits, or things change in your stress 
environment.  The second section provides a bank of 
strategies to process cortisol efficiently.  


The strategies in this book are simple, but information very 
rarely causes us to change our behavior.  The final section 
connects motivation with the information to make change 
possible.
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Evaluating the Physical Impact of Your Stress 
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Why is cortisol dangerous? 

Jerome couldn’t believe it.  A pacemaker — he was only 47 
and he needed a pacemaker.  The last couple of years had 
been busy.  He and a couple of friends started their own law 
firm and as the managing partner he works long hours.  Sure, 
he could eat better and maybe get more exercise, but he’s not 
overweight.  Maybe all of the long hours and stress are to 
blame? 


High levels of the stress hormone cortisol cause thicker blood, 
higher blood pressure, and increased pulse, which all make 
the heart work harder. Prolonged high stress doubles the risk 
of heart attack and stroke. 


Chronic high cortisol levels also result in unpleasant physical 
symptoms including weight gain (especially in the face and 
belly), muscle weakness, and mood swings, depression, or 
irritability.


Like Jerome, many relatively young people find themselves 
diagnosed with coronary artery disease, heart rhythm issues, 

or with high risk factors such as elevated blood pressure, 
cholesterol, or blood sugar.


That is the bad news. 


The good news is that your body is naturally equipped to 
process cortisol out of your system if you let it.  


A stress-proof person more effectively processes the cortisol, 
reducing it to normal levels which in turn protects the heart, 
feels better, and even allows the brain to function better.
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Why focus on heart health? 

Chronically high levels of the stress hormone cortisol are 
related to increased risk of cancer and heart disease along 
with other conditions of the endocrine and immune systems. 
Heart disease, however, is the number one cause of death for 
women and men of all ages.  In fact, more people die of heart 
disease than the next seven causes, including all kinds of 
cancer, combined.  


Evaluating the burden stress creates on your physical health is 
essential to reducing it.


How Stressed Are You? 

It is often difficult to quantify stress.  I developed a Stress 
Level Index as part of my job stress research.  The result of 
this index indicates how likely it is your stress will impact your 
physical health.  


Your level, mild, moderate, critical, or acute, is used in the 
assessment tool to calculate your physical stress burden.  This 
burden is a clear measure of how much danger is caused by 
your stress level. 


Think about a typical week.  Use the worksheet on page 15 to 
keep track of how often you experience the things described 
on page 14.  Simply put a checkmark in the appropriate space 
for each statement.
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THE STRESS LEVEL INDEX 

How often (never, some of the time, about half of the time, 
most of the time, or always) do you experience the following:


✓ Feeling overwhelmed by the number of things to be done 
in the time allowed.


✓ Sleeping less than 7 hours at night.

✓ Taking on tasks because others aren’t doing them or aren’t 

doing them well enough.

✓ Skipping a meal or grab something less than healthy 

because you are too busy.

✓ Worrying something will “fall through the cracks.”

✓ Feeling unable to prioritize because there is too much to 

do.

✓ Neglecting important things or people.

✓ Missing out on activities you enjoy.

✓ Having trouble falling asleep because you are thinking 

about what needs to be done or about an uncertain future.

✓ Dwelling on mistakes or things left undone.

✓ Taking on tasks to protect other people’s balance, 

reputation, or job.

✓ Worrying about making a mistake. 

✓ Feeling angry or frustrated about something your boss did 

(or didn’t) do.

✓ Feeling annoyed, distracted, or “dumped on” by a co-

worker.

✓ Worrying about your health.

✓ Feeling concerned about money.

✓ Spending time at work thinking about personal issues.


✓ Spending time at home thinking about work issues.


© Eliz Greene 2019

1514



UNDERSTANDING YOUR STRESS LEVEL INDEX RESULTS: 

Look at where your checkmarks are clustered on the 
worksheet in relation to the three lines.


If your Stress Level Index is moderate, critical, or acute it is 
likely that your physical health is at risk.  To understand the 
degree of that impact please complete the following Physical 
Stress Burden Assessment.


How high is your physical stress burden? 

For nearly two decades I’ve been on a mission to inspire 
other busy people to pay attention to their heart health.  I 
developed a risk assessment tool for the “Busy Woman’s 
Guide to a Healthy Heart.”  I’ve used this tool with 
thousands of audience members over the years. While 
developing tools for The Stress-Proof Leader, I adapted 
the tool to work for all genders and to clearly demonstrate 
the impact of stress on risk.   This new assessment tool 
has been tested with audiences and consulting clients 
over the past two years.


Don’t worry, in chapter 2 you’ll learn how to offset your 
physical stress burden by helping your body return your 
cortisol level back to normal.


Where are your checkmarks? Stress Level Index
Most checkmarks below the 

dotted line Mild

Most checkmarks between 
the dotted line and the 

dashed line
Moderate

Most checkmarks between 
the dashed line and the solid 

line
Critical

Most checkmarks above the 
dashed line Acute

© Eliz Greene 2019

1716



PHYSICAL STRESS BURDEN ASSESSMENT 


Imagine you’ve been given 100 chances to live to the ripe-old 
age of 97 in great health, with all of your faculties intact, and 
then pass away peacefully in your sleep. Sounds great, right? 
Those chances are represented by circles blelow.  Risk factors 
for heart disease, including stress, take away some of those 
chances.  


In this chapter, you’ll find a series of questions about risk 
factors. As you answer these quiz questions on the following 
pages you will be instructed to cross off some of those circles, 
representing lost chances of that long, healthy life. 


Some risk factors, like stress, are risk-multipliers which 
exponentially increase number of chances you may lose, so it 
is important to take this quiz in order. The results of the later 
questions depend on the answers in the first sections. 


After you complete the quiz, you will have a graphic illustration 
of your risk of heart disease by evaluating three categories of 
risk:


• Inherited Risk Factors 

• Internal Risk Factors 

• Lifestyle Risk Factors 


The results will help identify steps you can take to offset the 
physical impact of your stress. 
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Inherited Risk Factors  
some risk factors are yours for keeps 

There are certain risk factors we can’t change, we are born 
with them.  Age, gender, ethnicity, and family history all lay the 
foundation for our physical health and heart disease risk.   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YOUR AGE AND GENDER: 

Women initially enjoy some protection from estrogen, but that 
advantage decreases with age. At age 65, the risk for men and 
women equals out. 


Cross out all circles that apply to you.


Are you 44 or younger? 

	 Keep your circles

Are you using hormonal birth control such as the pill, ring, 
or patch (any age)? 
	 Cross out 5 circles

Are you a woman age 45 - 65 and still menstruating 
regularly? 
	 Cross out 5 circles

Are you age 45 - 65 and peri or post-menopausal? 
	 Cross out 7 circles

Are you age 65 and older? 
	 Cross out 10 circles
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YOUR ETHNICITY: 

People from some areas of the world are genetically 
predisposed to experience more heart disease.


Cross out all circles that apply to you.


Is your family from Hawaii or India? 
	 Cross off 10 circles


Is your family from Mexico? 
	 Cross of 10 circles


Is your family from Africa? 
	 Cross off 10 circles


Is your family Native American or Native Alaskan? 
	 Cross off 10 circles


YOUR FAMILY HISTORY: 

Your close biological relatives’ health provides a look into your 
future. Even if you do not have symptoms today, a strong 
family history of heart disease can lead you and your doctor to 
implement treatment to prevent or slow down development of 
the disease.


Take a look at the health of your close relatives. Your parents, 
siblings, grandparents, aunts, and uncles may be experiencing 
heart disease symptoms they have not shared with you. If you 
are diagnosed with heart disease, share the information with 
your family so they can be checked as well.


Cross out all circles that apply to you.


Has your mother, father or a sibling been diagnosed with 
heart disease before age 60? 

	 Cross out 10 circles 

Has a grandfather, grandmother, uncle, or aunt been 
diagnosed with heart disease before age 60 or died of a 
heart attack or stroke? 
	 Cross out 10 circles


Have you had a heart attack or been diagnosed with heart 
disease?

	 Cross out 20 circles


Don’t know your family history?

	 Cross out 5 circles 
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Internal Risk Factors  
Some risk factors are silent.   

Internal risk factors don’t typically have symptoms, especially 
in early stages, but can drastically increase your risk.  These 
risk factors need to be evaluated by a health professional.   
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YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE: 

About one in every three Americans has high blood pressure. 
There are no symptoms and only just over half of the people 
with high blood pressure receive treatment.


Often called the “silent killer,” uncontrolled high blood 
pressure can cause stroke, heart attack, heart failure, and 
kidney failure.


Blood pressure measures how hard your heart needs to work 
to push your blood through the veins and arteries. The top 
number is the pressure during a heartbeat, and the bottom 
number is the pressure between beats.


For this quiz, we keep it simple and look at the top number.


Is your top number 119 or lower? 
	 Keep your circles


Is your top number between 120-139? 
	 Cross out 5 circles


Is your top number between 140 - 159: 
	 Cross out 15 circles


Is your top number above 160: 
	 Cross out 25 circles
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YOUR CHOLESTEROL LEVEL: 

Cholesterol is a fatty substance which travels through the 
bloodstream and is essential to our health.  “Good” 
cholesterol, high-density lipoprotein (HDL) carries our 
hormones and even keeps our skin supple. 


But too much cholesterol especially low-density lipoprotein 
(LDL) — the “bad” kind —  is a problem.  Along the way, this 
“bad” cholesterol can deposit and sink into the walls of 
arteries, creating a buildup called plaque. Think of it as sludge 
forming on the inside of pipes. 


As plaque builds, the artery walls thicken which narrows the 
space available for blood to flow. Ultimately, the buildup of 
plaque slows down the flow of blood. This reduced blood flow 
robs cells of the oxygen they need. This type of heart disease, 
atherosclerosis, is often referred to as “hardening of the 
arteries.” 


When these plaque deposits are in arteries that supply the 
heart, it is called coronary artery disease. When they form in 
the arteries that supply the arms and legs, it is called 
peripheral artery disease.


Is your HDL:  
	 Below 40?

	 	 Cross out 5 circles

	 40 or above?

	 	 Keep your circles


Is your LDL: 

	 Below 100?

	 	 Keep your circles

	 100 to 129?

	 	 Cross out 5 circles

	 130 to 159?

	 	 Cross out 10 circles

	 160 to 189?

	 	 Cross out 20 circles	

	 190 or above?

	 	 Cross out 30 circles


Are your Triglycerides: 
	 150 to 199?

	 	 Cross out 5 circles

	 200 to 499?	 

	 	 Cross out 10 circles

	 500 or above?

	 	 Cross out 25 circles 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Your Blood Sugar: 

A blood sugar test measures the amount of glucose present in 
your system.  Glucose is the fuel needed for your body to run.  
As you digest food, your body produces glucose to feed your 
cells.  Your pancreas then releases insulin to signal your body 
to absorb the glucose.  If your body doesn’t produce enough 
insulin, the glucose stays in your blood stream and causes 
trouble.  High blood sugar levels can permanently damage the 
pancreas and cause the hardening of the arteries type of heart 
disease.  


For simplicity, this quiz uses the most common type of blood 
sugar test, the fasting plasma glucose test.


Is your Fasting Glucose Level:


100 or below? 
	 Keep your circles


101-125? 
	 Cross out 10 circles


125 or above? 
	 Double the number of circles crossed out


(Count the number of circles currently crossed out 
and then cross that number off again) 

 

Lifestyle Risk Factors 
some risk factors are within your control 

The bad news is how we live: our activity level, what we eat, 
our habits, how much we sleep, and how much we worry 
impacts risk considerably.  Lifestyle risk factors exponentially 
amplify risk. The good news is, these are risk factors we 
control and have the most potential for improvement.  
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WAIST-TO-HIP RATIO: 

Your body shape is a clue to your risk.  The waist-to-hip ratio 
is a simple, and in many ways more helpful than BMI, 
measurement to determine how weight is distributed.  Where 
you carry fat is important.  Fat is around the muscle and bone 
in your hips and legs is fine.  Fat around the organs in your 
abdomen is dangerous.


Follow these easy steps to determine your Waist-to-Hip Ratio:


1. Find a tape measure, the more flexible, the better.

2. Find your belly button

3. Wrap the tape measure around your waist at the level of 

your belly button

4. Record your waist measurement below

5. Find the widest part between your hip bone and the top of 

your knees

6. Wrap the tape measure around that point

7. Record your hip measurement below

8. Divide your waist measurement by your hip measurement 

(WM÷HM)

9. The resulting number tells you the percentage your waist 

measurement is compared to your hip measurement.  (For 
example .7 is 70%)


Waist Measurement (WM): _________


Hip Measurement (HM): _________


UNDERSTANDING YOUR WAIST-TO-HIP RESULTS: 

Men: 
The healthy ratio for men is 1 or 100%.  In other words, for 
men the hips and waist should measure the same.  They 
should be straight at the torso rather than round.


Women: 

The healthy ratio for men is .8 or 80%.  In other words, for 
women the hips should be about 20% bigger than the waist.  
They should be straight at the torso rather than


Waist-to-Hip Impact on Risk

Men 1 or less 

Women .8 or less Stays the Same

Men greater than 1

Women greater than .8

Double 
(Count the number of circles 
currently crossed out and then 
cross that number off again)
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SMOKING: 

Smoking is the fast track to heart disease.  People who smoke 
get heart disease decades before people who do not smoke.  


STRESS: 

Stress has an insidious impact on heart health.  The physical 
changes in the body caused by stress magnifies risk. Use the 
results of the Stress Level Index to evaluate the impact on 
your risk.
Smoking Impact on Risk

Non-smoker Stays the Same

Live or Work with Smoker
Double 

(Count the number of circles 
currently crossed out and then 
cross that number off again)

Smoker

Triple 
(Count the number of circles 

currently crossed out, multiply 
it by 2, and then cross that 

number off) 

Stress Level Index Impact on Risk

Mild Stays the Same

Moderate
Increase number by half  
(Count the number of circles 

currently crossed out, divide by 
2, and cross out that number)

Critical
Double 

(Count the number of circles 
currently crossed out and then 

cross that number off again)

Acute

Triple 
(Count the number of circles 

currently crossed out, multiply 
it by 2, and then cross that 

number off) 
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Understanding your Physical Stress Burden Assessment Results


Now that you have completed the assessment, look at how 
many circles you have left.  


Count up the circles you have not crossed out.  This 
represents your chances at a long and healthy life.


For example if you have 70 circles left, you have a 70% 
chance to live to 97 in great health.


However, if you have 20 circles left, you only have a 20% 
chance.


The crossed out circle represent the burden stress of stress on 
your physical health. 




What should you do with this information? 

Seeing so many circles crossed out can be a little scary.  
Again, don’t worry.  The next section has strategies to 
efficiently process cortisol out of your body and protect your 
heart. 


Having a clear picture of your risk of heart disease is 
important.  Talk with your doctor about all of your risk factors 
and how to manage them.  While we can’t change our age or 
family history, there are many ways to control other risk 
factors.


We all need to keep cortisol levels low to protect our hearts. If 
your risk is high, like Linda and Jerome, controlling cortisol 
levels is critical. 
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About the Author 

Visit her blog EmbraceYourHeart.com

Visit her speaker website ElizGreene.com


Eliz Greene is ridiculously excited about stress.


She not only finds the chemical reaction in the body caused 
by stress fascinating, but stress is also her favorite topic to 
speak about, write about, or discuss in line at the grocery 
store. 

With a surgically repaired heart, Eliz also knows stress 
management isn’t a ‘nice-to-have,' but rather an essential 
survival skill. Surviving a heart attack at age 35 while seven 
months pregnant with twins propelled Eliz on a mission to 
share her story to inspire other busy people to pay attention to 
their health. 


Just days after her heart stopped and she endured open heart 
surgery and a cesarean section delivery, Eliz held both her 
daughters together for the first time.  Amazingly, despite the 
pain and uncertainty, what she felt most strongly was 
contentment. Her priorities were crystal clear. She knew she’d 
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been given a second chance at life and a unique perspective 
for a reason. 


For nearly two decades Eliz Greene has traveled the country 
sharing her story and down-to-earth, well-researched methods 
to improve heart health. She honed practical and 
implementable strategies to manage stress for herself and the 
thousands of audience members and readers she reaches 
each year. 

She’s been profiled on CNN, PBS, Lifetime, TNT, and has been 
interview on countless national and local news programs.


The American Heart Association presented Eliz with the Heart 
Hero Award in 2010 for her work in advocating for the HEART 
for Women Act, lobbying congress, raising awareness, and 
educating healthcare professionals on the unique needs of 
women with heart disease.

Eliz is an author and writes a Top Health and Wellness Blog.  
She was named as a Top Online Influencer on Stress and 
Heart Health. She has been recognized as a medically ethical 
blogger for providing well-researched and responsible 
information.  


In addition to her degree in communications from the 
University of Wisconsin, Eliz is also trained as an adaptive 
movement specialist, dance teacher, and choreographer.  She 
uses her adaptive training to create implementable strategies 
for health and stress management for people of all needs and 
challenges. 


An avid sailor, Eliz enjoys time on Lake Michigan with her 
husband, Clay, and their beautiful (now 18-year-old) 
daughters.
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