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About the Stress in America™ Survey

Since 2007, the American Psychological Association has commissioned an 
annual nationwide survey as part of its Mind/Body Health campaign to 
examine the state of stress across the country and understand its impact. 
The Stress in America survey measures attitudes and perceptions of stress 
among the general public and identifies leading sources of stress, common 
behaviors used to manage stress and the impact of stress on our lives. The 
results of the survey draw attention to the serious physical and emotional 
implications of stress and the inextricable link between the mind and body.

For a Healthy Mind and Body, Talk to a Psychologist

APA’s Mind/Body Health campaign educates the public about the 
connection between psychological and physical health and how lifestyle 
and behaviors can affect overall health and wellness. This multifaceted 
social marketing campaign addresses resilience and the mind-body 
connection through the Internet, social media, strategic partnerships and a 
nationwide grassroots network of psychologists offering free educational 
programs in local communities.

About the American Psychological Association

The American Psychological Association, in Washington, D.C., is the largest 
scientific and professional organization representing psychology in the 
United States. APA’s membership includes more than 134,000 researchers, 
educators, clinicians, consultants and students. Through its divisions in 
54 subfields of psychology and affiliations with 60 state, territorial and 
Canadian provincial associations, APA works to advance the creation, 
communication and application of psychological knowledge to benefit 
society and improve people’s lives.
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The Stress in America™ survey was conducted online within the United States 
by Harris Interactive, Inc. on behalf of the American Psychological Association 
between Aug. 3 and 31, 2013, among 1,950 adults ages 18+ and 1,018 teens, 
ages 13 to 17, who reside in the U.S. Results were weighted as needed for age, 
sex, race/ethnicity, education, region and household income. Propensity score 
weighting also was used to adjust for respondents’ propensity to be online. 

Throughout this report, different segments of adults and teens are discussed. 
For adults (n=1950 total), demographic subgroups include gender (men: 
n=847; women: n=1103); generation (Millennials [18- to 34-year-olds]: n=392; 
Generation Xers [35- to 48-year-olds]: n=379; Baby Boomers [49- to 67-year-
olds]: n=808; Matures [68 years and older]: n=371); and region ([2013: East n=442; 
Midwest n=535; South n=578; West n=395]; [2012: East n=274; Midwest n=235; 
South n=382; West n=243]; [2011: East n=299; Midwest n=259; South n=389; 
West n=279]; [2010: East n=539; Midwest n=419; South n=640; West n=422]). 
Adults were also segmented by how many hours per night they sleep (fewer 
than eight hours: n=1374; at least eight hours: n=576), how often they exercise 
(less than once a week or not at all: n=795; once a week or more: n=1155) and 
their self-reported stress level (high stress [8, 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale]: n=386; 
low stress [1, 2 or 3 on a 10-point scale]: n=633). In addition, the sample size of 
parents with a child under age 18 in the household was 333. 

Teens (n=1018) were segmented in similar ways including by gender (boys: 
n=432; girls: n=586); and age groups (younger teens [13- to 14-year-olds]: 
n=294; older teens [15- to 17-year-olds]: n=724). Additional segments for analysis 
included younger girls (n=160), older girls (n=426), younger boys (n=134), older 
boys (n=298), those with low reported stress in the past school year (n=174) or 
the past month (n=338), as well as those with high stress in the past school year 
(n=316) or past month (n=149). As with adults, the survey examined the amount 
of sleep teens get (fewer than eight hours on a school night [n=503]; at least 
eight hours on a school night [n=514]), as well as how often they exercise (less 
than once a week or not at all [n=216]; once a week or more [n=802]). 

All sample surveys and polls, whether or not they use probability sampling, are 
subject to multiple sources of error, which are most often not possible to quantify 
or estimate, including sampling error, coverage error, error associated with 
nonresponse, error associated with question wording and response options, 
and post-survey weighting and adjustments. Therefore, Harris Interactive, 
Inc. avoids the words “margin of error,” as they are misleading. All that can be 
calculated are different possible sampling errors with different probabilities for 
pure, unweighted, random samples with 100 percent response rates. These are 
only theoretical because no published polls come close to this ideal. 

Respondents for this survey were selected from among those who have agreed 
to participate in Harris Interactive, Inc. surveys. The data have been weighted 

METHODOLOGY
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METHODOLOGY (continued)
to reflect the composition of the U.S. population ages 18+. Because the sample 
is based on those who were invited and agreed to participate in the Harris 
Interactive, Inc. online research panel, no estimates of theoretical sampling error 
can be calculated. 

Measuring Stress: 10-Point Scale vs. Perceived Stress Scale 
Since APA’s Stress in America research began, Americans’ stress levels over the 
previous month have been measured using a 10-point scale, where 1 means “no 
stress at all” and 10 means “a great deal of stress.” The average score has typically 
been reported. We have also reported the proportion who report “high” (8, 9 or 
10 on the 10-point scale) or “low” stress (1, 2 or 3 on the same scale). 

In 2013, the survey maintained the self-reported measure of stress using the 
10-point scale described above. In addition, the survey included a 10-item scale, 
the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), developed by Sheldon Cohen, PhD, a professor 
of psychology at Carnegie Mellon University. 

10-point scale: On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 means you have “little or no stress” 
and 10 means you have “a great deal of stress,” how would you rate your average 
level of stress during the past month? 

PSS 10-item scale: In the last month, how often have you …? (very often, fairly 
often, sometimes, almost never, never) 

1. Felt confident about your ability to handle your personal problems? 

2. Felt that you were on top of things? 

3. Been able to control irritations in your life? 

4. Felt that things were going your way? 

5. Felt nervous and stressed?

6. Been angered because of things that were outside your control? 

7. Been upset because of something that happened unexpectedly?

8. Felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome them?

9. Found that you could not cope with all the things that you had to do?

10. Felt that you were unable to control the important things in your life?

Items were scaled on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very often). 
Of the 10 items, four items were worded in a positive direction, so they were 
reverse-scored. The responses to the 10 items were then summed to create a 
psychological stress score, with higher scores indicating greater psychological 
stress. 

The results of the two approaches for measuring stress were compared. We found 
a high correlation between the two (.682), meaning that those who reported a 
high stress level on the 10-point scale also had a high stress level on the 10-item 
scale. The single item question appears to be an efficient assessment of stress.

http://www.stressinamerica.org
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

1 1,018 youth respondents ages 13 to 17.
2 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration. (2003).  
U.S. teens in our world. Rockville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
3 Ibid. 
4 Institute of Medicine. (2013). U.S. health in international perspective: Shorter lives, poorer health. 
Washington, DC: National Academy of Sciences. 

despite our understanding that 
stress takes a toll on our physical 
and mental health, this year’s Stress 
in America™ survey reveals a portrait 
of American stress that is high and 
often managed in ineffective ways, 
ultimately affecting our health and 
well-being. 

But the most concerning news is not 
what’s happening to adults.

Survey findings suggest that the  
patterns of unhealthy stress 
behaviors we see in adults may 
begin developing earlier in our 
lives. Many American teens report 
experiencing stress at unhealthy 
levels, appear uncertain in their 
stress management techniques 
and experience symptoms of stress 
in numbers that mirror adults’ 
experiences.1 these findings are 
especially sobering when paired 
with research that suggests physical 
activity, nutrition and lifestyle — all 
wellness factors the survey revealed 
to be affected by stress in teens and 
adults — not only contribute to 
adolescents’ health now, but also 
to habits that can be sustained into 
adulthood.2

Stress in America™ 

Are Teens 
Adopting Adults’ 
Stress Habits?

While the United States spends more than any other country on health 
care and leads the world in the quality and quantity of its health 
research, these trends do not add up to better health outcomes.3 The 
U.S. experiences poorer health outcomes than many other high-income 
countries, even while spending more money per person on health care. 
Compared to peers in these countries, Americans have less access to 
primary care, consume the most calories per person and are more likely 
to live in environments designed around automobiles. Research suggests 
that these factors contribute to the nation’s poor health outcomes and 
survey findings show that stress influences our health behaviors, setting 
up teens and adults alike for potential chronic illnesses that affect quality 
of life and the country’s health care expenditure.4 

While no one can avoid all stressful situations, Stress in America™ portrays 
a picture of high stress and ineffective coping mechanisms that appear 
to be ingrained in our culture, perpetuating unhealthy lifestyles and 
behaviors for future generations.

 A Culture of Unhealthy Stress

Over the years, the Stress in America survey has found that Americans 
experience many stressful situations. Issues related to money and work 
continue to be the most commonly mentioned stressors for adults (71 
percent report money, with 69 percent reporting work and 59 percent 
reporting the economy as significant sources of stress). These issues are 
complex and difficult to manage, often leading to more stress over time; 
in fact, 78 percent of American adults say their stress level increased or 
stayed the same over the past five years. Even more — 84 percent — say 
the same about the past year. All the while, American adults continue to 
report higher stress levels than what they believe to be healthy (5.1 vs. 
3.6 on a 10-point scale, where 1 is “little or no stress” and 10 is “a great 
deal of stress”) and 37 percent of adults say stress has left them feeling 
overwhelmed in the past month. Stress is also affecting adults’ health —  
30 percent say their stress level has a strong or very strong impact on 
their physical health and 33 percent say the same of the impact on their 
mental health. 

http://www.stressinamerica.org
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

1

5

10

While the news about American stress levels is not new, what’s troubling 
is the stress outlook for teens in the U.S. In many cases, American teens 
report experiences with stress that follow a similar pattern to those of 
adults. They report stress at levels far higher than what they believe 
is healthy and their reported stress levels are even higher during the 
school year. Meanwhile, teens report that stress is having an impact on 
their performance at home, work and school. 

Teens report that their stress level during the school year far exceeds what 
they believe to be healthy (5.8 vs. 3.9 on a 10-point scale) and tops adults’ 
average reported stress levels (5.8 for teens vs. 5.1 for adults). Even during 
the summer — between Aug. 3 and Aug. 31, 2013, when interviewing took 
place — teens reported their stress during the past month at levels higher 
than what they believe to be healthy (4.6 vs. 3.9 on a 10-point scale). And 
more than one in 10 teens say they experience stress at extreme levels 
over the summer; 13 percent rated their summer stress level as an 8, 9 or 
10 on a 10-point scale (high stress levels are defined as an 8, 9 or 10 with 
low stress levels being a 1, 2 or 3 on a 10-point scale). And that percentage 
actually doubles during the school year — 27 percent of teens report 
experiencing a level of stress that is an 8, 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale 
during the school year. What’s more, few teens report their stress is on the 
decline: only 16 percent report that their stress level has declined in the 
past year. At the same time, 31 percent of teens say that their stress level 
has increased in the past year and 34 percent believe their stress levels will 
increase in the coming year.

While school is the most commonly mentioned source of stress for teens 
(83 percent report that school is a somewhat or significant source of stress), 
stress also appears to be affecting teens’ performance at home and work, 
as well as school:

 • Ten percent of teens report receiving lower grades than they are 
capable of due to stress.

 • More than half (59 percent) of teens report that managing their time 
to balance all activities is a somewhat or very significant stressor. 

 • Due to stress, 40 percent of teens neglected their responsibilities 
at home and 21 percent say the same about work or school 
responsibilities. 

teenS rePort StreSS LeVeLS  
FAr HIGHer tHAn WHAt tHey 

BeLIeVe IS HeALtHy.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Teens n=1018; Adults n=1950)
Q605  On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means you have little or no stress and 10 means you have a 
great deal of stress, how would you rate your average level of stress during the past month?
Q607  On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means “little or no stress” and 10 means “a great deal of 
stress,” how would you rate your average level of stress during this past school year (2012 – 2013)?
Q610  What would you consider a healthy level of stress?

5.8

5.1

Average Stress Levels vs.  
Perceived Healthy Stress Levels

perceived 
healthy 
level of 
stress by 
teens (3.9) 

Teens: 
School year

Teens:  
Past month

Adults

SAy It HAS LeFt tHeM feeling 
overwhelmed In tHe PASt MontH

AdULtS ContInUe to rePort 
HIGHer StreSS LeVeLS tHAn WHAt 

tHey BeLIeVe to Be HeALtHy

5.1

37%

1 10

perceived healthy 
level of stress (3.6)

4.6

perceived 
healthy 
level of 
stress by 
adults (3.6) 

1
little or no stress

a great deal of stress
10
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

 • Twenty-six percent report snapping at or being short with classmates 
or teammates when under stress. 

 • Almost three in 10, or 29 percent of teens, report general 
procrastination due to stress.

 • Social interactions, relationships and events often occupy much of 
teens’ lives and 78 percent report that having good relationships with 
friends is very or extremely important to them. Despite this, stress 
caused 17 percent of teens to cancel social plans with friends or family 
in the last month. 

Despite the impact that stress appears to have on their lives, teens appear 
less aware than adults of the impact that stress can have on their physical 
and mental health. Teens are more likely than adults to report that their 
stress level has a slight or no impact on their body or physical health (54 
percent of teens vs. 39 percent of adults) or their mental health (52 percent 
of teens vs. 43 percent of adults). Yet teens report experiencing both 
emotional and physical symptoms of stress in similar proportions to adults, 
including feeling irritable or angry (40 percent of teens vs. 41 percent of 
adults), nervous or anxious (36 percent of teens vs. 37 percent of adults) 
and tired (36 percent of teens vs. 37 percent of adults).

 Stress Affects teens’ Health and Well-Being, 
Whether or not they Know It 

The impact of stress on teens’ physical health is clear. In particular, long-
term, high stress can weaken immune systems and exhaust the body.5 
Research also shows that even otherwise healthy teens who experience 
consistent stress have higher levels of inflammation, which has long 
been associated with development of cardiovascular disease.6 Even the 
common cold is influenced by stress — people living with chronic stress 
get more frequent and severe viral infections.7 

5 McNeely, C., & Blanchard, J. (2009). The teen years explained: A guide to healthy adolescent development. 
Baltimore, MD: Center for Adolescent Health at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.
6 Fuligni, A. J., Telzer, E. H., Bower, J., Cole, S. W., Kiang, L., & Irwin, M. R. (2009, April). A preliminary study of daily 
interpersonal stress and C-reactive protein levels among adolescents from Latin American and European 
backgrounds. Psychosomatic Medicine. Advance online publication. doi:10.1097/PSY.0b013e3181921b1f 
7 U.S. National Library of Medicine. National Institutes of Health. Health topics: Stress. In MedlinePlus.gov. 
Retrieved from http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/stress.html

teenS Are More LIKeLy tHAn  
AdULtS to rePort tHAt tHeIr StreSS 
HAS A SLIGHt or no IMPACt on tHeIr 

PHySICAL or MentAL HeALtH.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Teens n=1018; Adults n=1950)
Q7180  How much of an impact do you think your stress level has on your body/
physical health?

Q7185  How much of an impact do you think your stress level has on your mental 
health?

Teens Adults

Percent reporting Slight/no Impact  
of Stress on Health

Body/Physical Health Mental Health

54%
52%

39%
43%

http://www.stressinamerica.org
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

When asked about experiences in the past month: 

 • Forty percent of teens report feeling irritable or angry and 36 percent 
report feeling nervous or anxious. 

 • Almost one-third (32 percent) of teens say stress makes them feel as 
though they could cry. 

 • Many teens report feeling overwhelmed (31 percent) and depressed 
or sad (30 percent) as a result of stress. 

 • More than one-third of teens report fatigue/feeling tired (36 percent) 
and having lain awake at night because of stress (35 percent). 

 • Nearly one-third of teens (32 percent) say they experience headaches, 
26 percent report changes in sleeping habits, and 21 percent say they 
experience upset stomach or indigestion as a result of stress. 

 • Nearly one-quarter of teens (23 percent) have skipped a meal because 
of stress.

Regardless of the high levels of stress that teens report and the symptoms 
of stress they report experiencing, they often do not know what to do to 
manage their stress. Nearly half (42 percent) of teens say they either are 
not doing enough to manage their stress or they are not sure if they are 
doing enough to manage it. While 51 percent of teens report that stress 
management is very or extremely important to them, most teens do not 
regularly make time for stress management. More than one in 10 teens  
(13 percent) never set aside time to manage stress, while the majority  
(55 percent) only set aside time for stress management a few times a 
month or less. 

When teens look to manage their stress, only a small number engage in 
physical activities for stress management, such as exercising or walking 
(37 percent) or playing sports (28 percent). Instead, many teens turn to 
sedentary activities to cope, such as playing video games (46 percent), 
surfing the Internet or going online (43 percent) and watching television 
or movies (36 percent). But those teens who do engage in more physically 
active stress management behaviors report lower stress levels and better 
health behaviors overall, especially when it comes to sleep, exercise 
and weight. It is critical to examine the effect of stress on teens’ health, 

teenS rePort SyMPtoMS oF 
StreSS dUrInG tHe PASt MontH,

WItH 74% rePortInG HAVInG  
HAd More tHAn one SyMPtoM.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Teens n=1018)
Q770  During the last month, did you ever lay awake because you were feeling stressed?
Q800  During the last month, did you ever skip a meal because you were under stress?
Q810  Which of the following, if any, have you experienced in the last month as a result 
of stress?

Symptoms of teen Stress

Upset stomach
or indigestion

Skipping a meal

Changes in
sleeping habits

Feeling depressed
or sad

Headaches

Lying awake
at night

Feeling as though
I could cry

Feeling
overwhelmed

Fatigue/
Feeling tired

Feeling nervous
or anxious

Feeling irritable
or angry

40%

36%

32%

32%

36%

35%

30%

26%

31%

23%

21%
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

especially their weight, as this generation of young people may be the 
first to have shorter life expectancies than their parents due to increased 
diagnoses of being overweight, obese and having chronic illnesses.8 

Teens who exercise once a week or more report lower average stress levels 
in the past month than their peers who exercise less than once a week or 
not at all (4.4 vs. 5.1 on a 10-point scale). 

In addition, only 30 percent of those who exercise once a week or more 
report increased stress levels over the past year, compared with 38 percent 
of teens who exercise less than once a week or not at all. 

Teens of “normal weight,” defined as having a body mass index (BMI) from 
18 to 24, report lower stress levels than “obese/overweight” teens, defined 
as having a BMI of 25 and above (4.4 vs. 5.2 on a 10-point scale in the past 
month and 5.5 vs. 6.4 during the school year). 

Teens who sleep longer fare better. The average stress level during the  
past school year for teens who slept less than eight hours on school  
nights is 6.5, compared to 5.2 for teens that slept at least eight hours  
on school nights.

In addition to marked differences in stress among teens who engage 
in active behaviors compared with those who engage in sedentary 
activities, the survey reveals that teens with high stress during the past 
school year are more likely to engage in sedentary behaviors than are 
teens with low stress during the past school year. 

More than half (54 percent) of teens with high stress say they surf the 
Internet or go online to manage stress, compared to just 24 percent of 
teens with low stress. 

8 Olshansky, S. J., Passaro, D. J., Hershow, R. C., Layden, J., Carnes, B. A., Brody, J., … & Ludwig, D. S. (2005, March 
17). A potential decline in life expectancy in the United States in the 21st century. New England Journal of 
Medicine. doi: 10.1056/NEJMsr043743

More teenS enGAGe In SedentAry 
ACtIVItIeS to CoPe WItH StreSS 
tHAn USe PHySICAL ACtIVItIeS 

For StreSS MAnAGeMent.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Teens n=1018)
Q965  Do you do any of the following to relieve or manage stress? Please select all that apply.
*New wording in 2013 – formerly “Play video games or surf the Internet.”

Stress Management techniques of teens

Play sports

Exercise or walk

Watch television
or movies for 
more than 2 

hours per day

Play video games

Surf the Internet/
Go online

46%

43%

37%

36%

28%

tHe rePorted StreSS 
LeVeL In tHe PASt 
MontH oF teenS WHo 
exercise once or more 
per week

4.4

tHe rePorted StreSS 
LeVeL In tHe PASt  

MontH oF teenS WHo  
exercise less frequently

5.1
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

Teens with high stress report spending an average of 3.2 hours a day online 
compared with only two hours a day for teens with low stress during the 
past school year. 

Almost half of teens with high stress (48 percent) say they watch television 
or movies for more than two hours a day. Only 20 percent of teens with low 
stress do the same. 

More than half (52 percent) of teens with high stress report feeling tired 
due to stress. Just 16 percent of teens with low stress say the same. 

Teens with high stress are much more likely (44 percent) to say they nap to 
manage stress than are teens with low stress (21 percent). 

 teen Girls: Already Bearing the Brunt of Stress

Since the Stress in America survey first began tracking Americans’ stress 
in 2007, women have consistently reported stress at rates higher than 
men and are more likely to report experiencing symptoms of stress and 
more trouble managing stress (trended stress data by gender is included 
as page 36 of this report). 

Unfortunately, it looks like this pattern might emerge early in our lives. In 
fact, teen girls report an average stress level in the past month of 5.1 on a 
10-point scale — higher than boys’ reported average stress level of 4.1 —  
and on par with what adults report experiencing (5.1). The survey also 
found that more teen girls than boys report symptoms of stress and are 
more likely to say their stress impacts their happiness a great deal or a lot. 

Thirty-seven percent of teen girls report feeling depressed or sad in the 
past month due to stress compared to 23 percent of teen boys. 

AVerAGe StreSS 

LeVeL rePorted 

By teen girls In 

tHe PASt MontH  

IS on PAr WItH 

AdULt LeVeLS.

5.1
on A SCALe oF 1 to 10
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

More teen GIrLS tHAn BoyS 
rePort SyMPtoMS And  

UnHeALtHy BeHAVIorS AS A  
reSULt oF StreSS, PArtICULArLy 
APPetIte And dIetAry CHAnGeS.

Thirty-six percent of teen girls report increased stress levels over the past 
year compared with 27 percent of teen boys. 

Teen girls report having more trouble managing stress than teen boys: 
Only 34 percent of teen girls say they are doing an excellent or very good 
job at managing stress compared with nearly half (47 percent) of teen boys. 

More teen girls than boys report symptoms and unhealthy behaviors 
as a result of stress. Teen girls report appetite and dietary changes due 
to stress with more frequency than teen boys — a trend that continues 
among adults.

Forty-five percent of teen girls report feeling irritable or angry due to stress 
in the past month compared with 36 percent of teen boys. 

Forty-four percent of teen girls report feeling as though they could cry due 
to stress in the past month compared with just 20 percent of teen boys. 

Forty-two percent of teen girls report feeling tired due to stress in the past 
month compared with 30 percent of teen boys. 

Stress appears to affect teen girls’ relationship with food. In the past month, 
they report eating too much or too little because of stress (39 percent vs. 
14 percent of teen boys), a change in appetite when stressed (22 percent 
vs. 8 percent of teen boys), skipping a meal due to stress (31 percent vs. 15 
percent of teen boys) and overeating or eating unhealthy foods because of 
stress (35 percent vs. 17 percent of teen boys). 

When it comes to adults, women are more likely to report skipping meals 
due to stress than men (36 percent vs. 23 percent), overeating or eating 
unhealthy foods because of stress (43 percent vs. 32 percent) and changes 
in appetite because of stress (21 percent vs. 14 percent) in the past month. 

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Teen boys n=432; Teen girls n=586)
Q810/Q815/Q7170  Which of the following, if any, have you experienced in the last 
month as a result of stress?

Boys Girls

Overeating/Eating
unhealthy foods

Change in appetite

Eating too much
or too little

Skipping a meal

Fatigue/Feeling tired

Feeling as 
though I could cry

Feeling irritable
or angry

36%

45%

42%

30%

20%

44%

14%

39%

15%

31%

17%

22%

8%

35%

Symptoms and Unhealthy Behaviors  
in the Last Month due to Stress 
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

Teen girls also report feeling more social pressures than teen boys:

 • More than one-third of teen girls (34 percent) say they feel pressure to 
be a certain way, compared to less than one-quarter of teen boys (22 
percent). 

 • Sixty-eight percent of teen girls say that some aspect of their 
appearance is a somewhat or very significant source of stress, 
compared with 55 percent of teen boys. 

 • Thirty percent of teen girls say they feel bad when comparing 
themselves to others on social media (compared with only 13 percent 
of teen boys) and 39 percent say that how others perceive them on 
social media is a significant source of stress (compared with 29 percent 
of teen boys). 

 Setting a Bad example

While teens’ experiences with stress are less than positive, survey 
findings suggest that examples of healthy stress management may be 
hard for teens to find. Young people learn a lot about healthy behaviors 
from watching and imitating adults, especially their parents.9 

Adults’ average stress is 5.1 on a 10-point scale and 21 percent report 
experiencing extreme stress levels. More than six in 10 (61 percent) 
adults report that stress management is very or extremely important 
to them, yet they do not regularly make much time for it. In fact, half 
of adults (50 percent) set aside time for stress relief just a few times a 
month or less. Some adults do not take any action at all to help manage 
their stress — one in 10 adults (10 percent) say they do not engage in 
any stress management activities.

Nearly half (44 percent) of adults say they are either not doing enough or 
are not sure whether they are doing enough to manage their stress.

9 NIH News in Health. (2013, February). Shape your family’s habits. Retrieved from http://newsinhealth.nih.
gov/issue/feb2013/feature1

AdULtS SAy tHey do not  
enGAGe In Any stress  

management ACtIVItIeS.

1 in 10 

http://www.stressinamerica.org
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

Stress also affects many adults’  happiness. More than one-third (36 
percent) of adults say stress affects their overall happiness a great deal  
or a lot. 

Parents of children under age 18 are challenged by unhealthy behaviors 
as a result of stress in the past month.

Almost half of parents say they have overeaten or eaten unhealthy food 
due to stress (45 percent vs. 38 percent of all adults) and report skipping 
meals because of stress (42 percent vs. 30 percent of all adults). 

When it comes to sleep, more than half of parents (54 percent) have lain 
awake at night due to stress, compared to 43 percent of all adults. 

Parents who sleep less than eight hours a night are nearly twice as likely 
as other adults who sleep less than eight hours a night (28 vs. 16 percent) 
to report they are not getting more sleep because they have too many 
things to do.

Adults struggle to manage their stress and tend to rely on sedentary 
activities that may actually add to their stress in the long run. While 43 
percent of adults exercise or walk and 9 percent play sports to manage 
stress, screen time wins when compared to physical activities for stress 
management — 62 percent of adults engage in stress management 
activities involving screen time: 

 • Forty-two percent surf the Internet or go online to manage stress. 

 • Forty percent watch two or more hours of television or movies a day 
to manage stress.

 • Twenty-one percent play video games to manage stress. 

 • Seven percent sound off on social media to manage stress. 

of AdulTS rEPorT ThEy  
EngAgE in STrESS MAnAgEMEnT 

AcTiviTiES involving ScrEEn TiME:

42% surf the Internet or  
go online TO MANAGE STRESS

40% watch two or more hours  
of television or movies a day  

TO MANAGE STRESS

21% play video games  
TO MANAGE STRESS

7% sound off on social media  
TO MANAGE STRESS

62%
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

Like teens, adults who engage in healthy and/or physical activities for 
stress management, such as exercising once a week or more, report lower 
average stress levels than adults who exercise less than once a week or 
not at all (5.0 vs. 5.3 on a 10-point scale). Similarly, adults with higher stress 
are more likely than those with lower stress in the past month to engage 
in unhealthy and/or sedentary stress management behaviors, such as 
watching two or more hours of television or movies a day to help manage 
or relieve stress (51 percent vs. 27 percent). 

Survey findings suggest that it is difficult to commit to coping 
mechanisms that have the potential to help us live well. Adults do not 
regularly practice activities that most effectively help them manage 
stress. While some adults say that sedentary activities are very or 
extremely effective stress relievers, more adults say that physical 
activities for stress management, such as exercise or sports, are very or 
extremely effective. 

About four in 10 adults say they surf the Internet or go online (43 percent) 
or watch television or movies for more than two hours a day (40 percent) 
to relieve stress.  Of those who use these strategies, only around one-third 
say these activities are very or extremely effective stress management 
techniques (29 percent of those who go online and 33 percent of those 
who watch TV).

Of the 43 percent of adults who exercise or walk to relieve stress, nearly 
two-thirds (62 percent) say it is effective at relieving stress. 

Stress can be a Catch-22. Forty-three percent of adults who exercise to 
relieve stress have actually skipped exercise due to stress. 

AdULtS WHo enGAGe In HeALtHy 
And/or ACtIVe StreSS MAnAGeMent 

BeHAVIorS Are More LIKeLy to 
rePort LoWer StreSS LeVeLS.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Adults with low stress n=633; Adults with high 
stress n=386)
Q605  How would you rate your average level of stress during the past month?
Q976  Do you do any of the following to help manage stress? Please select all that 
apply.

Adults who exercised  
once a week or more

Adults who exercised 
less than once a week 
or not at all

Likelihood to Watch tV or Movies for  
More than 2 Hours a day

1  5  10

5.0

5.3

Average Stress Levels of Adults and exercise

8, 9, 10

4, 5, 6, 7

1, 2, 3

51%

27%

Adults with 
lower stress levels

Adults with 
higher stress levels

oF AdULtS WHo  
exerCISe to reLIeVe  

StreSS HAVe 
 skipped exercise due to stress

43%
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Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits?

 teens need Help Coping 

Although teens do not appear to recognize the potential impact of 
stress on their physical and mental health, they often struggle to 
cope. Only half of teens (50 percent) report feeling confident about 
their ability to handle their personal problems and 46 percent say 
they feel that they are on top of things fairly or very often. While their 
underdeveloped stress management skills are troubling, teens appear 
to be open to the role that professionals can play in managing stress. 
Teens are more likely than adults to report that psychologists can help 
a great deal or a lot with stress management (43 percent vs. 33 percent) 
and with making lifestyle and/or behavior changes (38 vs. 28 percent). 
However, only 5 percent of teens and adults report having seen a 
mental health professional for stress management. 

Stress in America survey findings suggest that teens, while not always 
recognizing that stress affects their mental and physical health, do 
indeed feel the impact of stress. Many teens, especially teen girls, are 
mirroring adults’ high-stress lives and potentially setting themselves 
up for a future of chronic stress and chronic illness. Teens’ behaviors 
and stress are closely linked. And even though effective stress 
management is possible, the confluence of persistent stress, inability 
to effectively manage stress, and the challenges that their adult role 
models experience with stress and stress management put teens on 
an unhealthy trajectory. They do not have the support they need to 
develop effective stress management techniques or the skills required 
to identify and prevent long-term consequences of chronic stress. 

In order to break this unhealthy legacy of stress in America, we need 
to focus on stress and mental health at a younger age. We need to 
create opportunities in schools, at home, in communities and in teens’ 
interactions with health care professionals to teach younger Americans 
about the effects of stress, help them learn healthy ways to cope, 
and give them the tools to form healthy lifestyles and behaviors that 
can reverse their current trajectory of chronic illness, poor health and 
shorter lifespans. We need to give them the skills to take control over 
their lives in healthy ways and allow them to grow into healthy adults. 

http://www.stressinamerica.org
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stress and sleep

Stressed 
Out Without 
Enough Sleep
Sleep is a necessary human  
function — it allows our brains to 
recharge and our bodies to rest.1 
When we do not sleep long or 
well enough, our bodies do not 
get the full benefits of sleep, such 
as muscle repair and memory 
consolidation.2 Sleep is so crucial 
that even slight sleep deprivation 
or poor sleep can affect memory, 
judgment and mood.3 In addition 
to feelings of listlessness, chronic 
sleep deprivation can contribute 
to health problems, from obesity 
and high blood pressure to safety 
risks while driving.4 Research has 
shown that most Americans would 
be happier, healthier and safer if 
they were to sleep an extra 60 to 
90 minutes per night.5 

This year’s Stress in America™ 
survey shows that stress may be 
interfering with Americans’ sleep, 
keeping many adults and teens 
from getting the sleep they need 
to be healthy. 

 The Sleep-Stress Cycle

Survey findings show that stress may be getting in the way of quality 
sleep. American adults report sleeping an average of 6.7 hours a night —  
less than the minimum recommendation of seven to nine hours.6 In 
addition, 42 percent of adults report that their sleep quality is fair or poor 
and 43 percent report that stress has caused them to lie awake at night in 
the past month. 

Many report that their stress increases when the length and quality of 
their sleep decreases. 

When they do not get enough sleep, 21 percent of adults report feeling 
more stressed. Adults with higher reported stress levels (8, 9 or 10 on a 
10-point scale) fare even worse — 45 percent feel even more stressed if 
they do not get enough sleep. Five percent of adults with lower reported 
stress levels (1, 2 or 3 on the 10-point scale) say the same. 

Only 20 percent of adults say the quality of their sleep is very good or 
excellent. 

Thirty-seven percent of adults report fatigue or feeling tired because of 
stress. 

IS The AveRAge AmounT of Sleep peR nIghT  
RepoRTed by AdulTS — ThAT’S leSS ThAn The  

minimum recommendation of 7 to 9 hours

1 Division of Sleep Medicine at Harvard Medical School and WGBH Educational Foundation. (n.d.). Why do we sleep, 
anyway? Healthy Sleep.  Retrieved from http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/benefits-of-sleep/
why-do-we-sleep
2 National Sleep Foundation. (n.d.). What happens when you sleep? Retrieved from http://www.sleepfoundation.
org/article/how-sleep-works/what-happens-when-you-sleep
3 Division of Sleep Medicine at Harvard Medical School and WGBH Educational Foundation. (n.d.). Consequences 
of insufficient sleep. Healthy Sleep. Retrieved from http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/
consequences
4 Spira, A. P., Gamaldo, A. A., An, Y., Wu, M. N., Simonsick, E. M., Bilgel, M., … & Resnick, S. M. (2013, October). Self-
reported sleep and β-amyloid deposition in community-dwelling older adults. The Journal of the American Medical 
Association, Neurology. doi:10.1001/jamaneurol.2013.4258
5 American Psychological Association. (2004, May). More sleep would make most Americans happier, healthier  
and safer. Retrieved from http://www.apa.org/research/action/sleep-deprivation.aspx
6 National Sleep Foundation. (n.d.). How much sleep do we really need? Retrieved from  
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/how-sleep-works/how-much-sleep-do-we-really-need

6.7
hours
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Many adults report negative consequences from not getting enough 
sleep. More than half (53 percent) report feeling sluggish or lazy, 38 
percent report feeling irritable, 29 percent report they have trouble 
concentrating and 25 percent report feeling no motivation to take care of 
responsibilities. 

Adults who sleep fewer than eight hours a night report higher stress levels 
than those who sleep at least eight hours a night (5.5 vs. 4.4 on a 10-point 
scale). 

On average, adults with lower reported stress levels report sleeping more 
hours a night than do adults with higher reported stress levels (7.1 vs. 6.2 
hours). They are also more likely to say they have excellent or very good-
quality sleep (33 percent vs. 8 percent) and get enough sleep (79 percent 
vs. 33 percent). 

Adults who sleep fewer than eight hours a night are more likely to report 
symptoms of stress in the past month, such as feeling irritable or angry, 
than adults who sleep more than eight hours a night (45 percent vs. 
32 percent of adults); feeling overwhelmed (40 percent vs. 27 percent); 
lacking interest, motivation or energy (42 percent vs. 30 percent); losing 
patience or yelling at their children (52 percent vs. 27 percent); losing 
patience or yelling at their spouse or partner (50 percent vs. 36 percent); 
and skipping exercise (41 percent vs. 33 percent). They are also more likely 
to say their stress has increased in the past year (40 percent vs. 25 percent). 

Adults with high stress are more likely to say they are not getting enough 
sleep because their minds race (49 percent vs. 10 percent of adults with 
low stress). 

Adults with high stress are also more likely than those with low stress to 
say they feel the effects of getting too little sleep:

 • Sixty-eight percent say they feel sluggish or lazy vs. 36 percent of 
adults with low stress.

 • Fifty-nine percent say they are irritable vs. 20 percent of adults with 
low stress.

AdulTS Who Sleep feWeR  
ThAn eIghT houRS A nIghT  
ARe moRe lIkely To RepoRT 

SympTomS of STReSS.

BASE: All adult respondents 2013 (Adults who get fewer than 8 hours a 
night n=1374; Adults who get at least 8 hours a night n=576) 

Q623  And now thinking about the past year, would you say the level of stress 
in your life has increased, decreased, or has it stayed about the same?
Q810/Q7170  Which of the following, if any, have you experienced in the last 
month as a result of stress?
Q976  In the last month, when you were feeling stressed, did you do any of 
the following things?

Adults who get fewer  
than 8 hours of sleep  
a night

Adults who get at  
least 8 hours of sleep 
a night

Consequences of not getting enough Sleep

Skipping exercise

Losing patience or yelling
at their spouse or partner

Losing patience or yelling
at their children

Lacking interest,
motivation or energy

Feeling
overwhelmed

Feeling irritable
or angry

Stress has increased
in the past year 

45%

32%

40%

27%

42%

30%

52%

27%

50%

36%

41%

33%

40%

25%
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35%
of TeenS RepoRT ThAT  

STReSS CAuSed Them To  
lie awake at night
In The pAST monTh

 • Forty-five percent say they have trouble concentrating vs. 12 percent 
of adults with low stress.

 • Forty-five percent say they feel more stressed vs. 5 percent of adults 
with low stress.

 • Twenty-seven percent say they feel sad or depressed vs. 2 percent of 
adults with low stress. 

 Stress Also Affects Teens’ Sleep

Teens also report that stress has an impact on their sleep, and vice 
versa. Teens report sleeping far less than the minimum age-based 
recommendation of 8.5 to 9.25 hours.7 On average, teens say they sleep 
7.4 hours a night on a school night and 8.1 hours a night on a non-school 
night. Nearly one-quarter of teens (24 percent) also report that their sleep 
quality is fair or poor. 

More than one-third of teens (35 percent) report that stress caused 
them to lie awake at night in the past month. And for teens who sleep 
fewer than eight hours per school night, many say their stress level has 
increased over the past year (42 percent), compared with 23 percent 
of teens who sleep at least eight hours per school night. In addition, 
18 percent of teens say that when they do not get enough sleep they 
are more stressed and 36 percent of teens report feeling tired because 
of stress in the past month. Thirty-nine percent of teens with higher 
reported stress levels (8, 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale) during the past 
school year feel even more stressed if they do not get enough sleep, 
while only 3 percent of teens with lower reported stress levels (1, 2 or 3 
on a 10-point scale) during the past school year say the same. 

When they do not sleep enough, more than half of teens (53 percent) 
report feeling sluggish or lazy and 42 percent say they feel irritable. Thirty-
two percent say they are unable to concentrate and 23 percent report 
feeling no motivation to take care of responsibilities. 

TeenS WITh loW STReSS ARe moRe 
lIkely ThAn TeenS WITh hIgh STReSS 

To SAy They geT enough Sleep.

BASE: All teen respondents 2013 (Teens with low stress in past school year 
n=174; Teens with high stress in past school year n=316) 
Q760  How much sleep are you getting?

percentage of Teens Who Say  
They get enough Sleep

Teens with low stress Teens with high stress

90%

48%

vs.
6.9
TeenS WITh high stress Sleep

hours/night

TeenS WITh low stress Sleep

7.8 hours/night

7 National Sleep Foundation. (n.d.). How much sleep do we really need? Retrieved from  
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/how-sleep-works/how-much-sleep-do-we-really-need
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Teens with low stress during the past school year report sleeping more 
hours per night than do teens with high stress (7.8 vs. 6.9 hours). 

Ninety percent of teens with low reported stress levels during the past 
school year say they get enough sleep, compared to less than half  
(48 percent) of teens with high reported stress levels during the past 
school year. 

Teens with lower reported stress levels during the past school year are also 
more likely than highly stressed teens to say they have excellent or very 
good-quality sleep (59 vs. 22 percent). Teens with high reported stress 
levels during the past school year are more likely to report having trouble 
sleeping well — 43 percent say they do not get enough sleep because 
their mind races, compared to 9 percent of teens with low stress who say 
the same. 

Teens who report experiencing high stress during the past school year are 
also more likely than those who report having low stress to say they feel 
the effects of getting too little sleep: 

 • Sixty-one percent of highly stressed teens say they feel sluggish or lazy 
vs. 42 percent of teens with low stress.

 • Fifty-four percent of highly stressed teens say they are irritable vs. 25 
percent of teens with low stress.

 • Forty-four percent of highly stressed teens say they have trouble 
concentrating vs. 20 percent of teens with low stress.

 • Thirty-nine percent of highly stressed teens say they are more stressed 
vs. 3 percent of teens with low stress.

 • Twenty-six percent of highly stressed teens say they feel sad or 
depressed vs. 1 percent of teens with low stress.

When it comes to stress, teens who get fewer than eight hours of sleep on 
a school night appear to fare worse than teens getting eight hours of sleep 
on school nights: 

TeenS Who Sleep feWeR ThAn 
eIghT houRS on A SChool nIghT 

ARe moRe lIkely To RepoRT 
expeRIenCIng SympTomS of STReSS.

BASE: All teen respondents 2013 (Teens who get fewer than 8 hours on 
school nights n=503; Teens who get at least 8 hours on school nights n=514)

Q810/Q7170  Which of the following, if any, have you experienced in the last 
month as a result of stress?

Teens who get fewer 
than 8 hours of sleep  
on school nights

Teens who get at  
least 8 hours of sleep  
on school nights

Symptoms of Stress

Feeling
overwhelmed

Feeling depressed
or sad

Feeling nervous
 or anxious

Feeling irritable
or angry

50%

32%

46%

28%

43%

18%

42%

22%
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 • Teens who sleep fewer than eight hours per school night report 
higher stress levels in the past month than teens who sleep at least 
eight hours per school night (5.2 vs. 4.1 on a 10-point scale).

 • Teens who sleep fewer than eight hours on a school night are more 
likely than teens who sleep at least eight hours on a school night to 
report experiencing symptoms of stress, such as feeling irritable or 
angry (50 percent vs. 32 percent), nervous or anxious  
(46 percent vs. 28 percent), depressed or sad (43 percent vs.  
18 percent) and overwhelmed (42 percent vs. 22 percent). 

 younger generations Are not Sleeping Well,  
often due to Stress

Younger Americans (Millennials and Gen Xers) report getting fewer 
hours of sleep per night on average, and are more likely than other 
adults to say they do not get good-quality sleep and have more trouble 
achieving their sleep goals.8 Younger adults are more likely to say they 
feel stressed by a lack of sleep (Millennials: 29 percent; Gen Xers:  
23 percent) than Boomers (19 percent) and Matures (7 percent). 
Millennials and Gen Xers are also more likely to report feeling sad  
or depressed because of stress (Millennials: 47 percent; Gen Xers:  
42 percent; Boomers: 29 percent; Matures: 15 percent). 

Gen Xers are most likely to say that they sleep fewer than eight hours a 
night (77 percent vs. 74 percent of Boomers, 66 percent of Matures and 
64 percent of Millennials). They are also least likely to say they are getting 
enough sleep (45 percent vs. 74 percent of Matures, 56 percent of  
Boomers and 54 percent of Millennials). 

Half of Gen Xers (49 percent) say their sleep quality is fair or poor, 
compared to 43 percent of Millennials, 42 percent of Boomers and  
28 percent of Matures. 

49%
of gen xers SAy TheIR 

sleep quality is fair or poor
8 The four generations are defined as the following: Millennials (18- to 34-year-olds), Gen Xers (35- to 48-year-olds), 
Boomers (49- to 67-year-olds) and Matures (68 years and older).
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youngeR AmeRICAnS ARe moRe 
lIkely To RepoRT ConSequenCeS of 

unheAlThy SleepIng hAbITS. 

Only 24 percent of Gen Xers say they are doing a very good or excellent 
job at getting enough sleep, despite the majority of this generation (61 
percent) who say that getting enough sleep is extremely or very important 
to them. A wide gap between perceived importance and achievement of 
sleep goals also exists for Millennials (59 percent vs. 28 percent), Boomers 
(64 percent vs. 30 percent) and Matures (70 percent vs. 50 percent). 

Gen Xers and Millennials are most likely to say lack of sleep makes them 
irritable (49 percent and 47 percent, respectively, vs. 30 percent of Boomers 
and 15 percent of Matures). 

While Gen Xers report sleeping the fewest hours, Millennials report 
poorer sleep habits than other adults. In particular, Millennials are more 
likely to say they do not get at least eight hours of sleep because they 
stay up too late (52 percent compared with 36 percent of Gen Xers, 29 
percent of Boomers and 22 percent of Matures). 

Nearly one-third of Millennials also attribute lack of sleep to thinking of all 
the things they need to do or did not get done (31 percent compared with 
27 percent of Gen Xers, 24 percent of Boomers and 14 percent of Matures). 

More than one-third of Millennials say they do not sleep at least eight 
hours a night because they have too many things to do and do not have 
enough time (35 percent compared with 19 percent of Gen Xers,  
13 percent of Boomers and 6 percent of Matures). 

Younger Americans are also more likely to report consequences of 
unhealthy sleeping habits. When they do not get enough sleep, 60 percent 
of Millennials say they feel sluggish or lazy, compared to 58 percent of 
Gen Xers, 50 percent of Boomers and 37 percent of Matures; 38 percent 
of Millennials say they have trouble concentrating on things they need 
to do, compared to 32 percent of Gen Xers, 27 percent of Boomers and 
11 percent of Matures; and 34 percent of Millennials say they are not 
motivated to take care of responsibilities, compared to 23 percent of  
Gen Xers, 22 percent of Boomers and 14 percent of Matures. 

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Millennial n=392; Gen Xer n=379; Boomer 
n=808; Mature n=371)
Q760  How much sleep are you getting?
Q765  On average, how many hours do you sleep at night?
Q775  In general, how would you describe the quality of your sleep?
Q1785  Which of the following best describe how you feel or behave when you 
do not get enough sleep?

Millennial Gen Xer Boomer Mature

Have trouble
concentrating
on things they

need to do

Not motivated
to take care of

responsibilities

Feel sluggish
or lazy

60%

50%

37%

58%

38%

27%

11%

32%

34%

22%

14%

23%
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STRESS and exercise

Only 17 percent of adults report exercising daily. 

Fifty-three percent of adults say they feel good about themselves after 
exercising, 35 percent say it puts them in a good mood and 30 percent say 
they feel less stressed. 

Fewer than half (43 percent) of adults say they exercise to manage stress 
and 39 percent say they have skipped exercise or physical activity in the 
past month when they were feeling stressed. 

Sixty-two percent of adults who say they exercise or walk to help manage 
stress say the technique is very or extremely effective. Forty-three percent 
of adults who report exercising specifically to help manage stress say they 
skipped exercise or physical activity in the past month when they were 
stressed. 

Half of adults (50 percent) say that being physically active or fit is extremely 
or very important to them, yet only 27 percent report doing an excellent 
or very good job of achieving this. 

Like adults, teens also report benefits from exercise, but face challenges 
when it comes to being physically active or fit. 

Fifty-three percent of teens say they feel good about themselves after 
exercising, 40 percent say it puts them in a good mood and 32 percent say 
they feel less stressed after exercising. Regardless, one in five teens  
(20 percent) report exercising less than once a week or not at all.

Exercise: A 
Healthy Stress 
Reliever 
When it comes to good health, 
physical activity matters. Exercise 
and physical activity improve 
overall fitness, body mass index, and 
cardiovascular and muscular health.1 
Studies even show exercise can 
relieve stress, reduce depression and 
improve cognitive function.2,3,4

Although many respondents to the 
Stress in America™ survey report that 
they experience positive benefits 
from exercise, such as feeling good 
about themselves, being in a good 
mood and feeling less stressed, few 
say they make the time to exercise 
every day. In fact, the survey found 
that more than one-third of adults 
(37 percent) report exercising less 
than once a week or not at all. 

SAy thEy hAvE skipped exercise/physical activity In 
thE pASt month WhEn thEy WErE fEElIng StrESSEd39%

1 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2008). Chapter 2: Physical activity has many health benefits. In Physical 
Activity Guidelines for Americans. Retrieved from http://www.health.gov/paguidelines/guidelines/chapter2.aspx
2 Ibid.
3 American Psychological Association. (n.d.). Exercise fuels the brain’s stress buffers. Retrieved from http://www.apa.org/
helpcenter/exercise-stress.aspx
4 Harvard Health Publications, Harvard Medical School, Harvard Men’s Health Watch. (2011, February). Exercising to relax. 
Retrieved from http://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletters/Harvard_Mens_Health_Watch/2011/February/exercising-
to-relax
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Thirty-seven percent of teens say they exercise specifically to manage 
stress. 

Sixty-eight percent of teens who say they exercise or walk to help manage 
stress say the technique is very or extremely effective. 

Twenty-eight percent of teens skipped exercise or physical activity in the 
past month when they were feeling stressed and 37 percent of teens 
who report using exercise to manage stress say they skipped exercise or 
physical activity in the past month when they were stressed.

The majority of teens (62 percent) say that being physically active or fit is 
extremely or very important to them, yet only 51 percent report doing an 
excellent or very good job at achieving this.

Millennials are more likely than other generations to say they exercise 
weekly and recognize the positive benefits of doing so.5 Despite this, 
many Millennials still report skipping exercise because of stress. 

Seventy-two percent of Millennials say they exercise once a week or more, 
compared with 59 percent of Gen Xers and Boomers and 56 percent of 
Matures. 

Millennials are also more likely to report feeling less stressed after exercise 
(36 percent vs. 31 percent of Gen Xers, 28 percent of Boomers and 16 
percent of Matures) and to say they exercise or walk to manage stress (50 
percent vs. 44 percent of Gen Xers, 40 percent of Boomers and just 36 
percent of Matures). 

5 The four generations are defined as the following: Millennials (18- to 34-year-olds), Gen Xers (35- to 48-year-olds), 
Boomers (49- to 67-year-olds) and Matures (68 years and older). 

lIkE AdultS, tEEnS AlSo rEport 
bEnEfItS from ExErcISE.

BASE: All respondents who exercise 2013 (Teens n=934; Adults n=1488) 
Q5020  Which of the following best describe the impact on you after you exercised?

Teens Adults

I was in a
good mood

I was less
stressed

I felt good
about myself

53%

53%

positive benefits reported from Exercise

40%

35%

32%

30%
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However, Millennials are more likely to say that they have skipped exercise 
or physical activity in the past month when stressed (52 percent vs. 41 
percent of Gen Xers, 33 percent of Boomers and 18 percent of Matures). 

Despite the value that Millennials appear to place on being physically 
active or fit, they are not doing well at achieving this goal. Fifty-three 
percent say it is very or extremely important to them, yet only 29 percent 
say they are doing an excellent or very good job at it. Comparatively, 53 
percent of Matures, 48 percent of Gen Xers and 46 percent of Boomers 
say being physically active or fit is very or extremely important to them, 
yet only 30 percent, 26 percent and 25 percent, respectively, say they are 
doing an excellent or very good job at it. 

Eighty-three percent of Millennials say they have tried to exercise more in 
the past five years, compared with 66 percent of Gen Xers, 63 percent of 
Boomers and 60 percent of Matures. 

 physical Activity Seems to help people Stress less

Survey findings show that Americans spend much of their time engaged 
in sedentary activities — often more than three hours a day watching 
TV or going online. Many report turning to these activities to manage 
their stress. Yet people who engage in these activities to manage stress 
are less likely to say that the technique is effective, compared with those 
who engage in more physically active stress management strategies. 

On average, adults report that they spend 3.9 hours a day watching TV, 3.7 
hours a day going online and 3.4 hours a day sitting at a desk. 

Forty-two percent of adults report going online to help manage stress and 
40 percent say they watch TV or movies for more than two hours a day. 

dESpItE thE vAluE thAt 
mIllEnnIAlS AppEAr to plAcE 

on bEIng phySIcAlly ActIvE or 
fIt, thEy ArE not doIng WEll At 

AchIEvIng thIS goAl. 

BASE: All respondents (Millennial n=392; Gen Xer n=379; Boomer n=808; 
Mature n=371)
Q7005  How important are each of the following to you (e.g., being physically 
active or fit, getting enough sleep, managing stress, eating healthy, etc.)?
Q7010  How well are you doing at achieving each of these? 

Millennial Gen Xer Boomer Mature

Excellent/
Very good job

Extremely/
Very important

29%

25%

30%

26%

53%

46%

53%

48%

http://www.stressinamerica.org


stressinamerica.org      23

STRESS and exercise

Only 29 percent of those who go online to manage stress and 33 percent 
of those who watch TV or movies to manage stress say these techniques 
are very or extremely effective. In contrast, among adults who exercise to 
manage stress (43 percent), 62 percent tout its effectiveness. 

Adults who report the highest levels of stress in the past month (8, 9 or 
10 on a 10-point scale) are less likely to say they exercise each week and 
more likely to say they have skipped exercise due to stress in the past 
month. Adults who report experiencing high stress are also more likely 
than adults who report experiencing low stress (1, 2 or 3 on the 10-point 
scale) to engage in sedentary activities for stress management. 

Adults reporting high stress levels are less likely than those reporting low 
stress levels to say they exercise at least once weekly (54 percent vs. 64 
percent). Furthermore, those who exercise less than once a week or not at 
all report stress levels in the past month higher than those of adults who 
exercise once a week or more (5.3 vs. 4.9). 

Adults reporting high stress are more than four times as likely as adults 
reporting low stress to say they have skipped exercise in the past month 
due to stress (64 percent vs. 15 percent). 

Adults reporting high stress are more likely to say they engage in 
sedentary activities to manage stress. More than half report managing 
their stress by going online (53 percent vs. 31 percent of those reporting 
low stress) and watching TV or movies for more than two hours a day (51 
percent vs. 27 percent of those reporting low stress). 

Adults reporting high stress levels say they spend an average of 4.4 hours 
a day online, compared with 3.4 hours a day for adults reporting low stress 
levels. 

pEoplE Who EngAgE In SEdEntAry 
ActIvItIES to mAnAgE StrESS ArE lESS 

lIkEly to SAy thAt thE tEchnIquE IS 
EffEctIvE compArEd WIth thoSE Who 

EngAgE In morE phySIcAlly ActIvE 
StrESS mAnAgEmEnt StrAtEgIES.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Adults n=1950) 
Q965  Do you do any of the following to help manage or relieve your stress?

BASE: Respondents who do activity to relieve stress 2013 (Bases vary)
Q971 How effective is this for helping you manage or relieve your stress?

reported Effectiveness of  
Stress management techniques

Go online Watch TV
or movies

Exercise

29%

62%

33%
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Despite the fact that they report exercising less frequently than those 
with low stress, adults with high stress appear to be more aware of the 
effect that exercise has on their stress level.  Among those who exercise, 
33 percent of high-stress adults said they feel less stressed after exercising, 
compared with 18 percent of low-stress adults. 

Teens also report spending much of their time engaged in sedentary 
activities, yet say that exercise offers more stress relief than other 
techniques they use to manage stress. 

Teens report spending an average of 3.4 hours a day sitting at a desk, 2.8 
hours a day watching TV and 2.7 hours a day going online. 

More teens than adults say their sedentary stress management techniques 
are effective, but they still report exercise as the most effective stress 
management approach. Sixty-eight percent of teens who exercise or 
engage in physical activity to manage stress (37 percent) say it is extremely 
or very effective. Comparatively, 59 percent of teens who report playing 
video games to manage stress, 41 percent  who report going online to 
manage stress and 39 percent who report watching TV or movies for more 
than two hours a day to manage stress say these are very or extremely 
effective stress management techniques. 

Teens who report exercising at least once weekly report an average stress 
level in the past month of 4.4 on a 10-point scale, compared with 5.1 
among teens who report exercising less than once a week or not at all. 

Even more important, teens who report exercising at least once weekly 
report lower average stress levels during the past school year than teens 
who report exercising less than once a week or not at all (5.6 vs. 6.4 on a 
10-point scale). 

3.4 sitting at a desk
hours/day

watching TV2.8hours/day

tEEnS rEport SpEndIng  
An AvErAgE of

going online2.7hours/day
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Teens who report high stress during the past school year also report 
spending an average of 3.2 hours online a day, compared with two hours 
among those with low reported stress levels during the past school year. 

Despite their fitness goals, Millennials report spending more time 
engaging in sedentary activities than other generations. They also 
spend the most time engaged in screen time to help manage stress. 

Millennials report spending an average of five hours a day online, 
compared with 3.7 hours for Gen Xers, 3.1 hours for Boomers and  
2.5 hours for Matures. 

Sixty-eight percent of Millennials say they engage in screen time 
(including going online, watching TV or movies for more than two hours 
a day, playing video games and sounding off on social media) to help 
manage stress, compared with 64 percent of Gen Xers, 59 percent of 
Boomers and 54 percent of Matures. 

Millennials are more likely than other generations to say they nap or sleep 
to relieve stress — 41 percent of Millennials report this, compared with  
33 percent of Gen Xers, 29 percent of Boomers and 20 percent of Matures. 

 Women Struggle With Exercise 

While more women than men report positive results of exercise, they 
also report exercising less frequently. Compared with men, women are 
more likely to say they have skipped exercise in the past month when 
they were stressed. 

Seventy percent of men, compared with 56 percent of women, say they 
exercise once a week or more. 

WomEn ArE morE lIkEly  
thAn mEn to rEport thE  

bEnEfItS of ExErcISE.

BASE: Respondents who exercise 2013 (Male n=667; Female n=821) 
Q5020  Which of the following best describe the impact on you after you 
exercised?

Impact of Exercise of men and Women

I felt good
about myself

It gave me energy

I was less stressed

48%

57%

Men Women

27%

38%

26%

34%
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Women are more likely than men to report the benefits of exercise:  
57 percent of women say exercise makes them feel good about 
themselves vs. 48 percent of men, 38 percent of women report that 
exercise gives them more energy vs. 27 percent of men, and 34 percent of 
women say they are less stressed after exercise vs. 26 percent of men. 

Despite the positive results of exercise that women report, 43 percent say 
they have skipped exercise in the past month when stressed, compared 
with 34 percent of men. 

Patterns related to physical activity are also apparent among teen girls 
and boys. Girls are less likely than boys to say they exercise, play sports 
to manage their stress and place importance on being physically active 
or fit. 

Eighty-seven percent of boys say they exercise at least once weekly, 
compared with 73 percent of girls. 

Twenty-four percent of girls say they play sports to help manage or relieve 
stress, compared with 32 percent of teen boys reporting the same. 

While the majority of teens (62 percent) think being physically fit is 
important, teen boys are more likely than girls to say that being physically 
fit is extremely or very important to them (66 percent vs. 57 percent of 
teen girls). 
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In the United States, the majority 

of adults are overweight or obese, 

increasing their risk for Type 2 diabetes, 

high blood pressure and heart 

disease.1 Obesity is a major contributor 

to preventive death in the U.S. and can 

raise morbidity risks associated with 

chronic diseases, such as hypertension, 

stroke, respiratory problems and 

various cancers.2 Research also shows 

connections between stress and food. 

People tend to seek high-calorie, 

high-fat foods during periods of 

stress, though in fact, when people 

are stressed, their bodies store more 

fat than when they are relaxed.3 

While many factors contribute to the 

nation’s weight challenges, the Stress 

in America™ survey suggests that stress 

influences our eating habits. 

Many adults report engaging in unhealthy eating behaviors as a 
result of stress and say that these behaviors can lead to undesirable 
consequences, such as feeling sluggish or lazy and feeling bad about 
their bodies.  

Thirty-eight percent of adults say they have overeaten or eaten unhealthy 
foods in the past month because of stress. Half of these adults (49 percent) 
report engaging in these behaviors weekly or more. 

Thirty-three percent of adults who report overeating or eating unhealthy 
foods because of stress say they do so because it helps distract them from 
stress. 

Twenty-seven percent of adults say they eat to manage stress and  
34 percent of those who report overeating or eating unhealthy foods 
because of stress say this behavior is a habit.

In the past month, 30 percent of adults report skipping a meal due to 
stress. Forty-one percent of adults who report skipping a meal due to 
stress report doing it weekly or more. 

The majority of adults (67 percent) who report skipping meals due to 
stress attribute it to a lack of appetite. Twenty-six percent say they skipped 
a meal because they did not have time to eat. 

Of adUlTS Say They 
eat to manage stress27%

Trying to  
Eat Our Way  
to Stress Relief

1 Flegal, K. M., Carroll, M. D., Kit, B. K., & Ogden, C. L. (2012). Prevalence of obesity and trends in the distribution of 
body mass index among U.S. adults, 1999 – 2010. The Journal of the American Medical Association, 307(5), 491–497. 
doi:10.1001/jama.2012.39
2 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, National Institutes of Health, National Heart, Lung and Blood 
Institute, Obesity Education Initiative. (1998). Clinical guidelines on the identification, evaluation and treatment of 
overweight and obesity in adults: The evidence report (NIH Publication No. 98-4083). Retrieved from  
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/guidelines/obesity/ob_gdlns.pdf
3 Björntorp, P. (2001). Do stress reactions cause abdominal obesity and comorbidities? The International Association 
for the Study of Obesity, Obesity Reviews, 2(2), 73–86. 
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After having overeaten or eaten unhealthy foods, half of adults  
(49 percent) report feeling disappointed in themselves, 46 percent report 
feeling bad about their bodies and more than one-third (36 percent) say 
they feel sluggish or lazy. After skipping meals due to stress, 24 percent  
say they feel sluggish or lazy and 22 percent report being irritable.

 Teens display Similar eating habits as adults

When it comes to their eating habits under stress, teens do not appear 
to be doing any better than adults. One example can be seen in the 
number of teens and adults who skip breakfast. While breakfast has 
long been credited as the meal that aids in concentration throughout 
the day, research also suggests that eating breakfast can reduce the 
risk of Type 2 diabetes, along with other metabolic conditions, such 
as hypertension and obesity.4 Yet half of teens (50 percent) who have 
skipped a meal in the past month due to stress say the last meal they 
skipped was breakfast vs. 45 percent of adults who say the same. 

In the past month, 26 percent of teens say they have overeaten or eaten 
unhealthy foods because of stress. More than half of these teens  
(52 percent) engage in these behaviors weekly or more. 

Among teens who report overeating or eating unhealthy foods because  
of stress, 33 percent say they did so because it helps distract them from 
what was causing them stress. 

Almost one-quarter (24 percent) of teens report eating to manage stress  
and 37 percent of those who overate or ate unhealthy foods because of 
stress say that it is a habit. 

Thirty-nine percent of teens report skipping meals due to stress weekly  
or more. 

4 Odegaard, A. O., Jacobs Jr., D. R., Steffen, L. M., Van Horn, L., Ludwig, D. S., & Pereira, M. A. (2013). Breakfast frequency 
and development of metabolic risk. Diabetes Care. doi: 10.2337/dc13-0316 

50%
Of TeenS WhO have  

SkIPPed a meal In The PaST mOnTh 
dUe TO STReSS Say The laST meal  

they skipped was breakfast
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The majority of teens (67 percent) who report skipping meals due to stress 
say it was because of a lack of appetite and 25 percent say it was because 
they did not have time to eat. 

Like adults, teens also report consequences of unhealthy stress-related 
eating behaviors. After overeating or eating unhealthy foods, teens report 
feeling bad about their bodies (41 percent), disappointed in themselves 
(40 percent) and sluggish or lazy (39 percent). After skipping meals due to 
stress, 25 percent of teens report being irritable and 19 percent say they 
feel sluggish or lazy. 

 Women Struggle With healthy eating Behaviors

Women of every age are more likely than their male counterparts to 
report unhealthy eating behaviors as a result of stress. 

Forty-three percent of women report having overeaten or eaten unhealthy 
foods in the past month due to stress, compared to 32 percent of men. 

When asked why they overate or ate unhealthy foods, 30 percent of 
women said they could not stop themselves, compared with 19 percent 
of men reporting the same. What’s more, 30 percent of women, compared 
with 24 percent of men, say they eat to manage stress. 

Thirty-six percent of women report skipping a meal in the past month due 
to stress compared with 23 percent of men. 

Among women and men who skipped a meal, 71 percent of women and 
59 percent of men say it was because they did not have an appetite. 

The trend toward unhealthy eating behaviors is especially troubling 
among older teen girls (ages 15 to 17). Thirty-seven percent eat to 
manage stress, compared with 20 percent of younger teen girls  
(ages 13 to 14) and teen boys overall (18 percent). 

lIke adUlTS, TeenS alSO  
RePORT cOnSeqUenceS Of 

UnhealThy eaTIng BehavIORS.

BASE: Respondents who overate or ate unhealthy foods 2013 (Teens n=295; 
Adults n=705) 
Q805  Which of the following best describe how you feel or behave after you [ate too 
much/ate unhealthy foods/ate too much and ate unhealthy foods]?

BASE: Respondents who skipped a meal 2013 (Teens n=250; Adults n=515) 
Q825  Which of the following best describe how you felt or behaved after you 
skipped a meal?

Teens Adults

Impact of Overeating/eating Unhealthy foods

I feel bad about
my body shape

I am disappointed
in myself

I feel sluggish
or lazy

41%
39%40%

46%

36%

49%

I am irritable I feel sluggish or lazy

25%

19%

22% 24%

Impact of Skipping meals
Teens Adults
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Thirty-six percent of older teen girls, 22 percent of younger teen girls and 
15 percent of teen boys report having skipped a meal in the past month 
due to stress. 

When asked why they skipped a meal, 73 percent of older teen girls say 
they did not have an appetite. 

 millennials engage in Unhealthy eating  
Behaviors due to Stress

Millennials are more likely than other generations to say they eat too 
much or eat unhealthy foods due to stress — 50 percent say they have 
done so in the past month, compared to 36 percent of Gen Xers,  
36 percent of Boomers and 19 percent of Matures.5 Millennials are also 
most likely to say they ate unhealthy foods or overate because of a 
food craving (62 percent vs. 52 percent of Gen Xers and 53 percent of 
Boomers). 

Millennials are most likely to report eating to manage stress (36 percent 
vs. 30 percent of Gen Xers, 25 percent of Boomers and just 10 percent of 
Matures). 

Millennials are more likely to say they skipped a meal in the past month 
because of stress (43 percent vs. 33 percent of Gen Xers, 24 percent of 
Boomers and 10 percent of Matures). 

Similar numbers of Millennials, Gen Xers and Boomers say that skipping 
meals to manage stress is a habit (16 percent, 14 percent and 15 percent, 
respectively). 

Millennials are most likely to report feeling sluggish or lazy after skipping a 
meal (28 percent), compared with 22 percent of Gen Xers and 20 percent 
of Boomers. 

5 The four generations are defined as the following: Millennials (18- to 34-year-olds), Gen Xers (35- to 48-year-olds), 
Boomers (49- to 67-year-olds) and Matures (68 years and older). 
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 High Stress Does Not Appear to Be Going Away

Survey results show that adults are living with stress that is higher than 
what they believe to be healthy and that they are not having much 
success at managing or reducing their stress. 

On a scale of 1 to 10 (where 1 is “little or no stress” and 10 is “a great deal of 
stress”), adults’ average reported stress level is a 5.1, higher than the level of 
stress they believe is healthy (3.6). 

Forty-two percent of adults report that their stress level has increased and 
36 percent say their stress level has stayed the same over the past five 
years. 

Thirty-six percent of adults say their stress has increased and nearly half  
(48 percent) say it has stayed the same in the past year. 

Sixty-one percent of adults say that managing stress is extremely or very 
important, but only 35 percent say they are doing an excellent or very 
good job at it. 

Sixty-two percent of adults say they have tried to reduce stress in the past 
five years, but only 37 percent say they were successful at doing so. 

A Stress 
Snapshot 
Since 2007, the Stress in America™ 

survey has examined how stress 

affects Americans’ health and well-

being. Survey findings reveal that 

people continue to experience 

stress higher than what they believe 

to be healthy, struggle to achieve 

their health and lifestyle goals, and 

manage stress in ineffective ways. 

This year, the survey also explored 

the relationship between stress and 

health behaviors like sleep, exercise 

and eating — behaviors that people 

report are important to them but 

that appear to be negatively affected 

by stress. 

THe AverAGe reporTeD STreSS level of ADulTS iS HiGHer 
THAN THe level of STreSS THey Believe iS HeAlTHy

71%

105.11

perceived healthy 
level of stress (3.6)

moST commoNly reporTeD SourceS of STreSS

Money 69% Work 59% The Economy
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Money (71 percent), work (69 percent) and the economy (59 percent) are 
the most commonly reported sources of stress. 

The majority of people report experiencing some symptoms of stress —  
67 percent report experiencing emotional symptoms of stress and 
72 percent report experiencing physical symptoms of stress. Specific 
symptoms reported in the past month include feeling irritable or angry 
(41 percent); feeling a lack of interest, motivation or energy (39 percent); 
feeling nervous or anxious (37 percent); feeling overwhelmed (37 percent); 
fatigue or feeling tired (37 percent); feeling depressed or sad (36 percent); 
feeling as though they could cry (30 percent); neglecting responsibilities 
(27 percent); and experiencing upset stomach or indigestion (24 percent). 

Despite the physical and emotional symptoms of stress that adults report, 
many do not perceive an impact of stress on their health. Regardless of 
reported symptoms, 39 percent of adults say their stress levels have slight 
or no impact on their physical health, with 43 percent saying the same 
about their mental health. 

Adults’ stress levels appear to have an impact on their personal 
relationships as well. Adults report losing patience with others due to 
stress and many adults say others often tell them they seem stressed. 

Nearly half (46 percent) of adults say they lost patience or yelled at their 
spouse, partner or children when stressed in the last month. Additionally, 
46 percent report that someone tells them they seem stressed at least 
once a month. 

More than half (54 percent) of adults say their personal relationships (for 
example, spouse, kids, partner) are a very or somewhat significant source 
of stress in their lives. 

THe mAjoriTy of people  
reporT experieNciNG SympTomS  

of STreSS iN THe pAST moNTH.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Adults n=1950)
Q810/Q7170  Which of the following, if any, have you experienced in the last 
month as a result of stress? 

Symptoms and unhealthy Behaviors  
in the last month Due to Stress 

Neglecting
responsibilities

Upset stomach/
indigestion

Feeling nervous
or anxious

Lack of interest,
motivation or energy

Fatigue/feeling tired

Feeling depressed
or sad

Feeling as
though I could cry

Feeling overwhelmed

Feeling irritable
or angry

41%

39%

37%

37%

37%

30%

36%

24%

27%
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 Adults Struggle to manage Stress effectively

Although people consistently report stress at levels in the past month 
that are higher than what they believe to be healthy, many say they are 
not sure whether they are doing enough to manage their stress; still 
others admit outright that they are not doing enough to manage their 
stress. When people report engaging in specific stress management 
techniques, many say that such techniques are only somewhat or not at 
all effective. 

Nearly half of adults (44 percent) say they are not doing enough or are 
not sure whether they are doing enough to manage their stress, but as 
many as one in five Americans (19 percent) say they never engage in stress 
management activities. 

The most commonly reported stress management activities include 
listening to music (48 percent), exercising or walking (43 percent), going 
online (42 percent), watching TV or movies for more than two hours a day 
(40 percent) and reading (39 percent). 

A majority of adults (62 percent) who exercise or walk to manage stress 
say it is extremely or very effective, with 56 percent saying the same about 
listening to music and 49 percent saying the same about reading. Fewer 
say that going online (29 percent) and watching TV or movies for more 
than two hours a day (33 percent) are extremely or very effective stress 
management techniques.

Adults also see stress benefits in mental health care. Of the 5 percent of 
adults reporting that they visited a mental health professional for help 
managing stress, 68 percent report that it was extremely or very effective. 

Stress also appears to be a barrier that prevents people from making 
lifestyle changes and leads them to engage in unhealthy behaviors. 

In the past five years, the majority of adults have tried to make a behavior 
change and many are still trying. Of those who tried, more than one in 

prevAleNce AND effecTiveNeSS  
of STreSS mANAGemeNT 

TecHNiqueS Do NoT AlwAyS AliGN.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Adults n=1950)
Q965  Do you do any of the following to help manage stress? Please select all that apply. 

BASE: Does activity to relieve stress (Base varies)
Q971  How effective is this for helping you manage or relieve your stress?

Stress management Techniques of Adults 
and Their effectiveness

Technique Is  
Excellent/Very effective

Technique

Get massage/
Go to spa

Play sports

See mental health
professional

Meditate or
do yoga

Go to church or
religious services

Pray

Read

Watch television
or movies for more

than 2 hours per day

Surf the Internet/
Go online

Exercise or walk

Listen to music
48%

56%

43%

62%

42%

29%

40%

33%

39%

49%

30%

73%

19%

77%

9%

73%

7%

71%

7%

70%

5%

68%
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10 (13 percent) say they have not been able to make a lifestyle change 
because they are too stressed. Seventy-eight percent say they have tried 
to eat a healthier diet in the past five years, but 52 percent of those are still 
trying to meet this goal. Sixty-nine percent have tried to exercise more, but 
50 percent of those are still trying; 61 percent have tried to get more sleep, 
with 53 percent of those still trying. 

Many adults report lying awake at night (43 percent), overeating or eating 
unhealthy foods (38 percent), and skipping meals (30 percent) due to 
stress in the past month. 

Sixty-three percent of adults report that getting enough sleep is extremely 
or very important to them, but only 30 percent say they are doing an 
excellent or very good job at achieving this goal. 

Fifty-five percent say that eating healthy is extremely or very important to 
them, but only 30 percent say they are doing an excellent or very good job 
at this.

Half (50 percent) of adults say that being physically active or fit is extremely 
or very important to them, but only 27 percent say they are doing an 
excellent or very good job at this. 

 Teens under pressure

Teens report experiencing stress in ways that are similar to adults. They 
say their stress levels are higher than they believe is healthy, do not 
appear to understand the impact of stress on their physical or mental 
health, and report that stress affects their personal relationships. 

Teens report that during the school year they have an average stress level 
of 5.8 on a 10-point scale, compared with a level of 4.6 during the summer. 
Furthermore, 31 percent of teens say their stress levels have increased over 
the past year. 

eveN THouGH people plAce 
imporTANce oN cerTAiN STreSS 
mANAGemeNT oBjecTiveS, oNly  

Some Are DoiNG AN excelleNT/very 
GooD joB AT AcHieviNG THem. 

BASE: All respondents 2013  (Adults n=1950)

Q7005  How important are each of the following to you?
Q7010  How well are you doing at achieving each of these?

importance vs. excellent/very Good Achievement

Excellent/Very good 
achievement

Importance

Getting
enough sleep

Eating healthy

Being physically
active or �t

63%

30%

55%

30%

50%

27%
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For teens, the most commonly reported sources of stress are school (83 
percent), getting into a good college or deciding what to do after high 
school (69 percent), and financial concerns for their family (65 percent). 

Half (51 percent) of teens say that managing stress is extremely or very 
important, with 41 percent saying they are doing an excellent or very 
good job at this. 

The most commonly reported stress management techniques among 
teens are listening to music (67 percent), playing video games (46 percent), 
going online (43 percent), spending time with family or friends (43 
percent), and exercising or walking (37 percent).

Many teens report lying awake at night (35 percent), overeating or eating 
unhealthy foods (26 percent), and skipping meals (23 percent) due to 
stress in the past month. 

Forty percent of teens report feeling irritable or angry, 36 percent report 
feeling nervous or anxious, 36 percent report feeling fatigued or tired, and 
31 percent report feeling overwhelmed due to stress in the past month. 

Almost one in three teens report skipping exercise or physical activity in 
the last month when they were feeling stressed (28 percent). 

More than half (54 percent) of teens say that their stress has slight or no 
impact on their physical health, with 52 percent saying the same about 
their mental health. 

More than one-quarter of teens (26 percent) say they snapped at or were 
short with classmates or teammates when stressed in the last month.  
Fifty-one percent of teens say someone tells them they seem stressed at 
least once a month. 

ScHool
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 younger Generations Struggle to manage Stress

Younger Americans report higher average levels of stress in the past 
month and appear to experience more challenges managing their stress 
than older Americans. 

For all generations, a gap exists between the percentage of adults who 
say stress management is important and the percentage who say they 
manage their stress effectively. The gap for younger Americans, however, 
is widest (Millennials: 35-point gap; Gen Xers: 31-point gap; Boomers: 
22-point gap; Matures: 7-point gap).1 

Millennials and Gen Xers report higher average stress levels than other 
adults (Millennials: 5.7 on a 10-point scale; Gen Xers: 5.7; Boomers: 4.9; and 
Matures: 3.5). These younger generations are also most likely to report 
that their stress levels have increased in the past year (Millennials: 45 
percent; Gen Xers: 36 percent; Boomers: 33 percent; Matures: 21 percent). 
Millennials are more likely than the other three generations to say that 
they think their stress will increase in the next year (Millennials: 28 percent; 
Gen Xers: 17 percent; Boomers: 9 percent; Matures: 12 percent). 

Millennials and Gen Xers also are more likely to report feeling irritable or 
angry in the past month due to stress (Millennials: 50 percent; Gen Xers: 
48 percent; Boomers: 35 percent; Matures: 25 percent). They also are more 
likely to report feeling anxious or nervous (Millennials: 44 percent; Gen 
Xers: 46 percent; Boomers: 31 percent; Matures: 21 percent). 

 women continue to face an uphill Battle  
with Stress

While most men and women say that stress management is important 
to them, women seem to have more trouble than men in reaching their 
stress management goals and are also more likely to report symptoms 
of stress. However, women are more likely to recognize that their stress 
affects their health and are more likely to think psychologists can help 
with stress management. 

for All GeNerATioNS, A GAp 
exiSTS BeTweeN THe perceNTAGe 

of ADulTS wHo SAy STreSS 
mANAGemeNT iS imporTANT AND 
THe perceNTAGe wHo SAy THey 

mANAGe THeir STreSS effecTively.

BASE: All respondents 2013 (Millennial n=392; Gen Xer n=379; Boomer 
n=808; Mature n=371)
Q7005  How important are each of the following to you (e.g., managing stress, 
being physically active or fit, getting enough sleep, eating healthy, etc.)?
Q7010  How well are you doing at achieving each of these?

importance vs. Achievement

1 The four generations are defined as the following: Millennials (18- to 34-year-olds), Gen Xers (35- to 48-year-olds), 
Boomers (49- to 67-year-olds) and Matures (68 years and older). 
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Women report a higher level of stress in the past month than men (5.5 vs. 
4.8 on a 10-point scale) and are more likely to say their stress is extreme  
(24 percent of women vs. 17 percent of men rating their stress level as an 
8, 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale). 

In the past five years, 66 percent of women report having tried to reduce 
their stress levels, compared with 57 percent of men. Only 32 percent of 
women say they have reduced their stress, compared with 43 percent of 
men. 

In the past month, more women than men reported signs and symptoms 
of stress, including: 

 • Having a lack of interest, motivation or energy (44 percent vs.  
33 percent of men). 

 • Feeling overwhelmed (44 percent vs. 28 percent of men).

 • Experiencing fatigue (41 percent vs. 32 percent of men). 

 • Being unable to control the important things in their life very or fairly 
often (27 percent vs. 21 percent of men). 

 • Being unable to cope with all the things that they had to do very or 
fairly often (19 percent vs. 13 percent of men). 

Despite the challenges they report, women appear to be more aware than 
men of the impact stress can have on their lives. Women are more likely 
to say stress has a strong or very strong impact on their physical health 
(34 percent vs. 25 percent of men) and their mental health (36 percent 
vs. 29 percent of men). They are also more likely than men to say that a 
psychologist can help a great deal or a lot with stress management  
(36 percent vs. 30 percent of men).

 Americans Nationwide Try to manage Stress

Across all regions of the country, few adults report doing an excellent  
or very good job at managing stress. The majority report they have tried 
to reduce stress, but only a small percentage report success in doing 
so. Adults in the West report higher levels of stress than people living in 

womeN reporT A HiGHer level of 
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BASE: All respondents 2013 (Men n=847; Women n=1103)
Q605  On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means you have little or no stress and 10 means you have 
a great deal of stress, how would you rate your average level of stress during the past month?

5.5

4.8

Stress levels of men and women

Women

Men

1
little or no stress

a great deal of stress
10

of womeN SAy THeir  
stress is extreme

24%

http://www.stressinamerica.org


stressinamerica.org      38

a stress snapshot

other regions, yet they are most likely to say their stress management is 
extremely or very important. They are also increasingly likely to say they 
are doing an excellent or very good job of managing their stress. 

Fewer than four in 10 adults report doing an excellent or very good job at 
managing stress (East: 34 percent; Midwest: 36 percent; West: 37 percent; 
South: 33 percent).

The majority of adults say they have tried to reduce their stress in the 
past five years (East: 62 percent; Midwest: 58 percent; West: 64 percent; 
South: 63 percent). Nevertheless, fewer than four in 10 say they have been 
successful (East: 33 percent; Midwest: 40 percent; West: 38 percent; South: 
36 percent).

On average, people living in the West and the South report higher levels 
of stress in the past month (West: 5.4; South: 5.3) than Americans living in 
other regions (East: 5.0; Midwest: 4.9).

People living in the West are most likely to say that managing their 
stress is extremely or very important to them (East: 61 percent; Midwest: 
61 percent; West: 67 percent; South: 57 percent). Westerners are also 
increasingly likely to say they are doing an excellent or very good job at 
managing their stress (2013: 37 percent; 2012: 35 percent; 2011:  
35 percent; 2010: 24 percent). 

While Easterners report lower average levels of stress in the past month 
than they did in previous years (2013, 5.0; 2012, 5.2; 2011, 5.4; 2010, 5.2; 
2009, 5.5; 2008, 5.8; 2007, 6.2), they are most likely to think their stress level 
will increase in the coming year (East: 21 percent; Midwest: 13 percent; 
West: 15 percent; South: 18 percent). 

Westerners and Southerners are most likely to report feeling irritable or 
angry in the past month due to stress (West: 44 percent; South: 44 percent) 
than those in the East and Midwest (East: 38 percent; Midwest: 38 percent). 
Additionally, Westerners are most likely to report feeling nervous or 
anxious (East: 37 percent; Midwest: 34 percent; West: 39 percent; South:  
38 percent). 

oN AverAGe, people liviNG iN 
THe weST AND THe SouTH reporT 
HiGHer levelS of STreSS iN THe 
pAST moNTH THAN AmericANS 

liviNG iN oTHer reGioNS.

BASE: All respondent 2013 (East n=442; Midwest n=535; South n=578; 
West n=395)

Q605  On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 means you have little or no stress and 10 
means you have a great deal of stress, how would you rate your average level of 
stress during the past month?
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Guidelines 
for Reading 
Questions and 
Interpreting Data

There are multiple ways in which to ask questions and collect data when 
conducting survey research. It is important to think clearly about what 
the goal and purpose of each question is so that the best format can 
be selected. Once data are collected, reporting and interpreting the 
data accurately is as important as asking the questions. Maintaining 
an understanding of the question structure will allow for correct 
interpretation. 

We have provided a few examples here to help Stress in America™ readers 
better understand the purpose of different question structures and the 
importance of using accurate language when interpreting the data. In this 
methodology, we do not cover every kind of question that can be asked in 
survey research; rather, we include a few question structures that we have 
found are commonly misreported. 

Grid Question — evaluating multiple attributes or 
characteristics on the same scale:

How important are eacH of tHe followinG to you?

extremely 
important

Very  
important important

Somewhat 
important

not at all 
important

Having good  
relationships  

with my family
51% 26% 17% 5% 2%

Getting enough  
sleep 30% 33% 28% 7% 2%

Doing well in  
my career/  

studies/school
30% 30% 27% 9% 3%

Having good  
relationships  

with my friends
29% 33% 28% 9% 2%

Managing stress 28% 33% 27% 8% 4%

Eating healthy 24% 31% 31% 12% 2%

Being physically  
active or fit 24% 26% 33% 14% 3%

grid question?
wHat is a

 • allows respondents to evaluate 
multiple attributes or characteristics 
using the same scale

 – Attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, etc. 

 • Has scales that can vary and measure 
various attitudes or behaviors

 – Importance, agreement, likelihood, 
favorability, etc.

BASE: All respondent (Adults n=1950)
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Grid QueStionS:

reportinG: When reporting on data collected in a grid question, it is 
important to remember what these questions do and do not measure. 

type of reporting correct incorrect

… when reporting 
on individual 
attributes 
evaluated in the 
grid

Seventy-seven percent of adults 
think having good relationships 
with family is extremely or very 
important. 

Seventy-seven percent of adults 
think having good relationships 
with family is important, with 
51 percent saying it is extremely 
important and 26 percent saying it 
is very important.

Having good relationships with 
family is the most important 
thing in people’s lives (51 
percent). 

… when 
comparing 
multiple 
attributes

Many adults believe that having 
good relationships with family (51 
percent), doing well in my career/ 
studies/school (30 percent) and 
having good relationships with 
friends (29 percent) are extremely 
important to them. 

The areas of life most commonly 
seen as important are having 
good relationships with family (51 
percent), doing well in my career/
studies/school (30 percent) and 
having good relationships with 
friends (29 percent).

The most important areas of life 
are having good relationships 
with family (51 percent), doing 
well in my career/studies/school 
(30 percent) and having good 
relationships with friends (29 
percent).

Americans rank having good 
relationships with family (51 
percent) ahead of doing well in 
my career/studies/school (30 
percent).

Having good relationships with 
family (51 percent) is more 
important than having good 
relationships with friends (29 
percent).

… when 
comparing 
subgroups 
on individual 
attributes

Women (80 percent) are more 
likely than men (73 percent) to 
think having good relationships 
with family is extremely or very 
important. 

More women (80 percent) than 
men (73 percent) think having 
good relationships with family is 
extremely or very important.

Women think that having 
good relationships with family 
(80 percent extremely or very 
important) is more important 
than having good relationships 
with friends (65 percent).

rationale

The question measures the degree of importance placed on each item. 

In each of these examples, the incorrect statement is misleading because the finding is 
reported as if the question asked for a “ranking,” rather than a “rating.” 

With the grid question format, respondents are not asked to make a direct comparison 
between the attributes that may have resulted in a different finding. As such, while we can 
discuss which attributes the sample is most likely to rate “important,” we cannot state that one 
is more important than another.

wHat DoEs a  
GriD quEstion MEasurE?

 • Measures the level of endorsement 
for a particular attitude, perception 
or behavior

 • Evaluates attributes independently

 • Provides insight into the strength and 
depth of feeling for each attribute

wHat doeS a  
Grid QueStion NOT meaSure?

 • Does not measure absolutes 

 • Does not ask respondents to  
“rank” attributes

 – Reporting should reflect that 
respondents did not “rank” items 
against each other

Grid questions measure multiple 
attributes across the same scale.

they are “rating” questions, not 
“ranking” questions.  

they measure attributes as they 
relate to each other, but not 
absolutes.

they indicate the level of 
endorsement (e.g., importance, 
agreement, etc.) for each attribute. 

Key takeaways
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Simple Scaled Question — eliciting a specific attitude or 
behavior from a respondent: 

How would you rate your oVerall HealtH?

excellent 7%

Very Good 28%

Good 45%

fair 18%

poor 3%

scaled question?
 • asks about specific attitudes or 

behaviors 

 • Has scales that can vary and measure 
various attitudes or behaviors

 – Importance, agreement, 
likelihood, favorability, etc.

wHat is a simple

wHat DoEs a siMPlE  
scalED quEstion MEasurE?

the level of endorsement for a specific 
attitude, perception or behavior

wHat doeS a Simple Scaled 
QueStion NOT meaSure?
How the item being measured  

relates to other  
attitudes or behaviors

reportinG: When reporting on simple scaled questions, it is important 
to remember that these questions answer only the specific question asked. 
Errors in reporting are less common than with grid questions, described 
previously. 

type of reporting correct incorrect

… when reporting 
on individual 
attributes

Most adults report their overall 
health as good (45 percent) or 
very good (28 percent).  

Very few (7 percent) would say 
their overall health is excellent.

Thirty-five percent of adults are 
in excellent or very good health. 

Most adults (45 percent) are in 
good health and very few (3 
percent) are unhealthy. 

… when comparing 
subgroups

Both men (35 percent) and 
women (34 percent) are likely to 
think their health is excellent or 
very good.

Men and women are equally 
healthy (35 percent and 34 
percent, respectively).

rationale

The incorrect findings are not specific enough. The question specifically asked respondents to 
evaluate their own health; it does not represent objective measures of health or the opinion 
of a qualified health care professional, which may differ from the self-report. 

Simple Scaled QueStionS:

simple scaled questions measure 
specific attitudes or behaviors.

their findings indicate the level  
of endorsement (e.g., importance, 
agreement, etc.) for specific 
attitudes or behaviors. 

Key takeaways

BASE: All respondents (Adults n=1950)
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multiple response Question — asking respondents to 
report on a range of behaviors, attitudes or perceptions: 

response question?
 • used to understand a range of 

attitudes, behaviors or perceptions

 • Provides insight into the prevalence 
of different attitudes, behaviors or 
perceptions

wHat is a multiple

wHat DoEs a MultiPlE  
rEsPonsE quEstion MEasurE?

Measures the prevalence of attitudes, 
behaviors or perceptions

wHat doeS a multiple reSponSe 
QueStion NOT meaSure?

reportinG: When reporting on data collected from a multiple response 
question, it is important to remember that these questions measure 
prevalence. They do not necessarily measure frequency, strength of 
endorsement or preference. Rather, these data are used to understand the 
range of behavior or attitudes on a given topic. 

do you do any of tHe followinG to Help manaGe StreSS? 
pleaSe Select all tHat apply. 

top ten most common responses

listen to music 48%

Exercise or walk 43%

surf the internet/Go online 42%

watch tV or movies for more  
than two hours per day 40%

read 39%

spend time with friends or family 36%

nap/sleep 32%

Pray 30%

spend time doing a hobby 28%

Eat 27%

 • Does not necessarily measure the 
frequency of a specific attitude, 
behavior or perception

 • Does not necessarily measure the 
strength of the attitude or perception 
measured

 • Does not specifically capture preference 
(i.e., “favorites”) or rank order among 
attitudes, behaviors or perceptions

type of reporting correct incorrect

… when 
reporting at the 
aggregate level

The most common ways people 
manage stress are listening to 
music, exercising or walking, and 
surfing the Internet.

Roughly half of adults listen to 
music as a way to manage stress 
(48 percent). 

Listening to music, exercising or 
walking, and surfing the Internet 
are the most popular ways to 
manage stress. 

Listening to music is the most 
frequent stress management 
technique. 

BASE: All respondents (Adults n=1950)
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type of reporting correct incorrect

… when 
comparing 
multiple 
attributes

Exercising (43 percent) and surfing 
the Internet (42 percent) are 
equally likely to be used as stress 
management techniques. 

Listening to music is more 
commonly mentioned as a stress 
management strategy than 
napping. 

Listening to music (48 percent) is 
the stress management technique 
embraced by the highest 
percentage of adults, followed by 
exercising (43 percent). 

Listening to music (48 percent) 
is done more frequently than 
exercising (43 percent) when it 
comes to stress management.

Adults exercise more than read 
to manage stress (43 percent vs. 
39 percent).

Adults prefer listening to music 
(48 percent) over watching TV 
(40 percent) as a way to manage 
stress.

… when 
comparing 
subgroups 
on individual 
attributes

Women (48 percent) are more likely 
than men (29 percent) to say they 
read to manage their stress.

More men (29 percent) than 
women (14 percent) play video 
games to manage stress.

Women read more frequently 
than men as a stress 
management technique. 

Men play video games more 
often than women to manage 
stress.

rationale

In reporting, use of the word “frequently” or “frequency” implies how often a behavior is 
done. 

This question, as phrased, measures prevalence (i.e., how many people are doing these 
activities) rather than actual frequency (i.e., how many times per week or month they are 
doing each of these). 

When reporting on subgroups, we know that more people from a particular subsample 
(e.g., women) engage in a behavior as compared to another subsample (e.g., men). The 
question does not address whether those women engaging in the behavior actually do so 
more often than men. 

It is important to consider the whole question as it was asked. As such, results from  
this question cannot, for example, be used to measure the likelihood of listening to music 
overall — only the likelihood of listening to music for the specific purpose of managing 
stress. 

multiple reSponSe QueStionS:

Multiple response questions 
measure the prevalence of  
attitudes, behaviors and 
perceptions.

they provide insight into a 
range of behaviors or attitudes 
on a specific topic.

they do not necessarily 
measure the frequency of 
behaviors.

they do not necessarily 
measure the strength of an 
attitude or perception. 

Key takeaways
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