
AI-01640 Zebra Stress vs 
Human Stress

Owner R Rigel Arcayan

Tags Psychology

Created time

Explain why Zebras don’t get ulcers metaphor contrast it with a pinay RN who is 
new in the USA and dreading the cold weather.

Alright, let’s break this down:

In “Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers”, Robert Sapolsky explains that zebras 
experience stress in short, sharp bursts — like when they’re running from a lion. 
Their bodies react intensely (heart races, blood pressure rises), but once the 
danger passes, the stress response shuts off and they go back to grazing as if 
nothing happened.

Humans, on the other hand, worry constantly — about mortgages, exams, future 
problems — even when there’s no immediate physical threat. This chronic, 
unending stress damages our bodies: ulcers, high blood pressure, weakened 
immune systems, etc.

Now, contrast that with a Pinay RN — fresh to the U.S., nervous about the cold 
weather, new work culture, and maybe homesickness too.

She’s not running from a lion, but her body reacts as if she is — racing heart, 
anxiety, trouble sleeping — because she’s anticipating discomfort (like 
shivering in freezing temperatures or feeling out of place).

Unlike the zebra, she can’t easily switch off her stress response. Her mind 
keeps replaying future “what ifs” about the snow, work, isolation, fitting in — 
even if nothing bad is happening yet.

Bottom line:

Zebras = stress only when needed, then peace.
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Humans (like the Pinay RN) = anticipatory, constant stress, even when there’s 
no immediate threat, leading to burnout or physical health issues.

Would you like me to also show a simple diagram that compares the two visually? 
It might make it even clearer.

Sure — let’s go deeper:

The zebra’s body is built for survival stress:

When chased, their body floods with adrenaline and cortisol, making them 
faster and sharper.

As soon as they escape or the chase ends, the hormones drop back to normal.

No long-term damage. No ulcers. No heart disease.

The Pinay RN, arriving in the U.S. and dreading winter, is experiencing 
psychological stress:

Even without a “lion” (no actual freezing yet, no blizzard yet), her brain 
imagines discomfort, pain, loneliness.

Her body reacts the same way as if she were already freezing — pumping 
stress hormones daily.

But there’s no off switch because every day she thinks about or anticipates 
what might go wrong — cold weather, cultural shock, work pressure.

Over weeks and months, this chronic activation wears down her body: 
weakening her immune system, raising her blood pressure, making her prone 
to depression or fatigue.

The real tragedy?

Her stress is about a future that hasn’t even happened yet.

She is suffering twice: once through anticipation, and once (maybe) through 
the actual experience.
(Zebras never suffer twice. They only react when they must.)

Another way to think about it:

The zebra has no imagination for future suffering. It deals with now.
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The Pinay RN has a strong imagination. It’s her strength (planning, adapting) 
but also her weakness (overthinking, chronic stress).

Key message from Sapolsky:

If humans could learn to only turn on stress when absolutely needed, like 
zebras, we’d live longer, healthier, and happier lives.

Would you like me to also tie this into a few simple strategies she could use to “be 
more like a zebra” and manage her transition better?

It could be practical and encouraging.

Perfect. Here’s how the Pinay RN can “be more like a zebra” during her 
adjustment:

1.

Recognize when the “lion” is real — and when it’s not.

If there’s no immediate danger (like actually freezing outside or failing at 
work), choose not to react like there is.

When you catch yourself thinking “What if winter is unbearable?” — pause. 
Say: “It’s not winter yet. I am safe today.”

(Zebra rule: Only sprint when there’s really a lion.)

2.

Switch off stress deliberately.

After a tough shift or a worrying thought, do something that signals “the 
danger is over”:

Take a hot shower.

Deep breathing (inhale 4 seconds, exhale 6 seconds).

Gentle stretching or slow walks.

Listen to calming music or call someone you love.

(Zebra rule: After the sprint, go back to grazing calmly.)

3.
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Ground yourself in the “here and now.”

Instead of imagining winter, focus on what’s real today:

What is the weather right now?

How does your body feel right now?

What can you enjoy today (good food, friendly smile, warm bed)?

(Zebra rule: Live in the present moment — not in imagined futures.)

4.

Prepare wisely — then let go.

It’s healthy to prepare for cold weather (buy warm clothes, learn about 
heating, etc.).

But after preparing, stop rehearsing the worst-case scenario.

Trust that you’ll figure things out just like millions of people do every winter.

(Zebra rule: Act if needed, but don’t rehearse fear endlessly.)

5.

Treat worry as a signal, not a reality.

When she feels anxious about fitting in or about winter, she can think:

“This is just my mind trying to protect me — it’s not reality yet.”

Talk to herself the way a calm older sister would.

(Zebra rule: Notice the signal. Don’t drown in it.)

Summary:

Being more like a zebra doesn’t mean being careless. It means using stress 
wisely:

ON when action is needed,

OFF when it’s not.
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That’s the key to staying strong, calm, and happy — even in a totally new and cold 
place.

Would you also like me to create a short mantra she could repeat when she feels 
overwhelmed? (Something simple like a one-line reminder based on all this?)

It could be her mental “jacket” against the cold fear!

Here’s a short, calming mantra she can use when she feels overwhelmed:

“I am safe. I prepare, then I release. I live only this moment.”

It’s simple, but powerful:

“I am safe” — reminds her there’s no lion chasing her.

“I prepare, then I release” — she acts wisely but doesn’t carry the fear around.

“I live only this moment” — she stays grounded in today, not in imagined 
futures.

She can whisper it to herself quietly before work, when stepping outside into the 
cold, or when homesickness creeps in.

Would you also like a slightly stronger, more confident version of the mantra — in 
case she prefers something a little fiercer for days she needs extra courage?
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