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​Abstract​
​Life is characterized by a series of transitions, from developmental milestones and career​

​changes to personal losses and achievements. While often viewed through a psychological​

​lens, these periods of significant change exert a profound and measurable impact on the body’s​

​physiological balance. This paper, informed by 45 years of clinical practice, posits that the​

​nervous system, as the master controller of the body, acts as the primary interface between life’s​

​stressors and an individual’s health outcome. We will explore the mind-body connection via the​

​neuroendocrine-immune axis, frame life transitions within the General Adaptation Syndrome,​

​and detail how unmanaged stress manifests as neuromusculoskeletal dysfunction. Ultimately,​

​this paper argues that proactive strategies, particularly chiropractic care, are fundamental to​

​fostering resilience. By maintaining the integrity of the nervous system, individuals are better​

​equipped to not merely survive life’s changes but to adapt and thrive through them, preserving​

​their health and well-being for a lifetime.​

​1. Introduction: The Body as a Barometer of Life’s Journey​
​Over the course of four decades of clinical practice, a consistent and profound pattern has​

​emerged: patients often seek care not merely for an isolated ache or pain, but when they are​

​navigating a significant life transition. The new job, the birth of a child, the loss of a parent, a​

​cross-country move—these pivotal life events are frequently the catalysts that transform a latent​

​physical issue into an acute, debilitating condition. This observation forms the cornerstone of a​

​Health Care Position Papers Library, “​​The Resilient​​Spine:Navigating Life’s Transitions with a Balanced Nervous System​​”, July​
​7, 2025, Robert B. Sheely, DC, FICC. FIACA​

​1​



​2​
​salutogenic, or health-oriented, approach to wellness: the body is not a machine with isolated​

​parts that fail randomly, but a holistic, integrated system that reflects our life’s journey.​

​The spine and nervous system, in particular, serve as a barometer for our ability to adapt to the​

​pressures and changes we experience. This paper examines the complex relationship between​

​life transitions, the body’s stress response, and the pivotal role of a balanced nervous system in​

​promoting lifelong resilience and health.​

​2. The Mind-Body Connection: A Physiological Reality​
​The concept of the “mind-body connection” has evolved from a philosophical idea into a​

​well-defined field of scientific inquiry. The link between our psychological state and our physical​

​health is not abstract; it is a tangible, biological process mediated by a complex, interconnected​

​network known as the neuroendocrine-immune axis. This axis precisely explains how the stress​

​of a life transition—whether emotional, mental, or chemical—is translated into physical​

​dysfunction, making it the foundation for understanding why a balanced nervous system is​

​essential for navigating change.​

​2.1 The Neuroendocrine-Immune Axis: How Stress Becomes Physical​
​When the brain perceives a stressor, such as the uncertainty of a career change or the grief of a​

​loss, it initiates a cascade of signals that travel through the nervous system to the endocrine​

​(hormonal) and immune systems. This process is primarily orchestrated by the hypothalamus,​

​the pituitary gland, and the adrenal glands (the HPA axis).​

​1.​ ​Perception of Stress: The process begins in the brain. The amygdala, the brain’s​

​emotional processing center, signals the hypothalamus.​

​2.​ ​Hormonal Cascade: The hypothalamus releases corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH),​

​which signals the pituitary gland to release adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). ACTH​

​then travels through the bloodstream to the adrenal glands.​

​3.​ ​Cortisol Release: The adrenal glands release cortisol, the body’s primary stress​

​hormone. In the short term, cortisol is beneficial—it mobilizes energy, reduces​

​inflammation, and heightens focus.​
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​However, during a prolonged life transition, the stress response can become chronic. The​

​sustained elevation of cortisol, intended for short-term survival, becomes detrimental. It leads to​

​systemic inflammation, suppresses the immune system (making one more susceptible to​

​illness), and disrupts metabolic function. This is the physiological pathway through which the​

​intangible stress of life change becomes the tangible reality of physical symptoms.​

​2.2 The Autonomic Nervous System: The Master Regulator​
​The autonomic nervous system (ANS) is the functional bridge that connects the brain’s​

​perception of stress to the body’s visceral response. It operates largely unconsciously and is​

​divided into two primary branches:​

​●​ ​The Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS): This is the “fight-or-flight” system. It is activated​

​during times of stress, increasing heart rate, tensing muscles, and shunting blood to​

​essential systems needed for immediate survival.​

​●​ ​The Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS): This is the “rest-and-digest” system. It​

​promotes calming, recovery, digestion, and healing.​

​A healthy, resilient individual can fluidly shift between these two states. However, the chronic​

​stress associated with life transitions can lead to a state of sympathetic dominance, where the​

​body is perpetually stuck in a low-grade “fight-or-flight” mode. This state is incompatible with​

​long-term health and healing. It creates a feedback loop where muscle tension, poor digestion,​

​and anxiety become the body’s new normal, further reinforcing the brain’s perception of stress.​

​A primary goal of chiropractic care is to down-regulate this sympathetic dominance and restore​

​balance to the ANS, allowing the body to re-enter a state of healing and recovery.​

​3. Life Transitions as a Catalyst for Health Imbalance​
​Every major life transition, whether perceived as positive or negative, acts as a potent stressor.​

​A stressor, in physiological terms, is any stimulus that disrupts the body’s internal balance, or​

​homeostasis. The body is remarkably equipped to handle acute, short-term stress; however, the​

​defining feature of a life transition is its duration. It is not a single event but a prolonged period of​

​adjustment that demands sustained energy and adaptive resources. This chronic activation of​

​the stress-response system is what makes life changes such a powerful catalyst for health​
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​imbalance, often pushing a resilient system toward a state of dysfunction and, eventually,​

​disease. From the perspective of 45 years of clinical practice, the spine and nervous system​

​often serve as the barometer for this internal struggle, revealing the physical consequences of​

​the body’s effort to adapt.​

​3.1 The General Adaptation Syndrome in the Context of Life Changes​
​Endocrinologist Hans Selye first described the body’s predictable response to stress as the​

​General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS), which consists of three stages: alarm, resistance, and​

​exhaustion. This model provides an excellent framework for understanding the health impact of​

​life transitions.​

​1.​ ​Alarm Stage: This is the initial “fight-or-flight” reaction. When a major change occurs—a​

​new job, a move, a marriage—the sympathetic nervous system is activated. Heart rate​

​increases, muscles tense, and stress hormones, such as adrenaline and cortisol, flood​

​the system. This is a normal, adaptive response designed to mobilize energy.​

​2.​ ​Resistance Stage: As the transition unfolds over weeks or months, the body attempts to​

​adapt to the ongoing stressor. It remains in a state of heightened alert, continuously​

​drawing on its resources to maintain function. While the body may appear to be coping​

​on the surface, this stage consumes a tremendous amount of physiological and​

​psychological energy. It is during this prolonged resistance phase that the subtle​

​groundwork for future health problems is often laid.​

​3.​ ​Exhaustion Stage: If the stress of the transition continues unabated without adequate​

​periods of recovery and restoration, the body’s adaptive energy reserves become​

​depleted. Prolonged exposure to cortisol can lead to systemic inflammation, immune​

​suppression, and a breakdown of various bodily systems. This is the stage where chronic​

​health conditions emerge. The body loses its ability to cope, and what began as a​

​functional adaptation becomes a source of biomechanical dysfunction.​
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​3.2 Common Neuromusculoskeletal Presentations During Periods of High​
​Stress​
​In my clinical experience, the exhaustion stage of GAS frequently manifests first in the​

​neuromusculoskeletal system. This system is exquisitely sensitive to the effects of chronic​

​stress. The most common presentations I have observed in patients undergoing significant life​

​changes include:​

​●​ ​Tension Headaches and Neck Pain: Chronic muscle hypertonicity in the shoulders and​

​neck (trapezius and suboccipital muscles) is a classic physical response to stress,​

​leading to restricted cervical motion, nerve irritation, and debilitating headaches.​

​●​ ​Low Back Pain and Sciatica: Elevated cortisol levels can contribute to inflammation and​

​fluid retention, increasing pressure on spinal discs and nerves. Furthermore, sustained​

​tension in the pelvic and lumbar musculature can create postural imbalances and​

​vertebral subluxations, leading to chronic pain.​

​●​ ​Temporomandibular Joint (TMJ) Dysfunction: Many people unconsciously clench their​

​jaw in response to stress, leading to pain, clicking, and headaches originating from the​

​TMJ.​

​●​ ​Exacerbation of Old Injuries: The systemic inflammation and compromised healing​

​capacity associated with chronic stress can cause old, seemingly resolved injuries to​

​become symptomatic again.​

​These conditions are not isolated mechanical failures; they are the direct physiological and​

​structural consequences of a body struggling to adapt to the overwhelming demands of a life​

​transition.​

​3.3 The Cumulative Effect of Unmanaged Stress on Chronic Health​
​Conditions​
​A single, well-managed life transition may not lead to lasting health issues. The real danger lies​

​in the cumulative effect of multiple transitions, especially when they occur in close succession or​

​without the individual developing effective coping strategies. Each unresolved period of stress​

​lowers the body’s overall resilience, making it more susceptible to future challenges. This​
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​concept, known as allostatic load, describes the “wear and tear” that accumulates in a body that​

​is constantly being pushed to adapt.​

​Over the years and decades, this cumulative burden contributes to the development of more​

​serious chronic conditions. The systemic inflammation born from chronic stress is now​

​understood to be a key contributing factor in a wide range of diseases, including cardiovascular​

​disease, autoimmune disorders, and metabolic syndrome. From a chiropractic perspective, the​

​process often begins with the spine. The repeated cycles of stress-induced biomechanical​

​dysfunction and nervous system interference and imbalance degrade the body’s ability to​

​self-regulate, creating a systemic environment where chronic disease can take root. Addressing​

​these foundational imbalances proactively is therefore not just about relieving back pain today,​

​but about promoting a healthier, more resilient trajectory for a lifetime.​

​4. Evidence-Based Strategies for Fostering Resilience​
​Observing the detrimental health effects of unmanaged life transitions naturally leads to a critical​

​question: What differentiates those who falter from those who flourish? The answer, supported​

​by both my 45 years of clinical experience and a growing body of scientific research, lies in the​

​concept of resilience. Resilience is not the absence of stress, but the capacity to adapt​

​successfully in the face of it. It is a dynamic and proactive process, not a static trait. Fostering​

​resilience involves a conscious and multifaceted approach that integrates psychological​

​mindset, physiological regulation, and supportive environmental factors. This section will explore​

​evidence-based strategies that empower individuals not only to endure life’s changes but also to​

​navigate them with strength, intention, and preserved health.​

​4.1 The Role of Intentionality and Positive Psychology in Health Outcomes​
​The single most consistent factor I have observed in patients who navigate transitions​

​successfully is​​intentionality​​. They actively engage​​with the process of change rather than being​

​passively swept along by it. This aligns perfectly with the core principles of positive psychology,​

​which focus on the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and communities to thrive. An​

​“intentional” or “positive attitude” is far more than simple optimism; it is a cognitive and​

​emotional skillset that includes cognitive reappraisal, self-efficacy, and mindfulness. Research​

​Health Care Position Papers Library, “​​The Resilient​​Spine:Navigating Life’s Transitions with a Balanced Nervous System​​”, July​
​7, 2025, Robert B. Sheely, DC, FICC. FIACA​

​6​



​7​
​shows that appraising a situation as a challenge mitigates the release of stress hormones like​

​cortisol and promotes a more adaptive cardiovascular response. It shifts the body from a state​

​of fear to one of readiness and engagement.​

​4.2 Proactive Stress Management: Meditation, Breathing, and Physical​
​Activity​
​While mindset provides the framework for resilience, specific physiological practices provide the​

​tools to manage stress in real-time. These techniques directly influence the autonomic nervous​

​system, helping to shift it from a sympathetic-dominant “fight-or-flight” state to a​

​parasympathetic “rest-and-digest” state, which is essential for healing and recovery.​

​●​ ​Breathing Exercises (Diaphragmatic Breathing): Conscious, deep abdominal breathing is​

​one of the most powerful and immediate ways to reduce acute stress. Slow, deep breaths​

​stimulate the vagus nerve, the primary nerve of the parasympathetic nervous system,​

​effectively short-circuiting the stress response.​

​●​ ​Meditation: Numerous studies have demonstrated that regular meditation can reduce​

​inflammation, improve immune function, and promote neuroplastic changes in brain​

​regions associated with stress and empathy.​

​●​ ​Physical Activity: Movement is a fundamental biological need and a potent stress​

​reducer. Exercise helps metabolize excess stress hormones and increases the​

​production of endorphins, the body’s natural mood elevators and pain relievers.​

​4.3 Building Supportive Environments and Social Determinants of Health​
​Resilience is not built in a vacuum. The environment and social context in which an individual​

​navigates change are critically important. Social determinants of health—the conditions in which​

​people are born, grow, work, live, and age—can either buffer or amplify the stress of a life​

​transition. Strong social support networks are among the most robust predictors of health and​

​longevity, serving as an external buffer against stress. Furthermore, access to supportive​

​services, including chiropractic care and mental health counseling, is essential for building a​

​comprehensive support team.​

​Health Care Position Papers Library, “​​The Resilient​​Spine:Navigating Life’s Transitions with a Balanced Nervous System​​”, July​
​7, 2025, Robert B. Sheely, DC, FICC. FIACA​

​7​



​8​
​5. Conclusion: Chiropractic Care as a Foundational Strategy for Lifelong​
​Resilience​
​Life is defined by change. The transitions we navigate are not interruptions to our lives; they​​are​

​our lives. The central thesis of this paper, supported by 45 years of clinical observation and a​

​growing body of scientific evidence, is that our ability to thrive through these inevitable changes​

​is inextricably linked to the health and adaptability of our nervous system. While a resilient​

​mindset and healthy lifestyle are crucial, they must be built upon a physiological foundation​

​capable of managing stress. Chiropractic care, by focusing on the integrity of the nervous​

​system, provides a powerful, direct, and foundational strategy for building and maintaining that​

​resilience throughout a lifetime.​

​In this context, the chiropractic adjustment transcends its role as a simple treatment for pain. It​

​is a targeted intervention designed to restore the body’s master control system. By correcting​

​biomechanical dysfunctions, the adjustment removes critical interference from the nervous​

​system, calming the sympathetic “fight-or-flight” response and enabling the parasympathetic​

​“rest-and-digest” state required for healing, recovery, and clear-mindedness. It helps break the​

​debilitating feedback loop where psychosocial stress creates physical tension, which in turn​

​degrades the body’s ability to cope with that stress.​

​The true power of chiropractic care lies in its proactive, salutogenic model. It is about providing​

​consistent care that helps the body better navigate the resistance stage, preventing it from ever​

​tipping into depletion. Regular specific skilled chiropractic adjustments, combined with the​

​empowering education that helps patients connect their life experiences to their physical health,​

​create a powerful synergy.​

​definition:​

​In conclusion, navigating life’s transitions is the most demanding work we will ever do. To do it​

​successfully, without sacrificing our health, requires a body that is adaptable, balanced, and free​
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​from interference. Chiropractic care offers a direct and tangible means of achieving this state. It​

​is a partnership in health that empowers individuals to not just survive change, but to emerge​

​from it stronger, healthier, and more resilient than before.​
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​Author Comments:​

​This research paper explains a health concept that all patients seeking improved health should​
​read and understand​

​1. It Connects the Dots:​

​The most powerful aspect of this paper is that it gives patients a framework for understanding​​why​​their​

​bodies are struggling. Patients often feel their symptoms (like back pain or headaches) are random, isolated​

​mechanical failures. This paper validates their experience by connecting those physical symptoms directly to​

​the immense stress of life’s challenges. For a patient, hearing “Your body isn’t failing; it’s exhausted from​

​adapting” can be a profound, empowering shift in perspective.​

​2. It Promotes a Proactive, Salutogenic Model:​

​The paper does an excellent job of shifting the focus from simply treating pain (a pathogenic model) to​

​building a foundation of health that can withstand future challenges (a salutogenic model). This encourages​

​patients to see chiropractic care not as a temporary fix, but as a long-term strategy for building resilience. This​

​is incredibly valuable for promoting genuine, sustainable well-being.​

​3. It Bridges the Emotional and the Physical:​

​By explaining the neuroendocrine-immune axis in an accessible manner, the paper demystifies the connection​

​between the mind and body. It transforms a vague concept into a concrete physiological reality. For a patient​

​navigating the emotional turmoil of a life transition, understanding that their grief or anxiety has a direct,​

​physical consequence on their nervous system can be validating and reduce feelings of being “broken.”​
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​4. It Empowers the Patient:​

​Finally, the paper isn’t just about what a chiropractor can do for the patient; it also highlights what the patient​

​can do for themselves (intentionality, stress management, building support systems). This creates a sense of​

​partnership and empowers the patient to take an active role in their own health journey, which is crucial for​

​lasting success.​

​In summary, I believe the paper speaks directly to a patient’s lived experience, provides a scientifically​

​grounded explanation for their suffering, and offers a hopeful and proactive path forward. It reframes their​

​health challenges not as a personal failure, but as a universal human experience of navigating change, and it​

​positions chiropractic care as a foundational tool for doing so successfully. It would absolutely be a valuable​

​and reassuring document for any patient to read.​​py​

​Additional clarifying information:​

​The salutogenic model, developed by Aaron Antonovsky in the 1970s, is a health promotion​
​framework that focuses on factors that support human health and well-being, rather than solely​
​on disease prevention. The term "salutogenesis" comes from Latin and Greek roots, meaning​
​"health creation" (​​salus​​= health,​​genesis​​= origin).​​It shifts the perspective from pathogenesis​
​(what causes illness) to understanding what creates and sustains health.​

​Core Concepts​

​1.​ ​Sense of Coherence (SOC)​​: The cornerstone of the salutogenic​​model is the concept of​
​"sense of coherence," which reflects an individual's ability to perceive life as​
​comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful. SOC has three components:​

​●​ ​Comprehensibility​​: The extent to which one perceives​​events as making sense​
​and being predictable.​

​●​ ​Manageability​​: The belief that resources are available​​to meet life's demands,​
​either through personal capabilities or external support.​

​●​ ​Meaningfulness​​: The motivation to cope with challenges,​​driven by a sense that​
​life is worth engaging with.​

​2.​ ​A strong SOC helps individuals cope with stressors and promotes resilience, leading to​
​better health outcomes.​

​3.​ ​Generalized Resistance Resources (GRRs)​​: These are​​biological, psychological,​
​social, or environmental resources that help individuals manage stress and maintain​
​health. Examples include social support, self-esteem, financial stability, cultural beliefs, or​
​healthy coping mechanisms. GRRs enable people to respond effectively to life's​
​challenges and strengthen their SOC.​
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​4.​ ​Health as a Continuum​​: Unlike traditional models that view health and disease as binary​

​states, the salutogenic model sees health as a continuum between total health and total​
​illness (the "health-ease/dis-ease continuum"). The goal is to move individuals toward the​
​healthier end of this spectrum by enhancing their SOC and GRRs.​

​Key Principles​

​●​ ​Focus on Health Creation​​: Instead of asking, "What​​causes disease?" the model asks,​
​"What promotes health?" It emphasizes proactive strategies to build resilience and​
​well-being.​

​●​ ​Holistic Approach​​: The model considers physical, mental,​​and social dimensions of​
​health, recognizing their interconnectedness.​

​●​ ​Stress and Coping​​: Stressors are seen as inevitable,​​but their impact depends on how​
​individuals perceive and manage them using SOC and GRRs.​

​Application​

​The salutogenic model is widely used in public health, psychology, and health promotion. It​
​informs interventions that:​

​●​ ​Strengthen individuals' SOC through education, community support, or skill-building.​
​●​ ​Enhance access to GRRs, such as social networks, healthcare, or workplace resources.​
​●​ ​Promote environments that foster meaning, coherence, and empowerment (e.g.,​

​supportive workplaces, inclusive communities).​

​For example, in a workplace setting, a salutogenic approach might involve creating a supportive​
​culture, providing stress management resources, and fostering a sense of purpose to improve​
​employee well-being.​

​Strengths and Criticisms​

​●​ ​Strengths​​: The model is empowering, strengths-based,​​and applicable across diverse​
​contexts. It encourages proactive health strategies and resilience-building.​

​●​ ​Criticisms​​: Some argue that SOC is difficult to measure​​precisely, and the model may​
​not fully address structural barriers (e.g., poverty) that limit access to GRRs.​

​In summary, the salutogenic model offers a positive, resource-oriented framework for​
​understanding and promoting health by focusing on coherence, resilience, and the factors that​
​enable people to thrive despite life's challenges.​
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