
Why Zebras Don T Get Ulcers

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Zayne & Rodgers • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 1

Why Zebras Don T Get Ulcers

Introduction: The Zebra’s Secret
to Stress-Free Living

Imagine  a  zebra  grazing  peacefully  on  the  African
savanna.  Suddenly,  a  lion  charges.  The  zebra’s  heart
races, blood vessels constrict, and stress hormones flood
its  body.  It  runs for  its  life—and if  it  escapes,  within
minutes it is back to calmly nibbling grass. The zebra
does not lie awake that night replaying the chase. It does
not worry about tomorrow’s stock market, next week’s
mortgage payment, or a rude comment from a coworker.

This striking contrast between human and animal stress
responses is the foundation of Robert Sapolsky’s classic
book, Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. Published in 1994
and  updated  multiple  times,  the  book  explores  how
chronic  psychological  stress  damages  human
health—while animals like zebras, who face only acute
physical  threats,  rarely  suffer  from  stress-related
diseases.  The zebra’s  biology is  brilliantly  adapted for
short bursts of crisis, but our human habit of turning on
the stress response for months or years over emotional

worries  leads  to  ulcers,  heart  disease,  impaired
immunity,  and  even  brain  damage.

In this article, we will unpack the core lessons of Why
Zebras  Don’t  Get  Ulcers,  examine  the  science  of
chronic stress, and explore practical ways to break the
stress–disease  cycle.  Whether  you  are  a  busy
professional, a student, or simply someone who wants to
understand  why  modern  life  feels  so  exhausting—and
what you can do about it—this deep dive will  provide
actionable  insights  rooted  in  neuroscience  and
endocrinology.

The Evolutionary Mismatch: Acute
Stress vs. Chronic Stress

How the Human Stress Response Was
Designed for a Different World

Our  stress  response—often  called  the  fight-or-flight
reaction—evolved to handle immediate physical dangers.
When  a  zebra  spots  a  predator,  its  brain  triggers  a



cascade of  hormones:  adrenaline  and cortisol.  These
hormones mobilize energy, increase heart rate, sharpen
focus, and suppress non-essential functions like digestion
and reproduction.  Once the threat  passes,  the system
shuts down.

Humans  possess  the  same  ancient  machinery.  The
problem?  We  activate  it  over  long-term  psychological
stressors:  job  insecurity,  relationship  conflicts,  traffic
jams, financial worries, social media comparisons. Unlike
the zebra, we cannot “run away” from these stressors.
The same hormones that save us in a crisis become toxic
when they persist for weeks, months, or years.

Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers brilliantly illustrates this
mismatch. Sapolsky explains that a zebra never gets an
ulcer from chronic stress because it either dies in the
chase  or  returns  to  baseline.  Humans,  however,  get
ulcers—and heart attacks, depression, and autoimmune
disorders—by  keeping  the  stress  response  turned  on
indefinitely.

What Exactly Happens During Chronic
Stress?

If  you  were  to  zoom  into  the  body  of  a  chronically
stressed human, you would see a variety of detrimental
processes:

Elevated cortisol disrupts metabolism, promotes
fat storage (especially in the abdomen), and impairs

memory.
Persistent adrenaline raises blood pressure and
damages blood vessels.
Immune function becomes dysregulated, leading
to either overactive inflammatory responses or
suppressed immunity.
Digestive system suffers: reduced blood flow,
increased acid, and altered gut microbiome
contribute to ulcers and irritable bowel syndrome.
Reproductive system shuts down, causing
infertility and loss of libido.

The beauty of Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers is that it
explains these mechanisms without overwhelming jargon,
making the science accessible to anyone interested in
their own well-being.

Key Insights from Sapolsky’s Work

Stress and the Brain: Why Chronic Worry
Shrinks Your Hippocampus

One of the most alarming discoveries Sapolsky helped
popularize is that chronic stress damages the brain,
specifically the hippocampus—a region vital for learning
and memory.  Cortisol,  when present  for  long periods,
kills hippocampal neurons and inhibits the growth of new
ones. This explains why people under relentless stress
often struggle with forgetfulness and poor concentration.



Why Zebras Don T Get Ulcers

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Zayne & Rodgers • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 3

But not all stress is equal. The book emphasizes that the
key factor is control and predictability. A zebra cannot
control when a lion appears, but the threat is brief and
predictable  in  its  nature.  Human  stress  often  feels
uncontrollable and unpredictable—a boss who might fire
you without warning, a chronic illness with an uncertain
future, a noisy neighbor who could erupt any time. This
lack of perceived control amplifies the harm.

Stress and Social Status: The Hyena
Experiment

Sapolsky’s  own  research  on  wild  baboons  in  Kenya
provided  groundbreaking  evidence  linking  social
hierarchy to stress physiology. He found that low-ranking
baboons had chronically elevated cortisol, higher blood
pressure, and suppressed immune systems compared to
dominant  males.  However,  the book cautions  that  the
relationship  is  nuanced:  a  high-ranking  animal  that
constantly fights to maintain its position may be more
stressed than a low-ranking one that avoids conflict.

For  humans,  the  lesson  is  profound.  Our  modern
environments—workplaces,  famil ies,  social
circles—create social hierarchies  that trigger chronic
stress. The feeling of being “below” others or constantly
fighting for status activates the same ancient pathways.
Yet,  like  the  low-ranking  baboon  that  finds  refuge,
humans  can  cultivate  coping  strategies:  strong  social
support, a sense of purpose, and the ability to choose our
battles.

The Health Consequences: Why
We Get What Zebras Don’t

Ulcers Are Not Caused by Stress Alone—But
It Matters

A common myth perpetuated by Sapolsky’s title is that
stress directly causes stomach ulcers. In fact, the primary
cause of most ulcers is the bacterium H. pylori. However,
chronic stress increases gastric acid secretion, reduces
mucosal  blood  flow,  and  delays  healing,  making  the
stomach lining more vulnerable to infection and damage.
So stress contributes, even if it is not the sole agent.
Sapolsky clarifies this in the book, showing how stress
exacerbates almost every disease.

Heart Disease, Diabetes, and Immune
Dysfunction

The  cardiovascular  system  is  particularly  sensitive  to
chronic stress. Repeated spikes in heart rate and blood
pressure  damage  arteries,  accelerate  atherosclerosis,
and  increase  risk  of  heart  attack  and  stroke.
Furthermore,  cortisol  promotes  central  obesity  and
insulin resistance, paving the way for type 2 diabetes.

On  the  immune  front,  short-term  stress  can  actually
boost immune function (preparing for wounds), but long-
term stress suppresses it—making you more vulnerable



to infections and slowing wound healing. In autoimmune
diseases,  stress  can  flare  up  symptoms  because  the
immune system becomes overactive in certain pathways.

Modern Applications: How to Be
More Like a Zebra

Reclaiming the Acute Stress Response

We cannot control all external stressors, but we can learn
to  turn  off  the  stress  response  effectively.  Physical
activity is the most powerful method: exercise mimics the
“running away” from a predator, using up the mobilized
energy and reducing stress hormone levels. Even a 20-
minute brisk walk can reset your nervous system.

Mindfulness  meditation  and  deep  breathing  also
activate the parasympathetic (“rest and digest”) nervous
s y s t e m ,  l o w e r i n g  c o r t i s o l .  T h e  k e y  i s
consistency—training  the  body  to  return  to  baseline
quickly, just as a zebra does after evading a lion.

Building Predictability and Control

Sapolsky’s research underscores that humans suffer most
when they feel helpless. Therefore, increasing perceived
control—even  in  small  ways—can  buffer  stress.  For
example:

Break overwhelming tasks into manageable steps

with clear timelines.
Create routines that provide structure and
predictability.
Focus on what you can influence, and accept what
you cannot.

Social support is another powerful buffer. Baboons that
maintained  strong  grooming  relationships  had  lower
stress hormones regardless of rank. For humans, talking
to a trusted friend, joining a group, or even hugging a pet
can reduce cortisol.

Rethinking Our Definition of “Stressful”

The book challenges us to distinguish between distress
(harmful  stress)  and  eustress  (positive  challenge).  A
deadline can be invigorating if  we feel competent and
have resources; it becomes toxic if we feel overwhelmed
and  unsupported.  Changing  our  mindset  about
stress—seeing it as a performance enhancer rather than
a threat—can alter physiological responses.

Conclusion: Lessons from the
Savanna

Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers is more than a witty title;
it  is  a  profound  reminder  that  our  bodies  were  not
designed  for  the  relentless  psychological  pressures  of
modern  society.  The  zebra’s  stress  response  is  a
masterpiece  of  efficiency:  brief,  powerful,  and  quickly
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deactivated.  Humans,  meanwhile,  misuse  that  same
machinery,  turning  a  life-saving  reaction  into  a  slow
poison.

The good news is that by understanding the science of
stress,  we can make conscious choices to mitigate its
effects.  Regular  physical  activity,  social  connection,
mindfulness, and a sense of control are not just nice-to-
haves—they are essential for preventing the diseases that
plague our species. The next time you feel your heart
race over an email or a traffic jam, remember the zebra.
It  does not get ulcers because it  knows when to stop
worrying. Perhaps we can learn that lesson too.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Does the book say all stress is bad?

No. Sapolsky emphasizes that acute stress is essential for
survival. The problem is chronic, unrelenting stress with
no off-switch.

Can I really avoid stress-related diseases?

Genetics and circumstances matter, but adopting healthy
coping mechanisms dramatically reduces risk. The book
provides  a  roadmap for  stress  management  based  on
physiological principles.
Is the title literal? Do zebras actually never
get ulcers?

They can get ulcers if infected with H. pylori or other
causes, but they rarely suffer from stress-induced ulcers
because their stress response is not chronically activated.

What is the most important takeaway from
Sapolsky's book?

That  our  human  tendency  to  worry  and  ruminate—to
experience stress without resolution—is the root cause of
many modern diseases. The solution lies in mimicking the
zebra's  ability  to  return  to  a  calm  baseline  after  a
stressor passes.


