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Beat Stress is a wholly practical guide to coping with stress, which draws on a mixture of CBT
and NLP therapies, offering both long-term solutions and strategies to help you feel better now. It
gives you a wide range of techniques that will successfully relax both body and mind, drawing
extensively on Mindfulness practices, as well as showing you where you can find support,
solutions and strategies online. There will be diagnostic tests to assess the level of your
problem, 'quick fixes' which offer an immediate solution, 'points to remember', which will give
long-term inspiration for those struggling, and clear guidance for what you can expect in the next
chapter (Next Step). Designed to make the information work for you, this is the most effective
and practical guide available to beating stress - forever.
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2IntroductionWelcome to Teach Yourself Beat Stress. And be assured, there is so much that you
can do to cope better with stress and, ultimately, to ‘beat it’. I say ‘beat it’, because it can seem
like you’re struggling with an enemy, a powerful and unpredictable enemy, which can scare,
confuse and overwhelm you: indeed, it can feel as if some invisible inexplicable opponent has
beaten you and taken over your life. Few of us have escaped stress, and I too know what it feels
like. But you can get the upper hand again. You can teach yourself to know your enemy, and you
can learn how to fight back. And when you do that you will be able to ‘Beat Stress’.You may be



surprised to hear that I wrote this introduction last, after finishing writing the book itself. I’ve
always found it easier to do it that way. This may seem a strange idea at first but, if you think
about it, it’s not easy to introduce something that you haven’t even written yet. You need some
idea of where you’re going, and what kind of book you’ve produced. And often the book you start
off writing bears little resemblance to the end product! I’m definitely finding it so much more
straightforward writing this now, with the book all neatly printed up and laid out before me, and
the key content and messages already decided, clear and obvious.But even though it’s much
easier to write an introduction after finishing the book, somehow I still had trouble actually
getting started. Before settling down to write, this very wet July morning in 2012, with my laptop
and coffee, I found it absolutely essential to feed the cat. And then I just couldn’t leave that
drooping plant any longer without a drink of water. And of course, those toys on the floor really
begged to be stacked neatly in the toy box. There’s just something so off-putting about that
blank page staring up at me. Or nowadays, that blank laptop screen. There’s something
unnerving about the idea of having to write that first word and take that first step. And what is that
first sentence going to be? What am I going to say? And there’s that looming deadline to meet
too, and the thought of my publisher breathing down my neck as it approaches. It can altogether
just feel so daunting. But sooner or later I settle down, as I have today, and make those choices,
and get started. Before I know it, the screen is no longer blank and scary. It’s a work in progress.
I’m on my way.All this has made me think: isn’t my experience this morning very like trying to
cope with stress? You may really want to do something about it, but there are so many other
pressures and so many people competing for your attention, and there is so little time. Or there’s
too much time, and you just can’t find that energy to get yourself moving. And even if you do get
round to thinking about it, as I’m sure you have, it’s so hard to know what to do. It can be just like
my blank page. No idea where to start. So many choices. Everyone seems to have a different
angle, different suggestions, persuading and pulling you this way and that. You have no book laid
out before you. No guide to show you the way.However, in the end you really must do something
about it as, most of the time, stress simply won’t go away by itself. You are worth it, even if you
don’t feel you are. Take my word for it, as someone with personal experience of stress, and with
over 20 years’ experience of helping thousands of other people cope better with stress. We all
deserve a life that’s as stress-free as possible: that’s the right of every one of us. And that’s what
this book is for. It’s about showing you a clear pathway, and helping you find the energy and
motivation, so that taking that first step to dealing with your stress will become so much easier. In
fact, you’ve already taken your first step. You’re reading my introduction. Job done! Now, you’re
on your way, so don’t stop to feed the cat, or water the plants. Now it’s time to move on to step
two…1The truth about stressThis is a book for anyone who wants to know more about stress
and how to cope better with it. Any one of us can be affected by stress for one reason or another.
Any background, any age, and both men and women can find themselves feeling stressed.
Almost everyone has at least had a brush with it. In this chapter, we’ll explore what stress is and
how this book can help you to deal with it.Being stressed can be bewildering, confusing and



frightening, and it can be very difficult to work out what to do for the best. It can seem impossible
to find anyone you can trust enough to talk about it or to help you. And of course, sometimes you
can’t tell anyone because of what they might think of you. It might even affect your job prospects
if they found out about it at work.What is stress? What brings it on? Who gets stressed? This
book will explain what stress is, how it can make you feel, and what you can do about it. Reading
a book like this may not be able to remove whatever is making you stressed, but it will give you
many, many very practical and straightforward ideas on what you can do to cope far more
effectively with that stress. It will also show you ways you might go about deciding if anything can
be done about the cause of the stress. Many people feel that they have lost control of their lives,
and that they are at the mercy of stress. This book will show you how you can reclaim control
over your life.All through the book there will be lots for you to be involved in. There will be ideas
and information to think about, techniques to try, and checklists and questionnaires to work on.
So have a small notebook and pencil or pen ready, or a netbook, or laptop. Some different
coloured or shaped ‘sticky pads’ might come in useful too.That way, you can jot down answers to
questionnaires, or make a note of any explanations or techniques you’ve found particularly
helpful, or write down anything that occurs to you as you are reading. Keep your notes
somewhere safe, they are just for you, a kind of ‘Personal Journal’.But rest assured, nothing in
the book is about having to give the ‘correct answers’. It’s all about giving you the time and space
to think, or try things out in a way that there isn’t usually time for. Let’s start by finding out how
you feel right now. How do you feel?Here are five key ideas from this chapter to think about now.
They will be discussed later:1 How often have you felt stressed in the past year or so? a Now
and then b Just once c Lots of times d Never e All the time f Don’t know g
Other2 How does stress make you feel? Try to put this into a few phrases, or as a short
list.3 What sorts of things have stressed you in the past year (choose all that apply)? a Not
sure b Don’t know c Nothing d Work e Relationships f Time pressure g Not having a
job h Boredom i Family j Poor health k Drugs or alcohol l Money m Neighbours n
Other4 Do you feel you are more likely to become stressed than people you know?5 How long
does your feeling of being stressed generally last for? a I feel stressed all the time b A day or
so c A few days d Two or three weeks e A few hours f Months at a time g Don’t know h
OtherWhat to expectNear the beginning of each chapter there will be a short assessment, like
the one you’ve just completed, to give you the chance to rate yourself on how you feel, and to
begin thinking about some of the key issues to be discussed in the chapter that
follows.Everything in the book is straightforward and easy to follow, with as little jargon used as
possible. This is important as stress tends to make it hard to concentrate. Just move through
chapter by chapter at your own pace, or dip in and out of the book to suit your interests. Give
yourself enough thinking time, and enough time to absorb the ideas, and try out the suggestions
and techniques you’ll find throughout the book. This book won’t provide an overnight miracle, but
what you’ll read will help you to overcome your stress, provided you start to put it into action.
Remember thisFor simplicity, your notebook (or other method of recording material from this



book) will be referred to as your Personal Journal.OPTIONAL EXTRASYou’ll also find there are
‘Optional extras’ for each chapter, which you’ll find in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2 at the back of
the book. If you want to learn more about the topics in a particular chapter, you’ll find ‘add-ons’
such as more techniques and activities to try, or helpful case studies to read, or particularly
useful websites to check out on the internet. You’ll find an asterisk * when there are Optional
extras about the topic you’re reading about.The stress puzzleWe all hear so much about stress.
Hardly a day goes by without a story in the newspaper or a magazine, or a discussion on a TV
programme. So, what do you already know about stress?1 We all think we know what stress is.
So have a shot at jotting down an answer to the question ‘What is stress?’2 How easy/difficult
did you find this to do and why?3 Think about people you know who have been stressed, or
your own experiences of stress. Now make up a list of as many signs and symptoms of stress
which you can think of under these three general headings (some of these overlap; don’t worry
about this): a Physical symptoms b Emotions/mind/thinking c Behaviour.4 Do you think
more men or more women have problems coping with stress? Why do you think this might be?
5 Is there a particular age group you think is more likely to have difficulties with stress, or do you
feel that it may affect all ages equally? Try it nowTop to toe:1 Read what to do first, then try it
with your eyes closed.2 Starting with your toes, and moving mentally through your body, slowly
check for any tension. Take around a minute, and end with the top of your head.3 Now take in a
deep breath, and as you sigh it back out, release any tension you found. Then take another deep
breath, and sigh out any tension that didn’t disappear with your first breath.WHAT IS STRESS?
It’s difficult to clearly explain what stress is because, in everyday language, the word ‘stress’ is
used in two quite different ways:1 In everyday speech, we talk about financial worries, or
relationship problems, or difficulties at work as ‘stress’. In other words, stress is outside
pressures or circumstances. You often hear the phrase ‘he was under a lot of stress’.2 But what
you feel or experience in such situations is also described as stress. You feel stressed! So
‘stress’ is also used to describe our internal world.We need to understand both of these sides to
stress, if we want to be able to deal with it. We need to know about these outside pressures, and
we need to know about the effects they have on people. To make this easier these two important
parts of stress are better described in this way: Remember thisHow your mind and body feel
when you are stressed = STRESS↕Situation/s you find stressful = STRESSOR/S.When we feel
stressed, the automatic part of our nervous system becomes energized, or aroused. That’s the
part of the nervous system which keeps us breathing and our heart beating automatically,
without us having to think about it. This arousal is a necessary part of our biological make-up,
and evolved in our caveman ancestors as a mechanism which prepared them to cope physically
with whatever situation they might experience, from hunting, to gathering food, to sitting around
the fire. The level of arousal would be just right.So if our ancestors came upon something life-
threatening and dangerous, like a snarling sabre-toothed tiger, or hissing snake, or aggressive
members of another tribe, this instant automatic arousal prepared them to either ‘fight’, or ‘flee’
as fast as they could. Arousal became set on maximum to increase the chance of survival. This



all happens instantly, and automatically, because if our ancestors had taken time to think about
it, it would have been too late. Breathing and thinking processes speed up, the heart beats faster
to take more blood and oxygen to the muscles, which become taut and ready for action, blood
sugar levels rise to give rapid energy, increased amounts of adrenalin are produced, and so on.
All in the blink of an eye, to prepare us for instant and effective action, to save our lives, or that of
a loved one.WHAT’S ALL THE FUSS ABOUT THEN?In terms of evolution, development of the
automatic nervous system is relatively recent. Our bodies react in exactly the same way today, in
the 21st-century high street, supermarket or office block as they did in the cave. But in our
modern world, we don’t just feel threatened by physically dangerous situations. We can feel
threatened and in danger from an angry neighbour, or a pile of bills falling on the mat. And we
can’t solve problems like these by physically fighting with our work colleagues, or running away
from an upsetting text or e-mail, much as we might want to. So in today’s world there is seldom a
physical outlet for the ancient ‘fight or flight’ reaction, and the major bodily changes it generates.
These have no outlet, leaving you feeling very strange indeed:• Sitting at your desk with a racing
heart, thinking you’re having a heart attack.• Driving to work with a tense, arched
back.• Holding your coffee cup with a vice-like grip.• Tired all the time because your blood
sugar is burning off too quickly and then falling.• Prone to moods and angry outbursts, and an
inability to make the simplest decision as your blood sugar can suddenly fall too low.• Feeling
spaced out on the train home from work, because you’re breathing a little too fast, and your
body’s delicate chemical balance is out of sorts.• Finding nail marks in your palms after talking
to your child’s teacher at parents’ night.• Discovering your jaw and teeth are clamped shut whilst
in the queue at the supermarket.• No appetite, or indigestion, because your stomach has shut
down to allow all hands to be on deck to ‘fight’ or ‘flee’.• Can’t concentrate in meetings because
your mind feels in fast-forward mode, and is jumping all over the place.• Muscles becoming
painful in the evenings as they’ve been tense most of the day for no reason. MythbusterWe’re
already talking about stress as a problem, and the experience of stress as a negative and
unwanted one. But some people will tell you that a little stress is good for you. This is a myth.
Yes, we all need some positive challenge in our lives in order to perform at our best, but this is
better thought of as useful stimulation, rather than stress. Saying a little stress is good for you is
like saying don’t be knocked down by a full-sized bus, but if it’s a little mini-bus then it would do
you good. Not.The International Stress Management Society UK (ISMAUK) explains stress as
(2012):‘The adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand
placed on them.’Those pressures may come from many differing sources and when their
combined effect is overwhelming, stress occurs. This means that stress is not good for you.
Stress is an unhealthy state of body or mind or both.STRESS IS NORMALStress is a normal
human response. It’s normal in the sense that the stress response itself isn’t an illness or a
disease. We’ve already seen that it’s a normal human reaction, designed to keep us safe from
physical danger, and shared with most animals. Everyone has this automatic response to
danger, which in our ancestors would occur for a few seconds or minutes, very occasionally,



usually if there was a snake, wild animal or other physical threat to be dealt with quickly. When
we experience stress, there is in fact nothing physically wrong with us.Even today, the stress
response still keeps us safe from physical danger. If you’re on your mobile phone, and take a
step into the road without thinking, and then see a heavy lorry bearing down on you, it’s the
ancient stress response that will make you step back again swiftly and without thinking. It’s the
same response that is responsible for those people who find the superhuman strength to lift a
car which has pinned down a loved one, or rescue a child from a burning building.It’s when the
‘everyday’ stress reaction occurs too severely, too often, or if it becomes long-term, that a range
of other physical or psychological illness and conditions can be produced. There will be more on
this in Chapter 2. Remember this‘Stress’ has become a problem for modern men and women
because the stress response is being produced too often, and when we are in ‘psychological’,
rather than physical danger. Examples would be when the bills are piling up, we have an
argument with a loved one, or a deadline approaches too quickly for us at work. Our bodies
weren’t designed for the stress response to occur in this way, especially without a physical outlet
for the major bodily changes it brings. This can leave you feeling confused, scared and
miserable, and will make you feel ill, even though you aren’t actually ill.ARE WE MORE
STRESSED THAN 20 YEARS AGO?It’s easy to think of periods in human history, which, on the
face of it, would appear to have been more stressful than today. Typical examples would be
times of famine, war, disease or desperate poverty. With the progress that has been made in
eradicating disease and absolute poverty in Western societies, should there not be less stress
nowadays instead of more? Though we cannot be sure, the most likely answer is no, we are
probably more stressed in the West today than in most historical periods.The main reason for
this is the huge increase in psychological stressors, brought about by today’s sophisticated, high-
speed, non-stop global existence. But there are other reasons too:• In the past, most periods of
stress would be due to war or famine, and would be short and infrequent, alternating with long
periods of relative peace and prosperity.• Also, without a 24-hour news service, only those
directly involved would be aware of a stressor such as fighting, or a plague, and be affected by
it.• Today’s global village allows us all to be fully aware of the desperate situations experienced
by people at the other end of the country, or the other side of the world, and to see and hear
what is happening in war zones. This makes many people feel stressed by proxy.• During the
two major and lengthy world wars of the 20th century, or the great Depression of the 1930s,
people had a sense of being in it together. This had the effect of reducing the adverse effects of
a time of great stress considerably. Feeling you are alone with a stressor can make its effects
much stronger.• Current industrial Western society emphasizes the importance of the
independent individual, exercising choice and making decisions in a world where material
success matters. This automatically places continuous stress on people to strive for material
success: the rat race, in other words, with its unrelenting time pressure and constant
change.• Stress appears to be an unavoidable by-product of 21st century life in a Western-style
society. Try it nowBreathe easy1 Place a flat hand gently on your tummy. You can do this in any



position, and anywhere. No one will notice.2 Now breathe in gently through your nose to a
count of 1-2-3-4, making sure to let your tummy rise, then as you breathe out gently, count
1-2-3-4-5.3 Repeat up to five times.WHAT ABOUT THE REST OF THE WORLD?There are
undoubtedly numerous stressors in the West, but a recent survey of 6,500 women in 21
countries, including the UK and USA, found that stress in the developing countries, such as
India, Mexico, Russia and China is even greater. The survey was completed in 2011 by the
consumer and media research company Nielsen, and it found that women in the developing
countries are more stressed than women in the West. Women in India were the most stressed of
all, in terms of feeling time pressure, lack of time to relax, and feeling overworked most of the
time.Nielsen puts this down to financial pressures, with women in India saying they were unlikely
to have anything left after paying for necessities. Nielsen takes this financial argument on to
explain the overall findings that what were called ‘daughters’ (average age 30) were most
stressed, ‘mothers’ (average age 47) a bit less so, and ‘grandmothers’ (average age 67) least
stressed, because of increasing financial security and work/life balance.Another major global
survey, completed by the Kenexa High Performance Institute, focussed on 60,000 ‘employees’ in
Brazil, China, Germany, India, the UK, and the USA. This reported in 2012, that UK workers
were the most stressed of the six countries, with 35 per cent being exposed to unreasonable
levels of stress at work. However, the levels in Brazil, Germany and the USA weren’t far
behind.CountryPercentage of employees stressed in 2012UK35 (up 10% since
2008)Brazil34Germany33USA32China17India17HIGH AND LOW-STRESS
OCCUPATIONSCareerCast is an American organization, which keeps data on the stress
associated with various careers. In 2012, they studied 100 occupations, and ranked their
experience of stress based on 11 factors including: deadlines, physical demands, environmental
conditions, and being in the public eye. Here are their ten most stressful and ten least stressful
jobs:Ten most stressful jobs in 2012Ten least stressful jobs in 2012 1 Enlisted soldier 2
Firefighter 3 Airline pilot 4 Military General 5 Police Officer 6 Event Co-ordinator 7
Public Relations Executive 8 Senior Corporate Executive 9 Photojournalist10 Taxi Driver 1
Medical records technician 2 Jeweller 3 Hair Stylist 4 Dressmaker/Tailor 5 Medical
laboratory technician 6 Audiologist 7 Precision assembler 8 Dietician 9 Furniture
upholsterer10 Electrical technicianIn 2005, a research project headed by C.T. Millet identified
that in the UK, the seven most stressful occupations were:1 ambulance service2 teaching3
social services4 customer services – call centres5 prison officers6 clerical and
administration7 policeThe group also found that within the same occupational setting, there
were interesting role differences, such as police officers and classroom teachers being more
stressed than their senior colleagues. They flagged up the idea that the ‘emotional’ nature of
work is an important factor in creating stress, with ‘emotional work’ meaning a role which
includes significant amounts of direct interaction with clients who commonly show their
emotions.HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE STRESSED?Few would disagree that stress in the UK
has increased in recent decades. Doctors, employers and health and welfare staff would



probably agree that stress has been steadily rising for the past 50–60 years. Stress is not easy to
pin down, and reports and measures are always going to be at least one or two years out-of-date
by the time they appear, but here is some very recent evidence:• The Health and Safety
Executive (HSE) estimate that in 2011, 10.8 million working days were lost through stress,
anxiety or depression, caused or made worse by stress.• In their 2011 Absence Management
Survey, produced in partnership with Simplyhealth, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development (CIPD) found that stress was the most common reason for long-term sickness
absence, both for manual and non-manual employees.MIND reported in 2011 that British
businesses lose an estimated £26 billion each year in sickness absence and lost productivity.
With greater awareness and mental health support, one third of these costs could be saved – £8
billion a year.The HSE figures break down to show that in 2011, more women than men were
affected, and those aged 45–54, whether men or women, were most at risk. The age breakdown
currently varies year on year, and there is evidence of younger people becoming increasingly
affected depending on the economic situation.Those reporting being affected by stress, anxiety
or depression related to work. Millions of days off in 2011.Of the entire working
population10.8Men4.9Women5.9TOTAL10.8Age 16-342.5Age 35-442.6Age 45-543.8Age 55
and over1.9TOTAL10.8FIVE EASY STEPS TO FIND HOW STRESSED YOU ARE• Step
one:Just for a few moments, take time to think about your own life just now, and about the week
that has just gone. In your notebook, list everything you can think of which is going on in your life
and which could be causing you unhelpful stress at the moment. It helps if you think about family,
work, relationships, weather, events, daily hassles, travel, cars, money, your home, and so on.
List these ‘stressors’ in any order, down the left-hand side of a page. Take your time, and allow
yourself to become aware of all stressors in your life.↓• Step two:Now go back through your list,
and down the right-hand side of the same page, rate each on a scale of 1–10 (10 being
maximum stress you can imagine) of how stressful it is for you just now. Be HONEST.↓• Step
three:Now add all these scores up to give your Current Stress. This puts a figure on the potential
for unhelpful stress in your life right now. Write this number down at the bottom of your list of
numbers, just like your total bill in a restaurant.↓• Step four:Bear in mind that the ideal score here
would be zero, as we are clearly thinking about unhelpful stress. As explained earlier, it is better
to think that all stress is unhelpful, and that the popular idea of there being ‘useful stress’, to spur
us on to greater things, is better thought of as ‘challenge’ or ‘stimulation’, which we all need in
life. There is no maximum score!↓• Step five:Now go back to the page you were working on, and
using the scale below, rate your personal vulnerability to stress. How likely are you, as a person,
to experience stress in reaction to certain circumstances or events. Be honest. Write this number
down directly underneath your answer to the previous question. Nearly there!
VULNERABILITYAverage vulnerability0Slightly vulnerable2Moderately vulnerable3Very
vulnerable4Now add these last two numbers together – that is add your CURRENT STRESS to
your VULNERABILITY to find out your TOTAL STRESS RATING.Remember that ideally this total
should be zero. We all function most efficiently if we have no stress. And sadly, there is probably



no maximum score. A low score would be anything from 0 to 5, medium from 6–10, high from 11–
20, and very high, 21 and above. Many people these days will find they have a low to medium
score. If your score is higher than you would like, this book will help you do something about
that.WE ARE ALL DIFFERENTStress is not something which just comes out of the blue, from
outside of us. It can feel that way, but it’s not. It’s not like a shower of rain, which wets each of us
equally. Some of us are drenched, but some of us remain dry, even if we get caught in the same
shower of stress. You see, there are many situations one person will experience as stressful,
whilst another feels it as a challenge, or even as an everyday event; public speaking, car racing,
writing a report, amateur dramatics, abseiling, city driving or visiting the dentist are just a few
examples. Just as no two people look alike or have identical personalities, we all experience
stress differently, and in response to different stressors. Remember thisHow we perceive or
assess a situation will decide whether or not we feel stressed by it. So stress is the outcome of
not one but two factors – it depends on the person, and it depends on the situation in which they
find themselves.An important figure in introducing this idea was psychologist Richard Lazarus,
who in 1952 explained that a person’s assessment of the situation will decide whether they
experience stress or not. This assessment will depend on the individual’s personality and
previous experience. We all assess situations day in, day out, sometimes actively, sometimes
without really thinking about it. It’s all just part of our daily experience of life. But whatever the
cause of our stress, we still have a choice – to lie down to it or fight back.So in most day-to-day
situations, how someone appraises a situation largely determines whether or not they will
experience stress. This needn’t be a conscious process. It can feel completely unthinking and
automatic. And this is very much down to the three Ps: our physical make-up, personality and
previous experience.Remember though, no one is immune to stress. All it takes is for the right
buttons to be pressed, and it can happen to anyone. And this doesn’t mean that you can’t do
something to ‘cushion’ yourself from these various effects, and improve your coping skills. Or, in
terms of my previous ‘shower of stress’ metaphor, you should always carry an
umbrella.DIFFERENT TYPES OF STRESSThe stress expert, Professor Hans Selye famously
said in 1973, ‘Everybody knows what stress is and nobody knows what it is.’ This puts it
particularly well. We all have an intuitive feel for what it is, but have difficulty in putting that into
words.In 1946, Professor Selye described three stages in reacting, or adapting, to the stressors
we can meet in our lives. These are still a useful concept over 60 years later. In stage one, the
alarm is set off by any stressor, and the body gets ready to deal with this. In stage two the body
attempts to resist the stressor, and if it is successfully achieved, there will be a return to some
sort of equilibrium. In other words all will return to normal. If the body’s attempt at resistance
does not deal with the stressor, or if the stressor persists for too long, the third stage, that of
exhaustion, will be reached.Selye’s way of looking at stress still has practical implications for
how we experience it today.Stress can come in a short, sharp or acute burst. Maybe a job
interview, a house move, or an exam. We psyche ourselves up for this, get through it, and then
heave a sigh of relief when it’s over, and get back to normal, with no harm done.Or, stress can be



long-lasting, seeming to go on and on, such as might happen to a carer, or in a relationship
which isn’t working, or if you have a stressful job. Or stress can be intermittent, sometimes there
sometimes not, depending on what’s going on in your life. Either way, if this goes on for too long,
exhaustion results. This is what is sometimes described as ‘burnout’, which can take months or
more to recover from. Case studyDoreen has been caring for her mother, who is 75 and has
dementia, in her own home for three years. She has no other family and feels it is her
responsibility anyway. It was quite stressful at first, but then Doreen seemed to just get used to it.
But lately she feels drained, empty inside, and tired all the time, and often feels tense and
irritable, with a tendency to snap at her mother which she’d never experienced before. She’s also
had several colds this last six months, as well as the winter vomiting virus.Comment: Doreen has
reached Selye’s third stage, and is experiencing the outcome of long-term stress, and possible
burnout. She’s tense, exhausted and her immune system is well below par. She needs time to
recover, and should see her doctor about how this can be organized.How to tell if you’re
stressed*If you are stressed you will notice signs and symptoms. Everyone does. These are the
effects of increased autonomic nervous system (ANS) arousal with no outlet. There are many
effects of stress because, as shown earlier, the ANS underlies everything the body does.
Although no list can be complete, the diagram below shows the common symptoms which many
people who suffer from stress will recognize. Perhaps you could tick or make a note of those
which you’ve experienced. You’ll find more on this in Optional extras (Appendix 1).Introducing
stress managementUp until early in the 20th century, many hundreds of brave soldiers were shot
for cowardice, or disobeying orders, or for desertion, when they refused to go into action against
the enemy, or refusing orders to go ‘over the top’ of the notorious World War I trenches. The
award winning novel Birdsong, by Sebastian Faulks (1993), gives some idea of what life in the
trenches was like. Most, if not all of these soldiers were in fact experiencing a highly distressing
condition which interfered markedly with their thinking processes and behaviour. Many of these
men, or their families, have only recently received pardons and an apology for their appalling
treatment.Stress management as we know it today probably had its roots in the early 1900s,
when it was realized that most of these men had developed a condition known as ‘shell shock’,
especially after serving in the trenches on the front line. In these early days, shell shock was
assumed to be a neurological dysfunction resulting from brain damage caused by the sound of
exploding shells. This was assumed to be the reason for many men becoming so ill, that they
could no longer face combat.During World War II, this condition came to be thought of as more
of an emotional breakdown caused by the ‘stress’ of combat, rather than as a physical condition.
Today, we’re all familiar with the term ‘combat stress’ and what it can mean for those affected. It
is also sometimes described as ‘battle fatigue’ or ‘war neurosis’, and its effects can still be felt
many years later. Some never fully recover.After World War II ended in 1945, medics,
psychologists, psychiatrists and other professionals began to suspect that many situations in
everyday life could also cause similar effects to battle fatigue. For example, being assaulted or
raped, being involved in a serious car accident or house-fire, or being subjected to years of



domestic abuse.This idea is now widely accepted to be the case. More recently, with an
increase in armed conflict involving Western countries, increasing attention has been paid to the
true nature of battle fatigue, now termed post-traumatic stress syndrome, or PTSD, which is now
recognized to occur not just in response to battle, but to a wide range of traumatic events, such
as accidents, disasters or abuse. There will be more about PTSD in Chapter 2.The resulting
interest by the military in training men to manage stress, and a new general emphasis on
personal development, gave rise to the development of stress management on a much wider
platform than just the armed forces from the 1950s onwards. Try it nowTension releaseIn your
own time, breathe in slowly, and as you do this, silently check over your entire body for any
unwanted tension in your muscles. Check your scalp, face, shoulders, hands, back, chest,
stomach, legs, feet… just notice where there is extra unwanted tension in your body.Then, with
your next breath out, quietly release the tension you found.Repeat.WHAT CAN YOU DO IF
YOU’RE STRESSED?Stress is what we feel when there is an unnecessary increase in
autonomic arousal, bringing about unwelcome and out of place physical and mental changes.
So the main aim when treating stress is to reduce this autonomic arousal and the symptoms it
brings about. Chapter 2 will go in to this in much more detail, and other chapters will pick up on
this too, but for now we will simply list the main areas which have been found to have this effect:•
Reducing stressClearly the simplest strategy would be to do something about the cause of the
stress – your stressors. This may not always be possible, but sometimes specialist advice and a
lot of thought can help you to make personal decisions which will help to resolve or reduce one
or all of your stressors.• Advice, understanding, listening and supportFeeling isolated and alone
only exacerbates stress. But if you understand your problems better, you are in with a chance of
dealing with them. Knowing there’s an objective sounding board to listen and not judge can be
an immense support too. Sometimes just understanding what stress is and how it affects your
body can be a huge relief.• Relaxation exercisesExcess ANS arousal produces more tension
than you need for everyday tasks. There’s a very wide range of relaxation techniques for both
body and mind, some taking only moments, and there is usually something to suit everyone.•
BreathingSimple breathing exercises can quickly restore normal breathing patterns and reduce
the severity of symptoms. This can be surprisingly effective.• Lifestyle changeThe right changes
can have a major cushioning effect and impact on stress levels. Taking regular breaks and more
exercise for example, can be of tremendous benefit, perhaps more than you can imagine.•
Sorting out priorities and finding regular supportSorting out priorities, deciding what’s really
important, and seeking social and other support can be an enormous help.• Thinking habitsThe
way we habitually think about life can encourage or inhibit stress. The chronic negative thinker,
or the person who sets standards which are too high for themselves, can produce their own
stress. Raising awareness of these and other unhelpful thinking habits, and making changes to
them, can yield great improvements. Some of these may surprise you. Remember thisAlthough
there is a huge choice of stress management techniques, research and experience would
suggest that the most powerful and effective way to manage stress for most people involves a



combination of:• some form of relaxation• breathing exercises of some kind• gaining an
understanding about the causes of stress and how it can affect the body and mind.SIX STEPS
TO FIND WHAT IS STRESSING YOUNow that you’re more familiar with stress and what it is,
let’s look at what sorts of situations cause stress, and also the kinds of stressors which are
affecting you personally just now.Step one:Find a small pad of sticky notes (or even better, three
in different colours or shapes), some small dot or star stickers, and a large (A4 or bigger) piece
of blank paper. A large piece of brown wrapping paper, on the wall is good. Draw a rough circle
about the size of a 10 pence piece in the centre of the paper. This is you.Step two:Think about
the country you live in, and then think about the part of the country where you spend most of
your time. What do you feel are the main causes of stress there? Think as broadly as you can.
Write one on each sticky, and stick these on the sheet around YOU, placing those which you feel
affect you most, nearest to you. Examples might be unemployment, difficult neighbours, lack of
leisure facilities, bad weather, poor schools.Step three:Now think about the country you live in as
a whole, are there any other causes you could now add (using a second shape or colour of
sticky note if you have these)? Examples for the UK might be cut-backs, poor health, family or
relationship problems, drug or alcohol abuse.Step four:Now think in detail about workplace
stress. Make sticky notes (third colour) for some of the reasons people might be stressed in their
workplace.Step five:Now look over all the sticky notes you’ve made and put a cross (or a star or
dot sticker if you have any) on those which you feel are affecting you right now.Step six:Now go
back to those with crosses/stars, and rate how much stress they are causing you at the moment.
Use a scale of 1–10, 1 being the minimum and 10 being maximum stress. You should now have
a picture of your stress.STRESS IS ALL AROUND US*Are your days entirely ruled by the clock,
with so much to be squeezed into too little time? Are you continually juggling home life around
work? Or maybe there’s almost nowhere and no time you can’t be contacted by mobile phones,
pagers or e-mail. All of this, and everything else that goes with life in the early 21st century, is a
heavy burden for a body which was skilfully designed over countless centuries for the slow pace
of the Stone Age.You’ll find more stories of people experiencing stress in the Optional extras for
Chapter 1 in Appendix 1 at the back of the book. In the meantime, here are just some of the
stressors we cope with every day.STRESS CAN ALSO COME FROM ‘GOOD’ EVENTSIt’s not
only the negative events of life which are stressful. Even events which are very welcome can
cause stress. This is because happy events, such as a wedding, or a much wanted promotion,
new house or baby will involve a number of factors such as financial worries, a feeling of lack of
control, or time pressure, all of which can cause stress. Most of us would worry about an
extension that’s taking forever to build, or a baby that won’t stop crying, or not being able to sell
our current home when the next one is all set up and ready to go. Even arranging a wedding or a
holiday involves time pressure to make sure it will all be alright on the day, and worrying about
whether you can afford it, or what might go wrong unexpectedly. The other thing is that most
positive life events involve change, and change, even good change, is stressful
too.WORKPLACE STRESSWorkplace stress is being talked about and recognized more and



more. The importance of ‘job satisfaction’ as referred to so aptly by US President Roosevelt in
1903, has definitely given way a century later, to concerns about long hours, down-sizing, short-
term contracts, new methods of working, and organizational change. The unemployed are
stressed because they don’t have a job, and the workforce is stressed because they
do.According to the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) in their 2011
Absence Management Survey, produced in partnership with Simplyhealth, the main cause of
stress in the public sector was organizational change and restructuring.There is no magic wand
which will make workplace stress just disappear. It is largely an outcome of the nature of Britain
and other developed countries in the second decade of the 21st century. For many people, there
is little they can do, except cushion themselves from its effects. Many employers are also at a
loss to know what to do, and receive mixed messages about stress and the workforce from
different sources. Specific skills for employers, the self-employed, and the employee to use to
manage workplace stress will be suggested throughout the book, and especially in Chapters 2,
3, 4, 12 and 13.ATTITUDES TO STRESSSometimes the worst thing about feeling stressed is
being concerned about what other people are going to think. How will friends and family react?
And what about the neighbours or work colleagues? There is still a stigma about anything to do
with mental health, but stress is becoming more accepted year by year.But sometimes it’s a
person’s own attitude that can be the problem. Sometimes people just won’t admit or recognize
that they are stressed. So it’s not just about other people’s attitudes, it’s also about our own too.
Case studyNorman is a 52-year-old senior executive I first met some years ago, who has always
prided himself on a job well done. He is a proud man who has worked hard to get where he is
today. Over the years he has come across people who had problems with stress, and was
always of the mind that they just needed to give themselves a shake, and show more strength,
show more backbone. But in the past five years, his company has downsized and re-organized
several times, meaning an increased and ever-changing workload for Norman, often involving
new computer technology, which he has always felt somewhat wary of, and has never quite
come to grips with. In the past few months, he has been experiencing chronic neck pain and
severe headaches which the doctor says might be caused by stress. His wife has also noticed
that he is not sleeping well, and has become quite irritable at home. Norman has scoffed at the
doctor’s suggestion that he might be stressed, but his wife is not so sure. Use your Personal
Journal to jot down your thoughts about these questions:• Why do you think Norman denies that
he is stressed?• What makes Norman think that stressed people ‘need to give themselves a
shake’?• Do you think this is a commonly held view? Why should that be?• What do you think
of this view of stress?• How is this view likely to affect Norman’s motivation to do something
about his stress?• Who do you think is most likely to be able to persuade him to do something
about his stress? Why?• What do you think those closest to you think about stressed people?
• What effect does this have on you?• Is there anyone else whose attitude might affect you
(family, work colleagues, boss, etc.)?• How do you think you might deal with this?• Who do you
find is supportive towards your problem with stress? Make and keep a list of their names (if any)



in your Journal.Many people are often reluctant to admit they feel stressed. Or they avoid
seeking help because it can be perceived as a sign of weakness. Others genuinely don’t believe
that they are stressed, even when told this by their doctor. That’s something which happens to
weak people, not to them. And anyway, even if they are stressed, what else is there to do but just
get on with it. The stress is there, and can’t be changed so what other alternative do they have?
And then of course there is the popular misconception that all a stressed person has to do is
give themselves a shake or pull themselves together. If it were that easy, wouldn’t every stressed
person have done that by now? In fact this is what most stressed people are constantly trying to
do – but it just doesn’t work. Much of the physical tension associated with stress is an outcome
of desperately trying to hold yourself together and stay in control.
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