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A note from the authors

We live in ever-changing times and sometimes life can be tough. We’re constantly being pulled in different directions and can struggle to cope with the pressure that we’re put under by external factors and, most importantly, by ourselves. With greater choice comes greater responsibility and occasionally this can be a breeding ground for stress, unhappiness and self-doubt. There are very few people (if any at all) who feel they operate perfectly in their work, relationships and life in general. Most of us could use some help now and then – a nudge to show us how to improve our mood, to change our approach to life and to feel more content.

This series aims to help you understand why you feel, think and behave the way you do – and then gives you the tools to make positive changes. We’re not fans of complicated medical jargon so we’ve tried to make everything accessible, relevant and entertaining as we know you’ll want to see improvements as soon as possible. These concise, practical guides show you how to focus your thinking, develop coping strategies and learn practical techniques to face anything and everything in more positive and helpful ways.

We believe self-help doesn’t have to be confusing, worthy or patronising. We draw on our professional experience and the latest research, using anecdotes and examples which we found helpful and hope you will too. Titles are split into particular areas of concern such as sleep, happiness, confidence and stress, so you can focus on the areas you’d most like to address.

Our books are based on a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) framework. CBT is an incredibly successful treatment for a wide variety of issues and we’re convinced it will enable you to cope with whatever you’re facing.

Within the books you’ll regularly come across diagrams called mind maps. They are easy to use and simple to understand. Based on CBT, mind maps show how your thoughts, behaviour and how you feel (both emotionally and physically) are all connected, breaking the problem down so it doesn’t seem overwhelming, and laying out options for making changes.

There are exercises and checklists throughout, to guide you through the practical steps of altering how you feel. We’ll make it easy to make these changes part of your routine because reading the theory is only going to get you so far. The only way to ensure you’ll feel better long-term is to put everything you learn into practice and change how you experience your day-to-day life.

You can choose to feel better and these books will show you how.

Good luck! Let us know how you get on by contacting us on our website: www.jessamyandjo.com
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Introduction

If you look up the word ‘calm’ in a dictionary, chances are you’ll stumble across a phrase like ‘the calm before the storm’ or something else equally sea shanty-ish. This common analogy is a great way of describing not just what happens in nature, but also in our heads. Humans are built to experience both calm and stormy feelings, sliding back and forth across the emotional spectrum from despair to euphoria. Unfortunately our response to environmental, societal and psychological pressure is often to feel stressed, worried or anxious and we can end up becoming trapped in a whirlwind of tension. If someone feels this way regularly – or constantly – it can be hugely damaging to their health, both physically and mentally. If you’re feeling panicky and anxious all the time, we’d put good money (hypothetically – we don’t want to give you something else to worry about) on the fact that your physical health is suffering, your thoughts are mainly negative and you’re behaving in a way that’s often out of character.

Stress, anxiety and worry: three’s a crowd

Many people commonly bunch rapid-heartbeat-knot-in-stomach emotions under the seemingly all-encompassing umbrella title of ‘stress’, when in reality stress, worry and anxiety are very different beasts. We explain their varying roles in much more detail in later chapters, but for now, suffice to say they all contribute to feeling like you’re losing your grip on things.

Experiencing stress, anxiety and worry in life is totally natural. We’re constantly put under pressure within our roles as friends, relatives, partners, parents, colleagues, neighbours, students, etc. We wear many different faces on a day-to-day basis and not only have to live according to our own measures of success, but those of society as a whole. Often the scale of what we’re expected to achieve and how we’re expected to act can feel frightening, leading us to question our ability to cope. The fact that we live in very demanding times was reflected by the 7 per cent rise in the number of hospital admissions for stress in England in the twelve months to May 2012 and the 44 per cent of Americans who said their stress levels had increased in the five years leading up to 2010. Stress affects everyone and feeling you can’t cope can make life a struggle.

Stress, anxiety and worry can hugely affect your life, which is why it’s so important to learn how to deal with issues and problems in a calm way. Life can feel out of control when you’re under massive amounts of pressure, but you absolutely can wrestle it back. The good news is that there are loads of proactive steps you can take to feel calmer, to make your life more manageable and therefore happier – and this book will show you how.

Why choose this book?

We’ve both experienced stress, anxiety and worry ourselves and believe a book such as this could really have helped. We’ve tried to keep it as concise as possible so you won’t get bogged down in confusing medical drivel that doesn’t relate to you. If stress, anxiety and worry have been eating you up for a day, a week, a month or forever, please do give our strategies a shot. However, if your stress levels are seriously affecting your job or family life you also should consider visiting your GP and getting things checked out in case you need more specialist help – but there’s no harm in trying our techniques and strategies before, or as well as, taking that step. (We have included a list of resources at the back of the book.)

We’re 100 per cent certain that This Book Will Make You Calm really will live up to its title, giving you the means to increase your ability to cope with the pressures of daily life. We’ve included tips and tools throughout that offer simple and effective ways of changing how you deal with both short and long term angst. You’ll learn how to stop beating yourself up, how to ditch your futile quest for perfection (it doesn’t exist by the way), and how to stop believing you’re less than you are. In short, you’ll learn how to enjoy your life.

How it all works

This is a really practical book – a manual on how to feel calmer. We recommend that you dedicate a bit of time and energy into fully absorbing everything and to trying out the strategies recommended. And while you can dip in and out of each chapter we’d encourage you to read them in numerical order as each one builds on the last.

The book is based around a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) framework, which is explained in more detail in Chapter 2. It’s a highly effective problem-focused approach that finds practical ways of managing the here and now. You’ll learn a set of principles and techniques that will help you deal with on-going problems (and any new ones) and this new knowledge will stay with you for life.


How to get the most out of this book


	Try all of the strategies out, rather than just flicking through them. (The strategies are all identified by [image: ]) These techniques are proven to work, we’re not experimenting on you. If you invest time and energy into them they absolutely will change your life for the better. Some may suit you more than others, but by trying them all you’ll give yourself the best possible shot at feeling calmer.

	Practise. If something doesn’t work for you immediately, try again. As with anything, the more you practice the more familiar these new ways of thinking and behaving will become. Adopting positive new habits can take a while, but the more you use them the quicker they’ll become second nature.

	Buy a new notebook to dedicate specifically to this book. Several of our strategies involve writing things down or drawing stuff out. It’ll be motivational and practical to be able to flip back to things you’ve previously written and to see how far you’ve come. Also, the very act of writing things down aids memory and will make your determination to change more ‘official’ in your head.



We genuinely do believe that while stress, anxiety and worry are part of everyday life, they don’t have to rule your life. You can take control and in doing so you’ll feel happier, more confident and calmer.
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Understanding Stress





Stress has many faces – many frustrating, frightening and panicky faces. Here we explain what stress is, its relationship to worry and anxiety and why it’s affecting your life. Understanding stress is an integral step in learning how to manage it.




What are stress, anxiety and worry?

Your thoughts, behaviour, emotions and physical health are all intrinsically interlinked. For example, if you feel jealous, your thoughts will be negative, you might behave badly and physically your heart rate might speed up. Not one of these processes is more important than the other and there isn’t one in particular that triggers everything else. It totally depends on the type of person you are and what situation you’re in, i.e. you might think something negative which then prompts you to behave in a negative way, which in turn makes you feel bad and causes your body to physically tense up.

It’s a big fat vicious circle:
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Stress, anxiety and worry

Stress: a response to a situation or event in which you’re put under pressure. It affects you emotionally and physically and influences your thoughts and behaviour.

Anxiety: an emotion. In relation to stress it’s a fear of failure or a perception of threat or danger.

Worry: a negative thought process about the future, i.e. ‘what if …?’










Example: Poppy’s predicament

Scenario A: Poppy’s daughter wakes up with a hideous cough – there’s no way she can go to school. Poppy will have to stay at home and look after her, which is frustrating because she had an important meeting scheduled at the office. Poppy feels stressed because she’s under pressure, but she’s not anxious as she knows she can reschedule the meeting without any major repercussions.

Scenario B: Poppy’s meeting is with an important international client who is only available for one day. She feels anxious about the pressure she’s under (stress) as she’s fearful about the possible consequences of cancelling. This triggers worrying thoughts such as, ‘What if he takes his business elsewhere? What if he thinks I’m unreliable? I can’t afford to lose this client …’ which could start to manifest themselves physically, perhaps through an increased heart rate, a knot in the pit of her stomach or shaking hands.






We’re pretty sure everyone has been told to ‘calm down’ by a well-meaning, but intensely annoying person at some point. As far as advice goes it’s pretty damn useless. There’s no way you can just switch stress, anxiety and worry off and someone – no matter how well meaning – suggesting you can is only going to aggravate matters. However, there are practical ways of making things more manageable so the next time someone tells you to calm down you won’t feel like hitting them.

Feeling stressed

Stress affects different people at different times and in different ways. Whatever causes people to feel under pressure is decidedly personal, however, there are common issues that affect us all.

Universal stressors are external factors that influence our lives and how much pressure we put ourselves under. The recession, societal expectation, popular culture and the government all play a role in shaping how we think we measure up. For example, the global economic crisis has changed how we plan for the future while societally, the ‘having it all’ debate can make us competitive, absorbed by what we think other people have and also what we believe other people think we should have. (No boyfriend? FAIL. Hate your job? FAIL.) That whole ‘survival of the fittest’ schtick didn’t only relate to cave-dwelling folk. We’re social creatures and we’re genetically programmed to strive for meaning in our lives. If you decide you’re not up to the challenge it can have a truly negative effect on your outlook.

Then there are the personal stressors. The same event can mean something totally different to two separate people. Hell, the same event can have totally different meanings to the same person depending on when it happens. For instance, picture yourself skipping out of the office on a Friday night heading to the pub for a well-earned gin and tonic after a horrible week. You step outside, take a deep breath of freedom … and then your boss calls you back in. Apparently, there’s a problem with the project you’ve been working on and you have to call your colleague in Canada immediately. You feel stressed and angry as you stomp back to your desk. Alternatively, imagine your boss caught you on a Monday night just as you were heading to the Most Boring Dinner Party of All Time which you’d been dreading for weeks. Brilliant – you now have a perfect excuse to miss the party and even if the business call is a disaster you have an entire week to deal with the fallout.

Positive stress

Don’t get us wrong, not all stress is bad. Being put under pressure can drive you to achieve and to strive for success. It’s also integral to experiencing a sense of achievement. When you’re bored or understimulated you tend to perform worse than you do when you’re interested in what you’re doing. You’re not engaged and so you don’t really care how it turns out – or you’re so confident you can do it there’s no pay-off emotionally for completing it.

Stress can be exciting. When you’re about to read a speech to 200 people your body is buzzing, your thoughts are racing and you’re poised to act. Often humans perform their best when feeling keyed up.

You’ll step onto that stage totally alert – and you’ll probably perform better because of it. The sense of achievement you’ll feel when it’s over will be in proportion to how hard you worked on it and the amount of pressure you felt under.

We’ve been built to survive. As tension rises we’re increasingly able to confront stress. Our hearts pump more blood around our bodies, we become more energised and alert and we’re ready to face whatever we have to. However, this feeling can reach a peak. It’s like a faulty boiler. The whole thing is ticking along merrily until the pressure starts building and building, pipes crack and eventually the whole thing explodes. It’s when you feel as if you’re losing control of a situation that you start feeling anxious and unable to cope.

The diagram below shows how pressure and performance are related.
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How we experience stress

Everyone who feels they can’t cope with the pressure they’re under will appear:


	Preoccupied

	Distressed

	Insular (they’ll begin to avoid situations that could stress them out further or give them something else to worry about)

	Overly sensitive








Example: Lucy’s loan

Lucy has just found out that she owes an additional £500 on a loan and has to pay it off immediately or incur lots of interest. She hasn’t budgeted for it and hasn’t got the money. She’s going to have to borrow it from her parents, which makes her feel terrible for a few reasons:


	She’s twenty-eight and feels she shouldn’t be asking her parents for money any more.

	They’re retired and are living off their pensions. They need all the money they have.

	She didn’t tell them she’d taken out a loan in the first place so when she calls she’ll be delivering a double-dose of bad news.



This stress has made her absent-minded at work – she missed an important meeting and will now have to ask her boss to clarify things again. She also snapped at a co-worker who asked her to do something for the second time. Her heart is beating and her head thumping. She can’t help thinking this could intrinsically damage her relationship with her parents.






We’re going to put Lucy’s experience in a snazzy diagram called a mind map. You’ll find we use these throughout the book as a way of illustrating how your thoughts, behaviour, physical health and mood are all linked.
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The symptoms of stress

Below we’ve listed some of the most common symptoms of stress. You’ll probably recognise a fair few of them, but others might be a bit more surprising. You might not have associated that particular mood or physical feeling with stress before. If you get angry a lot, you might think it’s because you’re just ‘made that way’, rather than a result of stress, for example. People often classify themselves as ‘a worrier’ or ‘a pessimist’, without looking for reasons behind this perpetual state of mind.
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