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‘It’s not the load that breaks you down,
it’s the way you carry it.’


LOU HOLTZ




Dedicated to our
families, friends and all
the Stress Heads out there
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Our StressLess stories
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from Matthew Johnstone





I used to have wavy dark-brown hair, but now I resemble a cigarette that’s yet to have its ash flicked. While this may in part be down to genetics and ageing, the truth is my hair rapidly lost its colour over one particular year in my mid-thirties – thanks to the unrelenting cumulative pressure of stress, mostly self-inflicted.


About three years into my career as an art director in advertising, I discovered what it is to be truly stressed. Part of the problem was the full-on nature of the business, but the other was that I’m a perfectionist. Like a little stress, a little perfectionism isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It gives us pride in our work, motivates us to do a good job and highlights our strengths. The problem is when it takes over. I was so constantly disappointed with outcomes that I didn’t trust other people to do their jobs and I set the bar impossibly high. I wasn’t the best art director, but I took it really seriously because ‘you’re only as good as your last ad’.


I distinctly remember starting to have trouble sleeping. I felt like I had cold wires running the lengths of my arms, and for a while I had sporadic strobe-like flashes in the corners of my eyes. I’ve since learnt that stress manifests itself in many different ways, and ongoing, unrelenting and untreated major stress is one sure-fire precursor to a significant mental health issue, such as depression or anxiety. And it’s not particularly good for your physical health either.


I have a brother who is a psychiatrist and another who majored in psychology, so I really should have known better. Yet because I’m a guy, because of my ego and the very nature of the business I was in, I suppressed, thwarted and drowned my stress in my work, alcohol and recreational drugs. ‘Self-a-muse’, as I used to call it, always helped to ease the strain and dull the pain, but only temporarily. Because I wasn’t taking care of myself, I ended up horribly depressed, and since then I’ve dedicated my life to understanding mental health and wellbeing, while educating others on how to avoid falling into the same trap. In my mind prevention is the greatest cure.


This book includes many important words written by clever-clogs clinical psychologist Dr Michael Player, who passionately lives, breathes and eats all things related to dealing with stress. He’s spent many years studying it, as a practising clinical psychologist and a researcher. This evidence-based book explains what stress is and what helps relieve it, with plenty of pictures from me to keep stress at bay as you read. Throughout this book I’ve also added my own stories about stress and general life stuff-ups in sections called ‘Short Stress Lessons from Life’. I hope these complement Michael’s wise words.


If stress is a major player in your life, don’t ignore it and hope it will go away. Much as we’d like to, we can’t stop stress, but we can learn how to manage it, lessen it and dance with it. See stress as an internal air-raid siren alerting you that all is not good in your world. See it as an ally: listen to it seriously, then take calm, corrective measures to turn down the dial.


I truly hope this book helps you StressLess.
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from Dr Michael Player





As an experienced mental health researcher and clinical psychologist, I’m in a unique position to see precisely how stress affects our mind, body and behaviour. I’ve traced the biological impact of persistent stress, evident as cells breaking down and important parts of the brain shrinking and wasting away. I’ve also treated clients in stressed states so severe that they couldn’t eat, sleep, concentrate, make decisions or do their jobs. Some were even unable to leave their homes.


I’ve learnt that by developing sound wellbeing plans using the same techniques we share with you in StressLess, we can return to good health and maintain a satisfying life balance. In doing this, we’ll arm you with an awareness of your triggers and symptoms, and help you develop a sustainable plan to better manage your stress, and come alive and thrive!


Matthew and I have always been thick as thieves, sharing ideas, stages and bad dad jokes since our time together at the Black Dog Institute. I’ve often used Matthew’s illustrations in my talks, and people never fail to tell me how the pictures touched them, and how meaningful it is that someone gets their experience. Matthew is a rare talent whose work constantly inspires and amazes me, and it’s a true privilege to put words to his images.


MY STRESS STORY


Throughout my life my stress has produced experiences you’d describe as worry, fear, anxiety, sadness and even depression. Many of my (and likely your) key life decisions and ways of coping have been centred around stress experienced at that time. For example, as an adult, I’ve had a series of stressful jobs – working long hours in dangerous roles on construction sites (to earn the money to go to university), as a stockbroker and futures trader in the very volatile markets of the late nineties and early noughties, and in demanding corporations with overzealous but uninformed management teams. For long periods, the stress of these jobs affected my health and led me to distract, minimise and avoid my pain, and try to cope with all the usual suspects.


Yet the most stress I ever experienced was while I was studying my true love, psychology. This should have been a joy, but my self-imposed ‘internal stress’ had me studying full-time for a clinical masters degree while writing my doctoral thesis and working part-time (read: full-time!) in research. It was the busiest I’ve ever been and, to be honest, it sort of broke me.


Something changed in me, and I’ve never been the same again. I even had to take an ‘emergency’ two-week break to recuperate. No one knew at the time, but I was in really bad shape.


My comprehensive StressLess wellbeing plan incorporating the best stress-management techniques isn’t a stress inoculation, but it will help manage and reduce the symptoms until you work out what’s important. Hint: your health.


I hope this book will help you make good use of your personal experience to learn to StressLess.






YOUR MANTRA FOR THIS BOOK:


If not now, then when?





Introduction




‘It’s not the stress that kills us, it is our reaction to it.’


HANS SELYE





Way back in 1936, before stress was recognised as the cause of many of our modern-day ills, the godfather of stress research, Hans Selye, defined it as ‘the non-specific response of the body to any demand for change’. He later changed the definition to ‘the rate of wear and tear on the body’, which I think better reflects how we feel after a bout of stress: tired, old and beaten-up.


Let’s begin with some damning statistics. Stress is considered to be a major precipitating factor in almost all major diseases, and in five out of the six leading causes of death: heart disease, cancer, stroke, lower respiratory disease and accidents. Depending upon which report you read, stress leads to 75–90 per cent of our GP visits. And the World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that by 2030, stress-related mental health conditions, including depression and anxiety, will be even more prevalent than they are today, and will overtake heart disease as the world’s number-one cause of disease disability. Frightening, isn’t it?


If stress is this bad for us, surely we should just keep away from it! Unfortunately, research shows that the top five stressors (things that cause us stress) are personal finances, personal health, relationships, maintaining a healthy lifestyle, and the health of our loved ones. Who can escape these?


Researchers also know that the more stress we experience, the more our stress pathway (a specific combination of cells linked in our brain) will be triggered, and the more likely we’ll react with really unhelpful thoughts and actions that will make us even more stressed. Over time, the more the stress pathway is activated, the stronger it becomes. This means it can be triggered by lower and lower-level events (known as sensitisation), kicking in when it really shouldn’t. We already see this all around us: people getting stressed out of their minds because they missed a bus, spilt a coffee or are stuck in a queue. So while the triggering event on its own is rarely dramatic, it becomes yet another thing we have to deal with, and it’s the accumulation of these events that eventually becomes overwhelming.


Once we accept stress as an inevitable part of life, and acknowledge that we can’t just turn it off like a tap, we have to learn how to manage (notice I didn’t say eliminate) it – which we can! This book will show you how. The instructions for using this book are simple: ‘Don’t listen to your mind!’ Try everything, then use what works for you. Take a moment now to commit yourself to learning the best ways to master your relationship with stress, because it’s a relationship that has to last.


Finally, you can be sure that everything in StressLess has passed key ‘quack’ tests. Every technique will be useful, but you’ll never know which ones will work for you until you try them. You have no idea how many big beefy truck drivers absolutely love visual imagery of themselves floating on a cloud to relax after a long day’s drive. Keep a NOTEBOOK handy while reading this book, to record the ideas that ring true or inspire you, because what we commit to paper, we’re actually more likely to do in practice.


Here’s to a life of stressing less! Be active, be patient and be brave. You are worth the effort, and your future self will thank you for it!




A VERY IMPORTANT MESSAGE FROM THE AUTHORS


The fact that you’ve picked up this book is brilliant, but if you’re currently feeling utterly overwhelmed by your stress levels, don’t be afraid to reach out and get the help or support you need.


Start with a simple conversation with someone you trust, or visit your GP, or talk to someone in human resources … just don’t feel you have to go it alone. A problem shared is a problem halved, and life’s simply too short to spend it feeling rubbish.
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WHY DO WE GET STRESSED?



Stress in humans can be anything that causes physical, mental or emotional wear and tear. It’s a normal part of life, and a moderate level of stress is actually good for us. It keeps us motivated and energised to get things done.


For example, you wouldn’t study for an exam, or work hard on that board presentation, unless you had a little stress about the outcome. According to Dr Kelly McGonigal of Stanford University and her colleagues, it’s not stress itself but the way we think about it that affects us. Their research shows that if we think stress is bad for us, it truly is!


The evolution of stress


When we feel threatened (whether or not we actually are), our sympathetic nervous system brings about a cascade of physiological symptoms known as the ‘fight or flight’ response. This was vital in the early days of human survival to avoid our numerous predators. When a predator was about, the brain’s alarm system activated an automatic pre-programmed physical escape plan, allowing us to survive.


This response is still with us. Our heart beats faster to pump blood to our limbs, we breathe deeper to get more oxygen for our muscles, we perspire more to speed up heat loss, we slow non-essential functions such as digestion, our pupils dilate so we’re more focused, and we get a shot of adrenaline and cortisol that prepares us for the action. So we’re ready to take flight or stay and fight, depending on the threat we’re facing.


The problem is that, in our modern world, our alarm system identifies many ‘threats’, even if they pose us no actual life-threatening danger: a deadline at work, an argument with a colleague, or our team being down by a point with one minute to go. These are false alarms, because we’re in no physical danger at all, but our body still responds as if we are. As part of the stress response, our brain focuses only on the immediate threat, while the rational part of our brain is disengaged. This means we lose sight of the bigger picture, and this affects our ability to stay calm, think logically and solve problems sensibly.


In stressing less, we hope to activate the opposite of our fight or flight response – the calming ‘rest and recuperation’ response that’s driven by the opposing parasympathetic nervous system.
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HOW STRESS LOOKS AND FEELS



Have a thorough look at the lists of symptoms below and assess honestly whether you regularly experience one or several of these. This will provide insight into when you most need to act. Take out your NOTEBOOK and write these symptoms down. Noticing is the crucial first step in overcoming your stress.




















	PHYSICAL


	 


	MENTAL


	 


	SOCIAL







	
■  Muscular tension (e.g. in your neck or shoulders)


■  Headaches


■  Trouble getting to sleep or staying asleep, and/or waking early in the morning


■  Fatigue


■  Racing heart


■  Breathlessness


■  Lack of energy


■  Poor appetite or overeating


■  Grinding your teeth


■  Nausea, or a knot or butterflies in your stomach



	 


	
■  Struggling to focus or concentrate


■  Inability to start or complete tasks


■  Difficulty making decisions


■  Worrying or thinking about worst-case scenarios


■  Ruminating – repetitively focusing on a thought or problem rather than a solution


■  Being more irritable or frustrated, or snappier than usual


■  Forgetting to do important tasks like paying bills



	 


	
■  Withdrawing from activities


■  Being distracted in conversations


■  Avoiding other people (e.g. cancelling meetings or social outings)


■  Wanting to stay in bed and hide away from the world


■  Seeing your friends less








	BEHAVIOURAL


	 


	EMOTIONAL







	
■  Snapping at other people


■  Skipping meals


■  Eating ‘naughty’ foods more than usual (e.g. chocolate, chips, sugary drinks)


■  Cutting people off in conversations


■  Avoiding your co-workers


■  Getting easily frustrated over things that might not normally bother you


■  Road rage


■  Creating longer and longer to-do lists


■  Taking work home


■  Doing work at the weekends


■  Complaining about how tired you feel


■  Taking more frequent breaks


■  Making more mistakes than usual


■  Missing deadlines or meetings you wouldn’t normally forget about


■  Taking more sick days


■  Avoiding life through social media


■  Drinking more alcohol



	 


	
■  Tearfulness or sensitivity


■  Grumpiness or irritability


■  Low mood or feeling flat


■  Feeling anxious or on edge
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HOW DID WE GET SO STRESSED?



It sounds like an odd question, but how did we allow ourselves to get so damned stressed? The way we live our lives now actually threatens life itself. That’s really hard to believe, considering we in the West live in the safest and most prosperous society during the most peaceful period in world history.


On top of that, computer automation supposedly makes our lives simpler, enhanced global connectivity makes maintaining relationships easier, we have greater choices, better public transport, bigger TVs and smarter phones. And yet we’re the most stressed and unhappiest population in history. What’s going wrong?


It’s worth reflecting here, and noting whether any of these suggestions are adding to the weight of your stress.


■ While we have more ‘friends’ and are more socially ‘connected’ through technology, our relationships and community ties are weaker. Evolutionary psychology shows that human contact and kinship help alleviate anxiety, and we often ignore this because of the next point.


■ We’re more focused on goals such as money, fame and image, which are positively correlated with anxiety and depression.


■ We’re sucking in much more information, and a lot of it is alarmist. We live in a culture where fear is used to motivate us. We constantly hear the beating drum warning of global warming, terrorism, a faltering economy, social injustice, xenophobia and so on.


■ We struggle with our uncomfortable emotions and fight them, rather than letting them run their course. We avoid situations that make us nervous and try to distract or numb ourselves from every uncomfortable feeling as if it’s literally going to kill us.


■ Our expectations are too high, probably because of society’s emphasis on us being anything we want to be, which pressures us into thinking we need to be and do more.


‘Stress is caused by being “here” but wanting to be “ there”.’


ECKHART TOLLE






WHAT’S YOUR BIGGEST SOURCE OF STRESS?



Right now, what’s causing you the most stress? Let’s first consider the broader life areas that may be causing you problems, which will allow you to better target the interventions that follow.


FINANCIAL STRESS


Do you believe that any which way you try, you’ll never get ahead? Do you live month to month on credit cards, do you play lotteries or are you resigned to waiting until someone in your family dies so you can land a house deposit?


WORK STRESS


Is there a mismatch between expectations of you and what you believe you can achieve? Are you having trouble with time management and procrastination, or are you dealing with unfriendly or narcissistic colleagues or even a micromanager? Is job security an issue?


HEALTH STRESS


Do you worry about what you eat and drink, how little you sleep, or any other unhealthy habits? Are you unable to fit in the exercise you know you should do, or is it a trade-off with work or commuting?


PEOPLE STRESS


Are you having issues with people around you? Are you being bullied? Are you surrounded by people who suck out all your goodness? Do you spend a lot of time alone? From an evolutionary point of view, loners are always on high alert, as there’s no one to keep watch for them, which means more of the stress hormones we’re trying to reduce.


FAMILY STRESS


Are you not enjoying all the ‘joy’ that should come with those nearest but not always dearest?


SOCIAL STRESS


Do you feel pressured to conform to ‘ideal’ body images or personal characteristics? Are you constantly having to fuel the social media beast in order to keep up, be ‘liked’, be shared, look amazing, be amazing or just be accepted? In the old days, bullying stopped at the school gate. Now it can follow us home and deep into the night.


TECH STRESS


Are you addicted to your device? The internet has created access to a lot of information about a lot of things for us to worry about unnecessarily. What makes it worse is that people are addicted to their devices, so there’s never any respite.


COMPETITIVE STRESS


Are you worried about passing exams, getting a promotion, changing careers, or adhering to the modern-age mantra that ‘if you’re standing still, you’re going backwards’?


LIFE-CHANGE STRESS


Are you feeling overwhelmed by health problems, losing a job, partner or pet, or moving house?



ENVIRONMENTAL STRESS



Do you live in a noisy apartment without enough nature around you? When we’re surrounded by too many people and human-made things, we can’t relax. We evolved in green, wide-open spaces, so natural light, plants and pets allow us to let our guard down.


FUTURE STRESS


Do you worry if you’ll ever make something of yourself or that everything you do is meaningless?




WHAT ALL THESE STRESSES DO


THEY CHANGE OUR . . .


■ thoughts


■ emotions and moods


■ ability to solve problems


■ motivations and energy


■ behaviour


■ whole health experience.
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THE DAILY TRIGGERS OF STRESS



Most of us living our relentless, undiluted, supercharged modern-day lives are likely to eat these individual triggers for breakfast! On their own, each one might not cause us to flip out or break down, but they can contribute to our stress and put us at greater risk if we experience a few simultaneously or one major unexpected negative event. Write down your specific triggers in your NOTEBOOK, so you know what to look out for.




DO THESE CONTRIBUTE TO YOUR STRESS LEVELS?







❏ Daily hassles – car troubles, a long commute, missing an appointment


❏ Major life changes – moving house, changing jobs


❏ Workload, employment issues, long work hours


❏ Your boss being unhappy with your work


❏ Problems in your personal relationships


❏ Having too many things on your plate


❏ Physical illnesses – colds or flus, feeling run-down


❏ An unhealthy lifestyle – not enough exercise, not eating well, not getting enough sleep, alcohol and/or drug use


❏ Not having enough downtime – holidays, doing things you enjoy


❏ Being unable to pay your bills, rent or mortgage


❏ Queuing or waiting for something or someone


❏ Difficult or noisy neighbours


❏ Problems with children or childcare issues


❏ Having a fight with someone important to you


❏ Getting an upsetting message


❏ Time pressures or deadlines you can’t meet


❏ Feeling bad about something you did


❏ Someone being angry or upset with you


❏ A difficult co-worker or office politics


❏ Being stuck in traffic


❏ Being unable to find a parking spot


❏ Being late for something


❏ A bad night’s sleep


❏ Endless construction or noise pollution


❏ Someone saying something upsetting to you


❏ Saying something mean to someone else






YOUR STRESSOMETER



Here’s an important tip: self-monitoring can actually help you feel less stressed, as greater awareness allows better control over your stress levels. To help with this, we introduce the stressometer – it’s a thermometer for your stress!


Record three stressometer ratings in your NOTEBOOK each day – morning, afternoon and night. Enter a score from zero to 10 depending on how you feel: 10 is majorly stressed, like a bear trap with a hair trigger, and zero is so chill you’re practically asleep.


Use this for the next week to identify when your stressometer is high and you’re close to burning up. You’ll soon start to notice when you’re feeling in control or when you’re at risk of stressing out. You’ll also start to see which life events cause the stressometer to heat up and which cool it down. This will allow you to consciously add cooling activities or reduce heating activities to keep your stress at manageable levels. Better still, you can plan ahead. If you know that a stressful event is coming up, for example, you can add some cooling activities to lower your stress levels ahead of time. This gives you some wiggle room, and the added benefit of knowing you won’t blow your cool if things don’t go exactly to plan.


It’s obvious that our risk of experiencing stress isn’t limited to having one or even a few triggers. It’s the way we respond that often turns a trigger into an overblown stress event. It’s our responsibility to better manage this. Note that word ‘responsibility’; we use it to mean our ‘ability to respond … appropriately’.
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	MY STRESSOMETER


	MON


	TUES


	WED


	THU


	FRI


	SAT


	SUN







	MORNING


	5


	8


	6


	 


	 


	 


	 







	AFTERNOON


	7


	7


	5


	 


	 


	 


	 







	EVENING


	3


	7


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 








Self-monitoring can help you feel less stressed!




HEATING BEHAVIOURS AND ACTIVITIES
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While some of these may provide immediate comfort or relief, over the longer term they can cause problems. Be aware of these short-term tricks, which can actually increase your stress levels. We can change our stress experience by responding cleverly and using our cooling activities.







COOLING BEHAVIOURS AND ACTIVITIES
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We want you to develop an understanding of what pushes your buttons and what will help when the heat is on. Jot down a list of things you know fire you up and another of what cools your jets. It’s different for everyone. Remember, knowledge increases your power.










Short Stress Lessons from Life



1 | A LESSON IN SWIMMING



Matthew Johnstone


Many years ago, after a New Year’s celebration in Byron Bay, two friends and I decided it would be a good idea to sleep under the stars on Kings Beach. We erected a simple lean-to with a tree branch and a tarpaulin. With the warm summer air and crashing waves, it wasn’t long before we’d fallen asleep.


I woke at around 5 am with the sun rising and nature calling. I looked out to the ocean and it was postcard perfect, so I decided to leave the others to their beauty sleep and go for a morning skinny-dip. No sooner had I dived in than I found myself stuck in a really strong rip.


Not the strongest of swimmers, I totally panicked and tried for shore, but it was like being tied to a lamppost and told to run for it. I flailed my tired arms and shouted to my sleeping friends, but they were too far away to hear me. I was becoming exhausted, I was swallowing water and I began to think, ‘This is it! … and I’m butt naked!’


As I tried in vain one last time to swim ashore, a distant memory and a quiet voice popped into my freaked-out mind: ‘You don’t swim against a rip, you go with it.’ So I rolled onto my back, gazed at the morning sky, calmed my breath and allowed myself to be taken.


I went quite a way out before the rip arced back towards the southern end of the beach. Eventually I was able to ‘hop off’ and swim to shore, where I lay for quite some time like a sand schnitzel, utterly spent and contemplating what had just happened. I’ve since realised that dealing with a stressful event is not unlike being caught in a rip.


Like a rip, stress robs you of your energy, clarity, creativity and rationality. It depletes you of your power to solve problems and it can quite literally be a danger to your health and wellbeing.


We must bring ‘acceptance’ into the equation: ‘I’m actually quite stressed. This isn’t working for me right now. I’m going to go and do something different to ease my mind and release my stress levels.’


This acceptance and the intentional change in course simply robs stress of its power and brings us into calmer waters.
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THE MORAL OF THE STORY


What we resist persists.
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OUR MIND CAN’T BE TRUSTED



In MindLess we’ll take you through the biology of the brain, the way it reacts to and copes with stress, and the behaviours that result. This will make it easier to understand why we’re often driven to act in a way that tends to worsen our stress. We’ll then look at some ways to take the heat out of our stressometer with cooling mindfulness.


Throughout MindLess, I’ll speak about the mind as if it were separate from our true self, soul, awareness, intelligence – or whatever word you like to use to describe your inner essence. I’ll also show you that the mind isn’t the trustworthy friend you might expect. To better understand why our mind gets us so stressed when it knows it’s bad for us, we first have to consider its function.


But our minds keep us alive


Back in prehistory, we weren’t as fierce as a sabretoothed tiger, as fast as a cheetah or as strong as a hippopotamus, so we had to be more aware and out-think our earthly rivals or else become earthly lunch. Psychologist Dr Russ Harris describes the mind as a ‘Don’t-get-killed machine’, and that’s its number-one function. Because the mind was successful at this (i.e. we’re still here), we gave it more and more responsibility in our lives. Soon, like a melon-sized dictator, it started to create problems where there were none – making us terrified when we have to speak in front of a group of colleagues, or breaking us into a cold sweat when our boss passes our desk.


The more our mind keeps us afraid, the more power it has, as we tend to listen to it more when it says things like ‘Don’t go there’ and ‘Don’t do that’. The more we’re afraid, the more stress we experience. Soon enough, we’re living exclusively through the mind and not using our gift of insight and life becomes all about surviving rather than living.


Why don’t we just take away the power of our mind when we know that being constantly stressed and afraid is bad for us? Well, the mind is a very charming and persuasive dictator: it can talk us into anything, and will do everything it can to resist change. You can picture the little dictator sitting at the head of the boardroom table saying, ‘Look, right now, with me in charge, we’re alive, so we’re not going to change a thing!’
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