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This workbook is dedicated to everyone who has felt stressed at times in his or her life and who has the wish to do something about it.


May this workbook be of use to you!
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Introduction



We are living in highly charged, often polarised times. Social media enables world events to impact our lives with increasing intensity. As individuals, we struggle to process upheaval and change, which can seem overwhelming. Many people cite the climate catastrophe as a major source of stress, while the repercussions of voting and political decisions continue to rumble throughout the world. It is easy to feel overwhelmed and helpless.


This quote from the Dalai Lama seems very appropriate:




I believe that at every level of society – familial, national and international – the key to a happier and more successful world is the growth of compassion. We do not need to become religious, nor do we need to believe in a particular ideology. All that is necessary is for each of us to develop our good human qualities.


Dalai Lama1





This workbook is a manual for how to deepen our natural compassion and then to use it to help us work with stress. We will explore how we are hardwired for compassion, but our conditioning can block our expression of it. Step by step we will examine these blockages and the habits that compound them. Then we can move on to look at adopting new, nourishing habits using compassion, which will help us to work more creatively with stress.


An Everyday Observation


Quite often we may find ourselves having to drop into our local supermarket on the way home from work. If we take the time to look around us as we push our trolleys through the laden shelves, it is not hard to find opportunities to observe many of the ways we human beings experience stress. Consider the middle-aged man in a smart suit buying an easy-toprepare meal for one – perhaps he is recently divorced, living alone for the first time in years, and dealing with the stress of change and upheaval. Spare a thought for the young mother with a baby in a buggy and a toddler clinging round her legs. She looks as if she has not had a proper night’s sleep for two or three years. The lounging teenage boy sulking around the soft drinks has an air of aimlessness and boredom about him – maybe because he left school with such high hopes and now does not seem to be able to find any kind of job that lives up to his dreams. Take care as you pass the older woman, walking carefully, who underwent major surgery two months ago and is feeling low and vulnerable as she tries to get her strength back. As we select the ingredients for our evening meal, perhaps we are rubbing shoulders with people suffering from exam nerves, having relationship problems, shouldering the care of elderly relatives – the list is endless.


Divorce, bereavement, moving to a new house and even going on holiday all rate high on the stress scale. Troubles at work, economic instability and unemployment are also possible sources. Increasingly, we find that our interactions on the internet are not as straightforward as we thought – are we projecting an image of ourselves that other people will want to engage with? People can even feel stress if caught in traffic or standing in a slow-moving queue at the airport. When we worry about our families, our health, our job, our weight, we are creating scenarios in the mind that can create stress. A short-term physical crisis such as falling over or scalding an arm can be termed stressful, as can longer-term physical challenges like facing chronic illness or disability.


Animals too face the physical eventualities of illness or death, but usually, for animals in the wild, a short-term physical emergency will either be resolved quickly or end in death. What is unique to humans is the capacity to imagine and to worry, and it is this capacity that also makes us uniquely vulnerable to stress. For example, we worry over memories of events that have already taken place and anticipate problems that may never occur. Our imagination can lead us to create scenarios that cause us real concern, until we remember that we’re daydreaming and bring ourselves back down to earth. Have you ever imagined winning a large sum of money on the lottery? Inevitably you start to think about what you would do with the money and with whom you would share it. Before you know it, you’re worrying about who might be offended and who might feel left out! In fact, our mind can provide a never-ending stream of potential worries and stressors all by itself.


Terminology


The term ‘stress’ is one that is used so widely and frequently to describe a large variety of situations that it can be hard to arrive at a definition that satisfies everyone. One thing is clear though: when we hear someone describe themselves as ‘stressed’, we pretty much know what they mean and can identify with what they say. This is not always the case with the idea of ‘compassion’, which is perhaps not so accessible. Even harder to get a handle on is the idea that we can use compassion as a way of helping ourselves and even reducing our stress.


Compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering along with having the urge to do something to bring that about. It can be misunderstood as pity, or as some otherworldly notion more in keeping with religious observance than the hustle and bustle of everyday life. It is not uncommon to hear people question how desirable, or even feasible, it is to try and be a compassionate person – isn’t there a risk of being taken advantage of, or of seeming gullible? Perhaps many of us feel the struggle of trying to balance caring for our own lives and having a sense of responsibility for the lives of others. Public figures such as Desmond Tutu or the Dalai Lama can be accepted as being compassionate because they are religious figures, seemingly not subject to the demands and pressures of ordinary people. It can be hard to know how we can make a difference. Every day the news bombards us with stories of suffering, cruelty and violence that can seem overwhelming. In such a dog-eat-dog world we may wonder if taking care of number one is not the most advisable course of action.


In spite of all this, every day we also come across countless acts of kindness and concern for others that happen quietly in an ordinary and natural way as part of how we live together. Clearly, compassion is fundamental if we are to survive on this planet – we may even discover that it is the most sustainable and effective way of taking care both of number one and everyone else too – but we need to be able to understand it clearly and know how to work with it in our lives in spite of the challenges.


Inspiration for The Stress Workbook


I have been a practising Buddhist in the Tibetan tradition for more than thirty-five years. This workbook draws on the approach to compassion found in those teachings. Although Buddhism is considered to be one of the major world religions, people who practise it, particularly in the West, will more often refer to it as a science of the mind, because it presents a thorough investigation of how the mind works. In Sanskrit, the term ‘Buddha’ means the ‘one who is awake’. In waking up to how his mind worked, the Buddha saw all the ways in which we can limit the potential of our mind with concepts, habits and opinions. His subsequent teachings were practical and experiential descriptions of how these tendencies seem to become part of us, along with clear instructions on how we can uproot these patterns. By cultivating actions that enhance our confidence and peace of mind and avoiding those which cause us anxiety and fear, it is possible to live happier, more complete lives. In short, the Buddha showed a way to overcome suffering through a process of recognition that is a result of training the mind.


This approach is exemplified by the Dalai Lama in his development of a system of ‘secular ethics’. He has written about this in two of his books, Ethics for the New Millennium2 and Beyond Religion3. This quote from Beyond Religion explains the principle clearly:




Today . . . any religion-based answer to the problem of our neglect of inner values can never be universal, and so will be inadequate. What we need today is an approach to ethics which makes no recourse to religion and can be equally acceptable to those with faith and those without: a secular ethics.





Both books suggest that developing peace of mind and a good heart will enable each of us to contribute to the world in a meaningful way. He often says that the Buddhist teachings on these topics are not directed exclusively at Buddhists but are relevant for everyone. This is the spirit in which this book offers an approach to working with stress through the development of compassion.


For more than thirty years, the Dalai Lama4 has held regular meetings with scientists, psychologists, economists and philosophers under the auspices of the Mind & Life Institute,5 founded by the Chilean-born neuroscientist Francisco Varela and Adam Engle, an American businessman and entrepreneur. During one of these meetings in 2000, the Dalai Lama made a formal request to the scientists in the room to test techniques such as meditation and compassion practices to determine whether they were beneficial for people and, if they were found to be so, to develop methods of teaching them in a secular way.


Richard Davidson, a pioneer in developing techniques for measuring brain activity, was present at this meeting. He accepted the Dalai Lama’s challenge and began to invite experienced meditators to his laboratory to undergo testing there. He is now well known for his work in this area at the Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior in Madison, Wisconsin. In 2012, he produced his first book for the general public, The Emotional Life of Your Brain,6 based on this research. We will be looking into some of his findings as part of our exploration of using meditation and compassion to help us to reduce our stress.


As part of the work of Awareness in Action, I design and run workshops, training programmes and online courses. I also blog regularly. My speciality is finding ways to apply big principles in the busyness of everyday life. The fruit of all this is presented in this workbook in a practical and accessible form.


Using this Workbook


This workbook sets out to explore how we can work with one of life’s major challenges – stress – by recognising that it is our attitude towards it that plays a crucial role in how we deal with it. We will explore how we can change our attitude to stress: rather than trying to avoid it and hoping it will go away, we will learn to understand it, work with it and use it to develop compassion. We will see that by accepting that stress is part of life and by practising compassion we can actually reduce our experience of stress.


The word ‘stress’ is employed as an umbrella term to include all the aspects of life that frustrate our wish to be happy. This is not a book about avoiding stress or eradicating it from our lives. On the contrary, it acknowledges that stress is an inevitable part of being alive – and one that can provide insight into how we are in ourselves and how we interact with other people.


The formula of the workbook is as follows:


• Define the problem – in our case, stress – and view it from all angles.


• Identify a helpful way of approaching it – applying compassion – and explore it fully.


• Realise that in order to apply compassion we will need to make some changes in our habits.


• Examine how our mind works in order to better understand our habits.


• Engage with meditation as a means to make a space for change and develop discernment, so we can identify which of our habits are helpful and which are unhelpful.


• Learn compassion techniques and how they can help us with our stress – thereby replacing unhelpful habits with helpful ones.


This formula is expressed through five steps:


STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it


STEP 2 Taking a step back in order to see what is really going on


STEP 3 Trying out a fresh perspective


STEP 4 Examining our habits to see which ones help us and which ones don’t


STEP 5 Taking compassionate action


 


The workbook is divided into three parts:


Part 1: Our Starting Point


The three chapters of Part 1 of the workbook are about identifying the problem we want to deal with. So, in Chapter 1 we look closely at how stress works. This will help us to understand more about stress and why it is a good idea to try and do something to tackle it.


Chapter 2 moves on to compassion and presents a broad perspective on its use as a remedy for stress. A tendency to compassion is one of our natural resources, and here we get some hints on how to develop it. As we have already seen, compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering, along with having the urge to do something to bring that about.


Chapter 3 examines how our expectations of happiness and fear of suffering increase our stress. As you read, it helps to try and apply what you are reading to yourself as you go along – to make it as personal as you can – so that you can build up a clear picture of how you look for happiness and how you deal with the suffering of stress.


Two important messages stand out from these chapters:


• In terms of happiness, we need to look to developing long-term happiness, based on peace of mind and self-awareness, rather than focusing on short-term pleasure.


• In terms of suffering and stress, we need to look at our suffering to see how we can learn from it, rather than trying to avoid it.


In terms of the five steps, Part 1 focuses on step 1.


 


STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it


Part 2: Seeing Where We Want to Change


Part 1 has given us a lot of information on how we experience stress. Now, in Part 2, we take a careful look at how we want to make changes, what gets in the way and what we can do about it.


Chapter 4 looks at how our mind reacts to the things that happen to us in life and how this relates to the habits we adopt. It is here that the wish to change is stressed as being important. Having decided we want to change, we need to take a step back so that we can look at ourselves clearly. We need to develop self-awareness and take a fresh look at our habits so that we can identify which ones help us and which ones cause us problems. Then we are ready to choose the ones we wish to begin to work with.


Chapter 5 examines the vital role played by meditation in this whole process. It is through meditation that we are able to begin the process of quietening and calming the mind. Then we can use our discernment to explore our habits and see how we can replace our unhelpful habits with helpful ones.


Chapter 6 delves into our habits that cause us stress – both the personality traits we have that can lead to stress, as well as how we cope with it when it happens. It may be worth going back over this chapter several times in order to get a clear understanding of your own habits related to stress.


Chapter 7 looks at developing habits based in compassion. These are likely to be less familiar to you than your reactions to stress, so again it is a good idea to read this chapter through a few times in order to familiarise yourself with these habits.


This is an important part of this book, and spending time reflecting on these four chapters will help give you a structure for how you want to work with compassion and how to apply it in your own life. You may need to revisit these areas from time to time to check your progress as you start working with the techniques.


In terms of the five steps, in Part 2 we will be focusing on steps 2, 3, and 4.


 


STEP 2 Taking a step back in order to see what is really going on


STEP 3 Trying out a fresh perspective


STEP 4 Examining our habits to see which ones help us and which ones don’t


Part 3: Making Change Happen


Having accomplished all this groundwork, we are now ready to directly apply some compassion techniques. Part 3 is all about making this happen in our lives. The three chapters in this section are full of different methods that you can use to train your mind in compassion. Although we have carried out many exercises as we have progressed through the workbook, the ones in this section are particularly special, as each one helps to uncover a further aspect of our compassionate nature.


Chapter 8 begins with an exploration of self-compassion and the important role it plays.


The focus of Chapter 9 is compassion for other people. It contains a range of techniques that can be used to help develop your compassion and make it stable.


Chapter 10 looks at compassion from a big perspective, when we are faced with putting other people’s interests before our own. We also explore the wider implications of compassion for our society.


In terms of the five steps, we will be focusing on step 5


 


STEP 5 Taking compassionate action


Practicalities


• Each chapter begins with the goals it will accomplish and ends with a review of the main points, and some practical tips to work with going forward.


• I recommend that you get a notebook dedicated to your responses to the exercises and tips recommended in this workbook. If you follow through, it will become a supportive companion on your journey.





PART 1



OUR STARTING POINT


If we want to work with ourselves in any way, then we need to start from where we are. It’s no good fudging this and wishing we were in a different place. We just need to begin with what we have right now – both the difficult stuff and the useful stuff.


This opening section of this workbook is all about where we are now in terms of experiencing and dealing with stress – the difficult stuff. Don’t you find that it’s all too easy to react to stress by trying to distract yourself from it? We just want to feel better and to avoid the uncomfortable feelings stress can bring up. This often means we go for a quick fix, such as shopping, eating foods that are delicious but not so good for us, or spending a lot of time on the internet.


This book takes the opposite approach and recommends looking closely at what causes us stress as a first step to learning to cope with it, and using compassion – the good stuff – as a way to work with it.


We will go step by step. When we discover something about ourselves that we want to change, it’s tempting to want to immediately start with the solution – in our case, using compassion to work with stress. This is understandable, but if we don’t put in some groundwork, we might find it hard to actualise the changes we want to make. Part 1 will establish this groundwork and provide a solid foundation for us to build on.


In terms of the five steps, we will be focusing on the first step:


 


STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it





1 How Stress Works





A large body of evidence suggests that stress-related disease emerges, predominantly, out of the fact that we so often activate a physiological system that has evolved for responding to acute physical emergencies, but we turn it on for months on end, worrying about mortgages, relationships, and promotions.


Robert Sapolsky1







What we are going to do in this chapter:


1. Enable you to make a connection with how stress works in you


2. Look at how the term stress came about


3. Take a brief look at the human brain


4. Consider how stress affects our thought processes


5. Explore our emotional systems


6. Consider the TYPE A personality





Getting a Feel of How You Experience Stress


We are going to start straight away with a worksheet that is designed to help you gather some information about how you experience stress. Take your time filling it in – don’t rush. You will want to refer back to this as we go forward.




WORKSHEET


Try to pay attention to the times you refer to ‘feeling stressed’.


Ask yourself what exactly you mean by ‘feeling stressed’ – how does it feel in your body?








Is it because of something happening to you from an outside source?








Is it caused by how you are feeling in yourself?








Is it something to do with your reactions to what is going on around you?








What can you understand from this?












How the Term ‘Stress’ Came About



The Hungarian-born Hans Selye2 (1907–82), is sometimes referred to as the ‘grandfather of stress research’. He is credited with popularising the term ‘stress’, but later on, in 1976, he wrote that he thought he had confused the terms ‘stress’ and ‘strain’ because of weaknesses in his use of the English language. If this is the case, it is ironic, because since Selye’s use of the term there has been intense debate over the difficulties in defining stress, which in turn has led to problems in measuring it.


Of course, even before it was named as ‘stress’, there was always interest in how we adapt to the struggles of life – sociologists, anthropologists, physiologists, psychologists and social workers had used a range of different terms. Once the term ‘stress’ was in the public domain, however, concepts such as conflict, frustration, trauma, alienation, anxiety and emotional distress were brought together under the same label, and it became a sort of umbrella term for a wide range of ideas.


The early ‘mechanical’ approaches to stress focused on how an animal or human responds to pressure from the outside, whereas Selye’s approach was concerned with our body’s response to stress and the internal pressures that can result. The ‘psychological’ view that came later favoured the study of the dynamic relationship between the outside causes of stress and the responses we have to it – thus combining the three elements of the body’s response to stress; the internal pressures that can result from that stress, and the psychological view.


The trouble is that in everyday practice the term stress can be used to describe all these different meanings. Someone may describe an unpleasant situation they are exposed to as ‘stress’, but use the same term to label their reaction to it, such as chest pain, or indeed the end result, which could be an ulcer. We can talk of ‘feeling stressed’, which indicates our own reaction to an outside pressure, and of ‘having a lot of stress’, which makes it sound like a simple external factor. In fact, we are talking about the same thing.


However intense the debate about terminology, there is little doubt that the concept of stress has taken a firm hold in our society. There is a wealth of statistics that paint a disturbing picture of how common stress is, particularly in the workplace.




Here are some statistics from the Mental Health Foundation’s 2018 study:3


• In the past year, 74 per cent of people have felt so stressed that they have been overwhelmed or unable to cope.


• 49 per cent of 18 to 24-year-olds who have experienced high levels of stress felt that comparing themselves to others was a source of stress, which was higher than in any of the older age groups.


• 36 per cent of women who felt high levels of stress related this to their comfort with their appearance and body image, compared to 23 per cent of men.


According to the Health and Safety Executive 20194


• Stress, depression or anxiety accounted for the loss of 12.8 million working days in 2019


• In 2018/19 stress, depression or anxiety accounted for 44 per cent of all work-related ill health cases and 54 per cent of all working days lost due to ill health.





How stress works in our bodies




TIPS


As you read this part of the chapter, try to imagine the physical effects that are being described happening in your own mind and body over and over again.


The chances are that if you are using this workbook you are already thinking about how to reduce the stress you have.


Becoming familiar with the biology of stress can be another building block in our effort to understand stress more thoroughly.





Humans respond to stress just like other mammals do. The purpose of the stress response is to protect us in times of danger and keep us alive. The stress response has evolved as a way of returning the body to a state of balance after it has suffered an attack.


When we lived as members of tribes of hunter-gatherers on vast savannahs, our lives were infinitely less complicated than they are today, and at the same time dramatically more dangerous. Animal predators, unfriendly tribes, the perils of hunting and the demands of a life lived at the mercy of the elements all presented immediate life-or-death situations needing instant action. A gazelle attacked by a cheetah will experience the same set of physiological responses that humans do when feeling threatened, but in the case of the gazelle, the stress response is short-term – lasting either till she outruns the cheetah, or the cheetah gets its meal.


The trouble is that in humans this response has not been updated to suit our current lifestyles. In today’s complex world, few of us find ourselves chased by a sabre-toothed tiger, and yet our body’s stress response is still geared to deal with exactly this kind of emergency. Our body goes into the same response mode when we are faced with bad traffic, late-running trains and slow service in restaurants, but instead of the experience being short-term and relatively infrequent, we go through these and similar episodes several times each day.


It is this repeated low-grade arousal of the stress response, the sense of a continual simmering of activity, that is the greatest threat to our wellbeing. What makes the picture even more complex is that humans have the capacity to think and stimulate ideas, fantasies and images in the mind, which they then can ruminate on, going over and over them in their minds. This is a very common source of stress that we need to look at in more detail.


Before we go any further though, let’s take a moment for you to identify your own main sources of stress and reflect on how you feel this stress in your body.






	What are your main sources of stress?


	How do you experience them in your body?







	













	




















A Practical Example of How Stress Works in Our Bodies





Here is an everyday example of how we can experience a stress response to a perceived threat. It’s designed to bring home the impact stress has on our bodies.




Imagine that you have enjoyed a pleasant evening out with friends – so good in fact that you lost track of time and missed the last bus home. There are no taxis about and so you find yourself making the journey on foot – it’s dark, there are not many people about, and you need to pass through some unfriendly looking streets.







Suddenly you hear a noise behind you. Your threat and self-protection system is activated – your heart begins to beat a little faster, you become aware that your breathing is more rapid and the meal you so enjoyed a few hours ago now feels heavy in your stomach. At the same time, you feel a surge of energy and a sharpening of your senses.





The first thing you want to know is whether or not the noise represents danger, and the process of working this out requires activities of the brain such as sensation and memory.







These are located in the cerebral cortex, part of the ‘new’ brain.


You can check the areas of the brain as they are mentioned in the simple diagram opposite.


If the noise is indeed considered to be a threat, emotional responses such as fear and anxiety are generated in the limbic system in the brain in order to process the information. The limbic system is part of the evolutionary ‘old’ brain and is responsible for directing behaviours required for survival such as fear, aggression and sexual reproduction.


It includes such areas as the hippocampus, which is located within the temporal lobes and is concerned with memory and detecting threats, and the amygdala (1), which is located near to the hippocampus (2) and is concerned with emotionally charged or negative stimuli.


The amygdala functions like an alarm bell: if the noise behind you sounds a lot like the noise you heard in that scary movie you watched recently, it will pulse a general warning throughout the brain and fast-track signals to your fight-or-flight neural and hormonal systems. In this way the limbic system can activate the hypothalamus (3), which is located just above the brain stem in the middle of the brain and controls the stress response.





[image: Illustration]




We are accustomed to the beating of our heart, the digestion of our evening meal, our breathing and blood circulation, the regulation of our temperature all going on without our conscious control.


This is the work of the automatic nervous system, which can be thought of as our survival nervous system because without it we would be at best very ill and at worst, dead. It is this system that is activated by the hypothalamus once a threat is identified.


The automatic nervous system consists of two systems: the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). Different emotional states cause different activation of each – feelings of anxiety and stress are associated with the SNS, whereas relaxation is associated with the PNS.


So, when that noise behind you gives you a fright on your late-night walk home, it is the SNS that kicks into action, releasing the neurotransmitter noradrenaline to activate the internal organs. It is responsible for increasing your heart rate, releasing glucose into the blood and slowing digestion in order to prepare your body for action. The PNS will do the opposite – it slows the heart rate, stores the glucose in the liver, and returns the digestion to normal once you feel the danger has passed.





If the noise gets closer and louder, and the situation seems acute, the hypothalamus activates the adrenal glands to release adrenaline5 into the bloodstream in order to prepare for fight or flight.




This is part of what is known as the ‘sympathetic adrenal medullary response system’ (SAM). This response system has been likened to striking a match – it takes little effort, but its effect does not last long. Whichever way we decide to respond to this frightening noise – whether we fight or run – we will need a plentiful supply of energy and oxygen to our brain and muscles in order to meet the challenge, and this is exactly what the SAM system is designed to accomplish.


However, if the hypothalamus judges the stress to be chronic and needing sustained attention over time, it stimulates the pituitary gland (4), which puts into process a series of reactions culminating in the production of another hormone, corticosteroid. This enables the body to maintain steady supplies of blood sugar to help cope with prolonged stress.


This is known as the ‘hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis’ (HPA). The image used to describe this stress response system is of lighting a fire – it takes effort to get it going but once it’s alight, it can remain effective for a long time. The HPA axis is only activated in extreme circumstances. So, if we start to quicken our pace in order to get away from the noise behind us but it seems to draw closer however fast we go, our HPA system might kick in.





An important thing to realise is that this reaction will depend on our own personal threshold for stress – how we react to challenging events. If we are habitually nervous, the noise we are trying to escape will conjure up all kinds of frightening images that could lead to the activation of the HPA axis, but if we are used to long solitary walks in nature, we may be more accustomed to unexplained noises and the HPA axis would not kick in. The bottom line is that the more readily the HPA axis is activated, the more impact the stress will have on our mental and physical wellbeing.






	What have we learned from this example?


	Your insights







	The response to threat comes largely from the old brain


	 







	Analysing what is happening takes place in the neocortex – the newer part of the brain


	 







	When you experience threat, the SNS takes over to prepare your body for action


	 







	Your body is prepared for flight or fight – some systems are stimulated (heart-rate increased, glucose pouring into the blood), others are closed down because they are not needed (digestion, reproduction, immune system)


	 







	Our body’s reaction can be short-term SAM, but there is also another reaction which lasts much longer (HPA)


	 









How Stress Works with Our Thinking Brain



1. We go over and over things in our minds






	 


	Does this happen for you?







	About two million years ago, pre-humans started to get smart. We evolved the ability to think, ruminate, anticipate, imagine and predict. Whereas the gazelle will calm down quite quickly after it has escaped from the cheetah, we humans are likely to think, ‘What would’ve happened if I’d got caught?’ Frightening fantasies and images may come up in our mind as a result. Perhaps we wake up in the night and think, ‘What would have happened if I hadn’t seen the cheetah? What if I get caught tomorrow? What about letting the children go out – maybe it’s too dangerous?’ So for us the threat has not passed away. We play it over and over in our minds and in this way constantly maintain and stimulate our stress response.


	 








2. Our minds are pulled back into the past and ahead into the future.






	 


	Does this happen for you?







	In addition, humans have evolved the ability to understand and think about themselves as individual selves. We can worry about so many things to do with our individual self – such as whether or not people like us, whether our job is secure, whether we will be able to pass our exams and so on. The sense of self gives rise to a constant monitoring of potential threats to our ‘self’ both now and in the future. We have a capacity to worry about all kinds of things linked to our ‘self’ identity. So, this thinking brain constantly pulls us away from the present moment into the past and the future.


	 








To put it simply, humans create loops in the mind where an emotion or a frightening event can trigger a series of thoughts and attention-focusing, and these in turn maintain and strengthen the emotion. These loops are the basis of many forms of stress and also of mentalhealth difficulties. The reason for this is that people find it very difficult to get out of them – and the greater the threat, the tighter the loop. So, people find the mind going back and back and back to the thing that is stressing them, over and over again.


Generally, it is not helpful for us to berate ourselves for falling into the trap of dwelling on things because that will only make us feel worse. Moreover, trying to tell ourselves to stop it doesn’t usually work. This is why in this book we are going to set out some exercises that will help you to break up these loops. The very good news in all this is that we do have more choice in how we respond to them than we think. We will see that by using mindfulness, meditation and compassion exercises we can begin to change the way our mind responds to threat and difficulty.




You already identified your main areas of stress but let’s go a little deeper. Try to identify two or three of your main thinking loops that recur again and again and cause you stress.























How Stress Works with Our Emotional Systems


If our thoughts, imaginations and ruminations playing on our emotions can create loops, then it’s quite important to think about what kinds of emotions they can play on. It is helpful to think of at least three basic types of emotion linked to different functions.


Professor Paul Gilbert has developed a therapeutic approach called the Compassionate Mind Approach.6 An element of this approach is to understand our Three Emotional Systems.


These are:


• The threat and self-protection system (sometimes called the threat-focused regulation system).


• The incentive and resource-seeking system (sometimes called the incentive/resourcefocused regulation system).


• The soothing and contentment system (sometimes called the non-wanting/affiliativefocused regulation system).


We will look briefly at each one in turn.


The threat and self-protection system


The first types of emotion are linked to threat, and evolved to help us detect threats quickly, pay attention to them and take defensive action. Typical ‘threat’ emotions are fear, anxiety, anger and disgust.


It is useful to think about how the threat system interacts with our other emotions – especially positive emotions. In fact, the threat system is designed to knock out our positive emotions when it is triggered.


For example, if you’re walking in the forest looking for a nice spot to have lunch and you think you see a tiger, you are going to have to forget lunch, pay very close attention to the tiger and prepare yourself to run quickly. Keeping your attention on how wonderful your lunch is going to be, or where you’re going to sit to enjoy the sunshine, is absolutely not the thing to do! The moment the potential threat of the tiger appears, all that goes out the window. So, threat naturally turns off positive emotions. However, it does more than this.


There are two very important processes that happen in the threat system:


1. The system itself tends to make mistakes because it uses what is called ‘a better safe than sorry’ process.




How does this work? Imagine you are a rabbit in a field nibbling at a nice lettuce when you hear a sound or see a movement in the bushes. What’s the best thing to do? The answer is to run, because although nine times out of ten the sound will be perfectly innocent, occasionally it will be a predator. If you watch birds on the lawn eating your breadcrumbs, you will see just how sensitive to threat they are. They will often leave a very good meal of breadcrumbs because they fly away at any hint of danger.


The interesting thing is that as we get stressed, this tendency increases, so when under pressure we are even more likely to focus on threats. So here we can see that the threat system can jump to the wrong conclusions, causing us all kinds of trouble.





2. The second thing the threat system can do is even worse, because it can lead us to think of things that upset and stressed us in the past.




Imagine you go Christmas shopping. In nine out of ten shops the assistants are very kind, smile at you and show real interest in helping you buy a good present, so you leave the shop really happy. However, in one shop the assistant is talking to her friend and seems very uninterested in serving you, behaving quite rudely, as if you’re a bit of a nuisance. Then she tries to sell you a present you don’t really want and ends up short-changing you. On your way home, who is it that sticks in the mind – whom do you tell your partner about when you reach home? It’s the rude shop assistant, of course. We’ve all done it at one time or other – the threat system will make you dwell on the one rude person rather than the other 90 per cent of people who were kind and helpful.





Just think about what’s going on in your brain and the loop you are getting into. It does not even need to be a recent event because we can ruminate about things that happened months or even years ago and, in this way, constantly stimulate our brains into stress.




Exercise: Answer these three questions


Think about what would happen if you noticed this thinking loop occurring and made the decision that you didn’t want to keep replaying this stressful situation?








What do you think would happen in your brain if you deliberately noticed your unhelpful thinking and chose to refocus on the smiling and helpful people?








Supposing you replayed again in your mind the real sense of interest the majority of shop assistants had and your own pleasure in the whole experience?











The threat system is like a magnet and it can so easily pull our attention away from a more positive focus if we’re not careful. When it does that our mind and our body become more stressed. Learning to become aware of when we are doing this is a first step in choosing to react in a different, more positive way.


The incentive and resource-seeking system


Incentive or ‘drive’ emotions such as enthusiasm, determination and the wish to succeed help us to go out and do things. They create feelings of pleasure and enjoyment from achieving and having; they give a sense of excitement and anticipation. When something really major happens to us we can become very excited, mentally and physically.




Imagine for a moment winning the European lottery and being worth €100 million! How would you feel? The chances are you would get a rush of chemicals such as adrenaline and dopamine in your brain and body. These have the effect of making you very stimulated. You would find it hard not to be constantly thinking about your money and what you were going to do with it. In fact, you would probably have a few sleepless nights. This reaction would be perfectly natural but can be difficult for us to manage.





Interestingly, many scientists now recognise that in our society, ‘drive’ emotions are often seen as the source of happiness, pushing us to go after what we want. Society encourages us to buy things because that’s how our economic system works, and so we are being constantly enticed to do more, have more, try harder. However, as we will see later when we look more deeply into happiness, even the pleasure of winning the lottery doesn’t last for ever. Within a few months people are often back to where they were in terms of their levels of happiness.


We also know that sometimes people become very driven and high-achieving because underneath the surface they are quite insecure. They are frightened that if they don’t achieve things other people won’t accept or want them. So, for some people the fear of rejection is a reason for constantly trying to prove themselves.


People who rely too much on the drive system also run the risk of getting exhausted and burnt out and collapsing. They can even get depressed when they feel they can’t achieve enough. Indeed, it’s not uncommon to find that depressed people have an underlying sense of inferiority which they try to make up for by endlessly trying to prove themselves. As long as they are achieving, they feel OK, but the moment they can’t do so or are forced to slow down, for instance because of illness or incapacity, depression can come.


It can also happen that when people get stuck solely in ‘drive’ system functioning they run the risk of behaving in quite immoral and unhelpful ways. Recent revelations about the behaviour typified in the banking culture illustrate this. So ‘threat’ and ‘drive’ systems need balancing, and it turns out that there is indeed a third emotional system that can do this.


The soothing and contentment system


It’s clear that animals – including ourselves – cannot always be running away from threats or rushing around achieving things. Sometimes animals need to rest and to be in a state of quiescence where they are neither under threat, nor in a state of seeking or achieving – we could say they are in a state of satisfaction or contentment. It used to be thought that these states simply related to the ‘threat’ and ‘drive’ systems being turned down for a while, but more recent research is showing that contentment can accompany very profound, positive feelings. It is linked to calmness, peacefulness and wellbeing – very different types of positive emotion from typical ‘drive’ emotions such as achievement and excitement.


These ‘soothing’ types of emotion are especially linked to the production of endorphins and oxytocin. We will look at this in more detail later on in the book. For now, it is enough to know that the soothing and contentment system is linked to the parasympathetic nervous system, whereas the drive and threat systems tend to be linked to the sympathetic nervous system.


From contentment to compassion


We will begin to look into compassion in detail in the next chapter, but let’s take a moment to see how it fits with what we have been talking about here. Compassion is sensitivity to distress – turning towards it and trying to alleviate it, rather than trying to avoid it – but it is also linked to affiliation, or a sense of connection, and friendliness.


There is a fundamental story here that helps us to understand how these ‘soothing and contentment’ emotions are linked to compassion, and why they have a very powerful influence on our ‘threat’ system. The moment when mammals evolved to engage in live birth – where the parent, usually the mother, provided care to their offspring – was a very important one in evolutionary terms. It became very helpful for the offspring to spend periods of time in a state of quiet and sleep, out of harm’s way. Significantly, the presence of the mother, along with elements such as bodily contact, has the automatic effect on the infant of calming them and stimulating their ‘soothing’ emotions.


As children grow older, the presence of their mother is enough to provide a sense of safeness and calm, which allows for play and explorative behaviour. Commonly, if the mother leaves or moves out of sight of the child, its ‘threat’ system is activated. The return of the mother stimulates the soothing system and deactivates the threat system again. The basic narrative is that in childhood, access to a loving ‘other’, such as a parent or carer, plays a very important role in how stressed we feel and how easily we calm down.


Although the full story is complex, we now know that kindness and love operate through specific systems in our brain and have very specific effects on the threat-stress system. When a baby is distressed, the mother will respond to the distress call and the baby will in turn calm down in response to a cuddle from its mother.


Worksheet 3.1 – How your three systems function


[image: Illustration]


From The Compassionate Mind Workbook (page 36) with the permission of Chris Irons and Elaine Beaumont.




Think about this in your own life:


If you are distressed, how often do you turn to somebody you think cares about you and loves you?


How much does their ability to listen to you and understand you give you the feeling that they value and care for you?


How much does this help you to calm down?





We now know that low affection from the parent figure can even affect our genetic make-up as well as how our brain matures – it’s that powerful! From the day we are born to the day that we die, the loving kindness of others will have a huge impact on the quality of our lives.


It is not just the kindness of other people but also our own kindness to ourselves that can calm us down. This is because kindness stimulates a very important emotion regulation system in our brain – one that evolved to respond to loving and kindness.


We can depict these three basic emotion systems as three circles that are constantly interacting.


[image: Illustration]


Diagram 1: The interaction between three major emotion regulation systems


From The Compassionate Mind by Paul Gilbert (2009), reprinted with permission from Little, Brown Book Group


It is not that one system should always dominate, but rather that they should be able to operate in such a way that they feed into each other and balance each other out. The ability to feel anxiety and anger at appropriate times is important, as is the ability to have drive, excitement and ambition, but so too is the ability to be able to calm down and to regulate our behaviour. To rest and to find peace and stability in our own mind is essential; to know how to feel safe in, and calmed by, our relationships with others and ourselves. Many of the exercises in this book will help you to bring these three different emotional regulation systems into balance. To do this will provide you with a greater sense of inner peace and stability.


The downside of the stress response


We have seen that our whole stress response system has evolved to help us escape shortterm physical emergencies, such as being chased by a sabre-toothed tiger or attacked by a hostile tribe. In order to survive an event like that our bodies would have needed to respond very fast and work very hard.


The points in the following box describe:


1. How the body gears up to cope with stress – what works harder and what shuts down.


2. The changes in life expectancy now from when we were living as hunter-gatherers and what this means for us today.


3. The effects of a constantly stimulated stress response.


As you read through, think carefully about your own life and your own habits. We will be looking deeply at our habits in Part 2 of this workbook. Getting a handle on how your habits work will help you to identify how you experience stress and what your stress habits are.




1. The main purpose of the stress response is to get energy to our muscles in the quickest and most effective way possible.





Our heart rate, blood pressure and breathing rate all increase in order to transport glucose and oxygen to the critical muscles. The flip side of this is that when the body is mobilising to face immediate danger it puts a halt on long-term projects – which would divert energy from the priority of the moment – in order to survive:


• Digestion is a slow process and there is no time to benefit from it during times of stress, so it is shut down.


• Growth, reproduction, tissue repair and the immune function are also put on hold.


• In addition, our experience of pain is blunted under stress, enabling us to continue to run, or fight, even if we are injured.


• Various shifts occur in our cognitive and sensory skills, improving our memory and sharpening our senses so that we can draw on memories of similar emergencies and be totally alert to what is going on around us


All these activities are extremely important for your long-term survival but will not help you if you want to run away from that noise.


All our energy is focused on the moment and on staying alive.





2. In our lives as hunter-gatherers we would not have expected to live for more than thirty-five or forty years, and our encounters with hostile tribes and sabre-toothed tigers, although traumatic, would have been fairly infrequent and short-lived.





How different from our lives now, when our life expectancy is more than doubled and the causes of stress that we encounter can come in myriad forms over and over again.


Nowadays, this response is being activated repeatedly and over longer periods of time, so as we have seen, it can be the stress response itself that begins to cause us problems.


• If we keep mobilising energy and never store it, we will tire easily and put ourselves at risk of some form of diabetes.


• A cardiovascular system that is frequently overstimulated will result in hardening of the arteries and increase the risk of heart disease.


• Repeatedly shutting down digestion leads to ulcers, colitis and irritable bowel syndrome.


• An interrupted reproductive cycle will take longer and longer to regulate itself and can result in amenorrhea (menstruation stopping) and infertility.


• A suppressed immune system means we are more likely to contract infectious diseases and be less able to fight them.





3. The impact of a constantly stimulated stress response





Next time we are out late and hear a noise behind us, we are more likely to treat it as a threat because we have been so recently frightened.


• The threat system is responding with its ‘better safe than sorry’ approach.


• The same repeated stress activity wears down the hippocampus, which is concerned with keeping clear records of our experience.


• The hippocampus is also one of the few regions of the brain that can grow new neurons (nerve cells that receive and send electrical signals over long distances within the body), but steroid hormones released as part of the long-term stress response, prevent this, impairing the ability of the hippocampus to produce new memories. This means that our memory does not work as well as it used to.


• The production of dopamine, which has a lot to do with our sense of attention, and feelings of enjoyment and pleasure, is also lowered over time by these hormones.


• Repeatedly activating the stress response can therefore have a detrimental effect over time. It is a kind of vicious circle – the more frequently the body responds to stress, the more reactive the amygdala becomes to apparent threats, which in turn increases our tendency to stress, which sensitises the amygdala still further. This is likely to result in a heightened sense of fear and anxiety


We can see therefore that in a biological sense stress undermines our happiness and threatens our wellbeing.







As we have seen, the body works hard whenever we experience any kind of stress. Because of this it can provide us with vital clues as to when and how we are stressed – clues that can help us become more self-aware and therefore equipped to tackle the habits that we fall into when we are stressed. We can think of our body as a kind of stress barometer that provides evidence to show how we are being affected by stress.


Try this exercise:


When you are feeling stressed, pay attention to your body and notice where the stress is making itself felt.


Perhaps it is a tightness in the chest, or a sinking feeling in the stomach?


Has it lodged in your neck, or in frequent headaches?


When you have located the physical feeling associated with stress, firstly just notice it and then try and consciously relax that area.


At the same time, ask yourself if there is another way to respond to the stressful situation and lessen the impact on your body.






The Role of the Internet in Our Stress Response



We have looked at various kinds of threat that we can experience and how, for the most part, they tend to be very different from what our ancestors might have experienced on the savannah. Let’s take a moment to reflect on something that our ancestors did not even dream about but that has become a vital part of our lives in a very short time – the internet.


Research on the effects of internet exposure are still in their early stages but already it is clear that the norms of how we communicate as human beings is changing. I have several work colleagues with whom I share quite a profound working relationship and yet I have never actually met them in person! We are becoming used to having numerous relationships at a distance, and at the touch of a few keys. Information pours into our devices in a constant stream. New research is showing that already this kind of access is changing how we store, process and even value knowledge.7


Interaction on the internet can also be experienced as threatening.


Take email for example. A harsh, or challenging email can cause our amygdala to respond as if to a threat and, if we are not paying attention, it can lead us to lash out in response. This kind of thing can become quite contagious. When that happens, we can quickly find ourselves in a spiral of negative interaction.


When we are not engaging with another person face to face, it is easier to de-personalise the exchange and cause us to lower our usual standards of care and concern.


It is important to be able to hit the PAUSE button with this kind of exchange:


• Take time to process the email.


• Write a draft reply.


• Wait for a while before you finalise it.


• Read it again slowly before hitting send.




Have you had a recent example of feeling threatened by an email exchange?


What did you learn from it?





Then there is the increase in public shaming through social media. There is nothing new about the ritual of public shaming, but with the internet the safety valve of witnessing the effects of your criticism is removed. The kind of outpouring of attack and criticism we see from time to time on Facebook and Twitter is reaching a higher level of hostility.8 As a result, people can lose their jobs along with their reputations. This can have devastating repercussions for an individual. In the online world, everyone is a public figure, and everyone is a target. The conversations that used to be reserved for our friends, family members and communities are now open for scrutiny, criticism and even persecution by anyone with a Wi-Fi connection and a temper. This takes the fear of ostracism outside of the public sphere and places it squarely in our homes.


This workbook is all about helping us reduce stress in all aspects of our lives. We don’t know yet the full impact of the internet on our lives, but the evidence is already there that shows it to be a possible source of threat.


We will pick up on this topic in Chapter 8 where we look at self-compassion.


A Word About the Type A Personality


In the 1950s, two cardiologists in San Francisco, Meyer Friedman and Ray Rosenman, observed that the chairs in their waiting room were wearing out at an alarming rate. Growing tired of frequently replacing them, they sought the advice of a new upholsterer, who drew attention to the kind of damage the chairs had suffered. The front area of the seat cushions and the armrests were torn to shreds because the patients in the waiting rooms were literally on the edges of their seats, fidgeting, impatient to be seen, clawing at the armrests. It was not until several years later that the penny dropped and Friedman and Rosenman saw the connection between their waiting-room chairs and the term ‘Type A personality’, which they had invented to describe people who are competitive, high-powered super-achievers, time-pressured, impatient, critical and hostile. ‘Type B’, on the other hand, is the term they came up with to describe people who do not have these characteristics and who are laidback, seek harmony, have inner motivation and a creative attitude towards mistakes. In one study that they carried out in the 1970s, a group of 3,000 healthy men were observed over an eight-and-a-half-year period. According to the findings, twice as many Type A subjects developed heart disease as Type B.
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