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Introduction


A psychologist walks around a room while teaching stress management to a large crowd. As she raises a glass of water, many anticipate they’re going to be asked the ‘half empty or half full’ question. Instead, she enquires: ‘How heavy is this glass of water?’ People call out various weights. Then she says, ‘The absolute weight isn’t really the issue. It depends on how long I hold it. If I hold it for a minute, it’s not a problem. If I hold it for an hour, I’ll have an ache in my arm. If I hold it for a day, my arm will feel numb and paralysed. In each case, the weight of the glass doesn’t change, but the longer I hold it, the more uncomfortable it becomes.’ She continues: ‘Stress in your life is like this glass of water. Experience it for a short while and the impact is low. Experience it for a bit longer, and it begins to hurt. And if you remain stressed all day, every day, you will start to feel paralysed, exhausted and incapable of functioning.’


The stress epidemic


Many of us fall into the ‘all day, every day’ category – and the impact is plain to see. A survey of 2050 adults carried out by Mind, the mental health charity, found that one in five working people take time off for stress and one in ten have sought professional help to deal with it.1 Many of us also perceive that stress is becoming more prevalent, with 59 per cent of British adults saying their life is more stressful than it was five years ago.2


In our own 100% Health survey, which involved more than 55,000 participants, 72 per cent said they felt stressed, while two-thirds (66 per cent) experienced frequent anxiety and tension. More than eight out of ten (81 per cent) also complained of having low energy. Most of us ping-pong between feeling wired and tired most of the time.


Of course, our in-built stress response is key to our survival. Without it, we’d have become some predator’s lunch thousands of years ago. The problem is that although most of us are far safer than our cave-dwelling ancestors, we still face challenges that trigger the same ‘fight or flight’ response many times each day. Workplace politics, traffic jams, disagreements at home, money worries, having too much to do and too little time to do it – all of these problems activate the same stress response with the same release of adrenalin. So too does a dip in our fuel levels (blood sugar). Unfortunately, today’s high-carb, stimulant-loaded diets create a rollercoaster ride of fuel highs followed by lows, so adding to your body’s stress burden and making you feel more stressed, tired and hungry.


As well as reducing your enjoyment of life, ongoing stress is bad news for your health. Every month, new research reveals yet more harmful effects of too much stress. In the past few years alone, studies have shown that those of us who experience regular stress have:




	A fivefold increased risk of dying from heart-related problems.3



	Double the risk of developing diabetes.4



	A 65 per cent increased risk of developing dementia.5



	Double the chance of becoming obese.6



	A 12 per cent lower likelihood of conception among fertile women.7



	An increased risk of breast cancer.8



	A 70 per cent increased risk of disabilities in later life.9






While many think of stress as being all in the mind, the reality is that ongoing stressful thinking can be as harmful to your body as smoking, drinking too much or eating a junk-food diet. Indeed, an article in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that too much stress can be as bad for your heart as smoking and high cholesterol.10 This is because, as well as generating unpleasant emotional sensations, stress triggers a cascade of hormones and chemicals that, over time, accelerate ageing, encourage inflammation and degeneration, and increase the risk of disease.


But you probably know much of this already. And hearing it again is only likely to cause you to become more stressed!


Escaping the stress trap


The good news is that there is a solution – a way out of the vicious cycle of stress and fatigue – and you have it in your hands. The first step (Part 1 of this book) is to find out how you got caught in the stress trap and to learn the dynamics of how stress works and why you feel so tired.


The second step, Part 2, shows you that it’s possible to boost your energy reserves dramatically with the right diet, drinks and energy-boosting supplements, all of which will also help to rebalance your stress hormones.


The third step, Part 3, explains how to build up your resilience to stress. In this section we show you how to generate vital energy, relax quickly and effectively, and sleep soundly. We also show you a remarkably effective yet simple five-minute-a-day exercise from the HeartMath® system, which trains you to have a new calm and level-headed ‘default’ setting, rather than getting stressed and freaking out whenever something goes wrong.


The fourth step, Part 4, allows you to reset your mindset by uncovering your stress triggers and disarming unhelpful beliefs, while also developing a more positive mind-frame when situations that need resolving arise. You will also discover practical ways to rearrange your life, your time and your priorities for the better.


Since everyone is different, in Part 5 we look at some of the other issues that can feed into feeling chronically stressed and tired. These include the underlying causes of chronic fatigue syndrome, often linked to digestive and detoxification issues. We also offer natural solutions for low mood, anxiety and panic attacks, as well as advice on how to control your weight, which is often an issue alongside stress and tiredness for reasons that will become clear as you understand how stress works within the body.


Finally, in Part 6, you will have the opportunity to put it all together in your own, personalised, 30-day action plan for stress-free living. Your Stress Cure programme, which includes a simple way to monitor your progress, will help you feel stronger, more energised and more resilient to stress. You will have everything you need – from recipes and a personalised stress-recovery supplement plan to simple stress-reducing exercises – to build into your daily routine. Our goal for you is that, within 30 days, you will notice significant improvements in your energy levels, feel much less stressed and have the means at your fingertips to resolve stressful situations in constructive ways.


We want you to be enthusiastically in charge of your own life, with the energy, skills and resilience to deal with life’s inevitable challenges, rather than a worn-out victim of the twenty-first century’s pressures. That is the Stress Cure and we wish you well on your journey towards stress-free living.


Susannah Lawson and Patrick Holford




PART 1


The Stress Trap


How did you come to be so stressed? We bet that’s a hard question to answer, as it just kind of happens to most of us as life unfolds. In this part of the book we look at the mechanisms that physically manifest stress in our bodies, and how our lifestyles and everyday habits perpetuate a vicious cycle where we ricochet back and forth between feeling wired and tired. But we begin by throwing you a lifeline in Chapter 1 and offering several quick fixes that will help you feel better right now.




CHAPTER 1


Don’t Panic –Quick Fixes to Feel Better Now


When you’re feeling stressed and tired, the last thing you need is another thing to do or think about. But you are probably also aware that if you carry on as you are, it’s unlikely that things will get better on their own. Only by making some positive changes will you start to feel less overwhelmed and better able to cope with life’s challenges.


Sometimes it helps to remember a quote from Hamlet:






There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.








Life happens – it’s your reaction that counts. So, if you can increase your energy levels, achieve a calmer state of mind and build greater resilience, then you’ll be better equipped to deal with the challenges that cause you stress. You’re also likely to start enjoying your life a whole lot more than you may think possible now.


For starters, if you are in a fix and you need some instant help, this list is for you. Please remember, these measures are designed to start you off on the road to feeling less stressed. Throughout the rest of the book you will discover the full Stress Cure programme, which will be personal to you and depend on your unique set of circumstances. If you truly want to beat stress and fatigue, embracing a comprehensive approach that addresses the key contributory physical, emotional and mental factors will bring you the biggest rewards.



Seven stress relievers for an instant fix





	Swap coffee or regular tea for green tea. While you’ll still get a caffeine kick, green tea also contains a calming substance called theanine, which can make you more alert without feeling wired.


	Eat three meals a day and never skip breakfast. This helps you keep your blood sugar even. Blood sugar dips either from not eating or as a rebound after eating something too sweet or starchy. This triggers adrenalin release, and hence stress.


	Eat protein with every meal – for example, eggs, yoghurt, smoked salmon or kippers with your breakfast; and meat, fish, dairy foods, soya or grains combined with pulses for your lunch and supper. For inspiration, see the quick reference table on page 264 of Chapter 23, which also includes a section on what to choose when eating out (page 282).


	Snack pre-emptively – if you know you have an energy dip before lunch and around 4 p.m., have a snack mid-morning and again mid-afternoon. Avoid sugar-loaded treats and instead opt for energy-sustaining fresh fruit and nuts, an oatcake with some cheese, nut butter, paté or hummus, a natural yoghurt and berries, or a sugar-free protein bar (see Resources, page 309, for suggestions).


	Supplement a high-strength multivitamin and mineral, plus the extra energy-boosting and calming nutrients outlined in the core supplement plan in Chapter 22 (pages 256–59).


	Turn to Chapter 12 and learn the HeartMath® Quick Coherence® technique (page 129), then introduce it into your daily schedule. (It takes only five minutes, but it’s important to commit to doing it every day.) This simple technique will help you to reset to a state of calm and reduce levels of harmful stress hormones while increasing beneficial revitalising ones.


	If you sleep badly, avoid any caffeine after midday and alcohol in the evening, adopt a relaxing bedtime routine (for example, have a warm bath with lavender or Epsom salts) and do your HeartMath exercise again before going to sleep. (When you’re ready, see Chapter 11 for more on sleep.)





Finally, if you feel your situation is particularly complex and requires specialist help, book a nutrition consultation with a therapist who specialises in stress, and get a tailor-made programme to follow with all the guidance you need (see Resources at the end of the book). It will demand only a few hours of your time and you’ll benefit from bespoke support that will consolidate what you’ll learn from reading this book.




CHAPTER 2


From Wired to Tired … and Back Again


The sensations of persistent stress and lack of energy are two of the most commonly experienced symptoms of ill-health. In our 100% Health survey of more than 55,000 people, lack of energy was the most common health complaint, with only 4 per cent of respondents claiming optimum energy and 81 per cent reporting low energy. Feeling impatient was the next most common symptom of stress, experienced by 82 per cent of respondents, followed by having too much to do and feeling anxious or getting tense easily.1


We define health as an abundance of well-being, characterised by a consistently good level of energy, emotional balance, a sharp mind and the ability to cope with life’s stresses. Feeling tired for much of the time, or spending most of the day stressed out with a knot in your stomach, is not healthy.


Yet, in the twenty-first century, this poor state of being has become the norm. For many of us, our performance may be somewhat blunted, the spark in life somewhat dim, but we just get on with it. At the other end of the scale are those with chronic fatigue who can barely function, let alone hold down a job, and those who are so anxious or stressed out that life is a perpetual emotional rollercoaster.



Everyday sources of stress



Stress can take many forms – mental, physical, emotional and environmental – and all of these can contribute to your overall stress load.


Everyday sources of stress


[image: image]


The cascade of stress


So what exactly is stress? Is it a thought, a reaction, or something physical? The answer is all of these and more besides. Let’s look at what actually happens to you when you experience an event that you perceive to be stressful:




	Your thought is registered in the cerebral cortex of your brain and carried to the hypothalamus, the brain’s ‘master gland’, which can then stimulate a reaction throughout the body.


	
The hypothalamus activates your autonomic nervous system (ANS), which controls essential bodily functions such as breathing and heartbeat. Your ANS has two strands – the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). When you register stress, it’s the SNS that springs into action, preparing your body for ‘fight or flight’ – because even if there is no physical danger, you still react to a stressful event as if there is.


	The SNS alerts your adrenal glands to pump out the hormones adrenalin and noradrenalin. These, along with other chemicals released into your blood, trigger an increase in heart rate, boost blood flow to your arms and legs, dilate your pupils to enhance peripheral vision, increase perspiration, stimulate mental activity and concentration, release calcium from your bones to aid blood clotting, and release sugar stores into your bloodstream – all to make you physically ready to deal with the ‘danger’ you are facing as if it were literally life-threatening.


	The SNS also shuts down non-essential bodily functions and so reduces digestive activity, immune action, repair and regeneration.


	At the same time, the hypothalamus stimulates the pituitary gland (another component of your brain that controls hormones) to release adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH) into your bloodstream. This stimulates your adrenal glands to release another hormone – cortisol – which is longer-lasting than adrenalin. In the short term, cortisol reduces allergic reactions and inflammation while also suppressing immune activity. (In the long term, this leaves you more susceptible to infection.)


	ACTH stimulates your adrenal glands to release another hormone – aldosterone – which increases blood volume; hence, your blood pressure increases.


	Your pituitary gland also releases thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH) to stimulate your thyroid gland to produce yet another hormone, thyroxine. This increases your metabolic


	
rate, raises the level of sugar in your blood to provide fuel, increases heart and respiration rates, sends your blood pressure up, and increases intestinal motility movement (this can trigger diarrhoea, a common side-effect when you experience a particularly stressful event).





As you can see, just one stressful thought can trigger a whole load of physical reactions. And while this complex cascade is designed to increase your survival chances in the short term, if you keep triggering this response over the long term, you’ll move from feeling wired to feeling tired, and eventually you’ll become exhausted. The stress response puts you into overdrive to deal with a short-term emergency, but remaining in overdrive is very draining. That’s why your body starts to malfunction and you become continually tired and/or more prone to infection. You may find you overreact to stressful situations, feel depressed and find life less enjoyable. Reduced ability to focus and failing memory are also common.


The good news is that it is possible to become more resilient to the stresses of life, feel better and have plenty of energy – to enjoy life again. That is what our Stress Cure programme will give you. Following it requires a whole new understanding of our design as human beings: how we make energy; how we are designed to respond to stress; the nature of our minds; how we have evolved to need certain chemicals or nutrients, and why others tend to throw everything out of balance.


In short, feeling stressed and tired is a sign that you are having difficulty adapting to the myriad challenges that modern life presents – nutritional, chemical, physical, social and psychological. To get a better idea of why this happens, we need to understand how we arrived at this point; and to do that, we need to look back at our human history.


Increasing our chemical load


We need to widen our perspective for a minute to review the chemical history of mankind. For three million years, we were hunter/gatherers, eating 100 per cent natural (and mostly raw) food. As we evolved into peasant farmers, we spent the next 10,000 years eating whole, organic food. Then … wham! The Industrial Revolution occurred and the modern-day diet of refined, processed, high-fat, high-sugar foods was born. Developments in manufacturing and other industries have also flooded our world with man-made chemicals. More than 10 million are now registered with the American Chemical Society: 3500 of which are in our food, with 3000 more in household products, from toiletries to cleaning materials.2 Then there are pollutants, pesticides, water contaminants and a host of other potentially harmful substances in our immediate environment.


The result of all this is that anyone’s blood sample can now contain hundreds of chemicals that were never part of the evolutionary design of Homo sapiens. This, in itself, puts stress on the human system. And when you are stressed, your need for nutrients increases. Yet, sadly, as modern methods of intensive farming and food processing continue to advance, the very food that should nourish us is becoming ever more depleted and further removed from what we evolved to eat.


The animals we eat are not fit, but fat. Most vegetables are artificially stimulated to grow fast with chemical fertilisers and sprayed with pesticides. Instead of eating whole fruit, we extract the sugar and eat that, or drink high-sugar juice. Most of the grains we eat are refined, removing many of their nutrients. But that is only half the story: we actually eat half as much as our ancestors because we are less than half as physically active. That means we have less food (and remember our ancestors’ diet was all whole, unrefined food) from which to get our nutrients. Most of us fail to get even the minimum recommended daily allowances (RDAs) of essential nutrients, let alone the levels that support optimum health.3 Is it any wonder most people don’t function to their best potential?



Declining physical activity



Human beings were very physically active for 3 million years. We even have a ‘fifth gear’, triggered by the release of adrenalin, which gives us an energy shot and increases our physical ability to handle an emergency situation (as described in detail on page 12). For our ancestors, stress required this action-supporting response – to fight or take flight from predators.


Today, stress is induced by pressure at work, traffic jams, financial problems, world news, rows with a partner or watching a scary film. On a physiological level, we still perceive these as threats, yet they rarely require a physical response. So how does your body cope with all the hormones released in a state of stress, chemicals that are designed to be burned off by physical activity?


Modern man expends a fraction of the physical energy of our ancestors, while many of us do not have the basic fitness to do more than a few press-ups or sit-ups. We live in a push-button world where many of our former activities have been replaced by an energy-saving gadget. But whose energy are we really saving? There’s an old Chinese proverb: ‘He who chops wood gets warm twice.’ The challenge today is to redesign our physical lives to promote better health and vitality.


Psychological pressures


On a social and psychological level, our complex modern world has changed beyond all recognition. Only three generations ago, a person’s life presented two major decisions: who to marry and which profession to follow. Today, on average, 42 per cent of marriages end in divorce, with almost half of these occurring within the first ten years.4 Most people move from one relationship to another, with all the stresses of new beginnings and separations, especially when children are involved. The same is true for work, with many people changing jobs every four years.


Ironically, while we expect our standard of living to be rising, many of us are working harder than ever before and enjoying less leisure time, while others have to cope with the stress of unemployment. The rapid development of new technologies places us on an endless learning curve just to stand still. Even when on holiday, most of us check our emails several times a day; and one in five young Americans admit to checking their smartphones during sex! It isn’t rare to wake up with one’s mind racing with an endless ‘to do’ list and to spend most of the day with thoughts spinning like a carousel. Experts estimate we can have as many as 50,000 thoughts a day; but the vast majority of them, an estimated 95 per cent, are repeats.


Maladaptation


Maybe we’re good at adapting and everything is fine. Maybe we’re not. Our ability to adapt depends on having fully functioning nervous, endocrine (hormonal) and immune systems. So perhaps it’s no coincidence that hormonal problems – such as infertility, menopausal and andropausal (male menopause) issues, underactive thyroid, breast and prostate cancer – are rising; that mental health problems, from depression and anxiety to schizophrenia, now affect one in four people each year in Britain5; that Alzheimer’s is reaching epidemic proportions; that 10 per cent of children are diagnosed with ADHD; that chronic fatigue syndrome, allergies and inflammatory health problems – from asthma to eczema – are increasing rapidly in children and adults alike. These are all signs of maladaptation.


At the very least, an inability to adapt manifests as a lack of energy, poor concentration and memory, feeling tired all the time and being unable to cope with stress. Sadly, the thousands who trudge to their doctor in search of a solution are often sent away empty handed and told simply, ‘That’s life, I’m afraid.’ Or they are given medication to treat the psychological issues that are mistakenly believed to underpin these ‘inexplicable’ symptoms.



How to adapt and thrive



If this sounds all too familiar, don’t lose heart. This book will show you how to adapt and flourish in these stressful times. The twenty-first century requires new and improved ways to communicate, organise and behave for a better world. It also requires a new approach to taking care of our bodies, including adjusting our diet and lifestyle.


Imagine how much better you will feel when you have consistently high energy, emotional balance, a sharp mind and memory, and the ability to deal well with life’s inevitable stresses. We know this is well within your reach because we have worked with hundreds of clients and seen them reverse fatigue, build resilience to stress and resolve a host of other health issues they didn’t even know were the consequences of stress when they came to see us.


In a pilot study Patrick conducted at the Institute for Optimum Nutrition, which involved giving participants ‘optimum nutrition achieved with dietary changes plus supplements’, 79 per cent noticed an improvement in energy, 60 per cent had better memory and mental alertness, and 66 per cent felt more emotionally balanced. Over half, 54 per cent, had rated high on a simple stress check (similar to the one shown overleaf), scoring five or more ‘yes’ answers. But after six months of following an optimum nutrition programme, the number with a high stress rating had dropped to 28 per cent.


So simple nutritional changes almost halved the number of high-stress scorers, even though the questions used to assess stress had nothing to do with nutrition. What this illustrates is that what you put into your body has a very powerful effect on your energy and your ability to adapt to and cope with stress on a mental, emotional, physical and chemical level.





Test your stress





	Is your energy less now than it used to be?


	Do you feel guilty when relaxing?


	Do you have a persistent need for achievement?


	Are you unclear about your goals in life?


	Are you especially competitive?


	Do you work harder than most people?


	Do you become angry easily?


	Do challenging situations trigger anxiety or panic?


	Do you often try to do two or three tasks simultaneously?


	Do you find it hard to relax or switch off?


	Do you avoid exercise because you feel too tired?


	Do you get impatient if people or situations hold you up?


	Do you have difficulty getting to sleep, or staying asleep?


	Do you wake up feeling tired?





If you answer yes to five or more, that’s a fair indication you’re highly stressed. The higher your score, the greater the negative impact of stress on your life.


Redo this stress test after you’ve followed the 30-day Stress Cure programme, as explained in Part 6, to see the difference.





The chemicals of communication


The body’s adaptive system is based on maintaining a balance in the chemicals of communication, whose job is to keep you ‘well tuned’ and functioning at your peak. These chemicals are primarily hormones, neurotransmitters and immune cells and signallers, all of which are covered in more detail in the following chapters.


Each of these substances is made from the food that you eat. If you don’t have the right supply, the communication network starts to break down. Imagine your body as a city, full of different workers, businesses, trading routes for importing and exporting all the necessary goods, plus communication and delivery networks. If there’s a shortage of essentials, or a strike on the transport system, nothing runs smoothly. Everything slows down. Harmony is lost. Stress levels rise. This is what happens to us when our total input – nutritional, environmental, psychological and physical – doesn’t meet our needs, or exceeds our ability to adapt. The symptoms are stress and fatigue.


The following chapters explain how this jigsaw puzzle fits together. Certain pieces of the puzzle will be more important for some people than for others. However, somewhere within the overall picture, you will find the key pieces to help you improve your vitality, sense of well-being and resilience to stress.




CHAPTER 3


Unravelling the Vicious Cycle of Stress and Fatigue


Stress and fatigue are nothing new. Throughout history, man has searched for ways to reduce the negative impact of both. This has led to the concentration of sugar and stimulants – for example, those found in coffee, tea, tobacco, chocolate and sweets – to give us a boost. Consumption of these stimulating substances really took off as ‘worker drugs’ during the Industrial Revolution.


However, whereas our ancestors struggled through hard, physically demanding lives, toiling in the fields and worrying about putting enough food on the table, these days many of us suffer as a consequence of our fast-paced but sedentary lifestyles and affluent malnutrition. There is an abundance of food for Westerners to eat, but – because much of it is refined and processed – a paucity of the nutrients we need to function at our best. As well as consuming fewer wholefoods, we eat far less than our ancestors did because we don’t expend the same energy. As a result, we don’t get the same amounts of essential micronutrients. According to a review in the Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, the most practical solution is to supplement the difference.6 But not many people do, so the result is that most of us are sub-optimally nourished, which means that our bodies’ cells cannot make energy efficiently. One of the first signs of suboptimal nutrition is fatigue.


As we saw in Chapter 2, just one stressful thought can trigger a complex and extensive cascade of biochemical activity throughout your body. This uses up a huge amount of nutrients. So, if you are not ingesting an optimal level of nutrition – and frequent stress is contributing to an even bigger deficit – you are likely to function even less effectively. As a result you will feel more tired, find life’s challenges more stressful and suffer a host of other symptoms, from brain fog to loss of libido.


What do most people do to counteract this? They look for a pick-me-up. Or, as we’ll see shortly, they just get stressed again, as this triggers the release of yet more stress hormones that deliver a quick burst of energy to keep them going.


The urge to refuel


Ever had an ‘I’d kill for a cake’ moment? Or perhaps you longed for a double espresso, a bar of chocolate or even a piece of toast? Whatever the object of your desire, the urge to get it probably felt overwhelming at the time. Yet, this is a perfectly normal reaction to low energy, which is often caused by a low level of fuel in your system. For humans, our primary fuel is glucose, commonly known as sugar.


We get this from eating carbohydrates. Your digestive system breaks down carbohydrates into single molecules of glucose, which are absorbed into your bloodstream and then transported into cells to make energy. An ideal scenario is that we eat the right amount of slow-releasing carbohydrates to provide a steady flow of glucose to keep our blood sugar stable and supply a ready source of energy for our body and brain. The problem is that most of us don’t do this: we eat too much refined, fast-releasing carbohydrates and skip meals, resulting in erratic blood sugar levels that peak and trough throughout the day, with our energy and concentration levels mirroring that yoyo pattern.


During the troughs we crave sweet foods or stimulants, or possibly even manoeuvre ourselves into more stressful situations (waiting until the last minute to hit a deadline or not leaving enough time to catch a train comfortably, for example). Sweet foods provide sugar directly, while stimulants and stress stimulate the adrenal glands to pump out hormones that also increase blood sugar. Whichever route you take, you initiate the express delivery of energy-giving glucose to your cells. There is a significant cost to this express delivery, though: it quickly leads to a deficiency in key nutrients and fluctuating blood sugar and energy levels. This is why you may experience a considerable dip in energy and concentration a few hours after taking in sugar or stimulants or finding yourself in a stressful situation. For example, have you ever felt sleepy after eating a bag of sweets or a sugary dessert? And how do many people attempt to combat that? With more sugar, stimulants or stress. And so the cycle continues.


Clearly, many of us wouldn’t consciously choose to feel stressed, but we can unconsciously set ourselves up for situations that fuel our adrenalin addiction, as this is how we’ve learned to operate. Sugar and stimulants are also addictive, and not just because they fuel the highs that pick us up from the lows: they can also trigger a release of the body’s own ‘feel-good’ chemicals – opioids and dopamine.


Addicted to sugar and stimulants


Animals can become addicted to sugar and show all the telltale withdrawal symptoms, including the shakes, when deprived of it, according to research conducted by Dr Bartley Hoebel and colleagues at Princeton University.7 This is because the more you over-stimulate the release of dopamine, the more insensitive to its effects you become. In a sense, you are becoming ‘dopamine-resistant’ so you crave something to stimulate your own natural dopamine high – perhaps sugar, alcohol or caffeine. This upsets your blood sugar level, which impacts on your energy, mood and resilience to stress, as well as on your ability to control your weight.


Dr Candace Pert, a former research professor in the Physiology and Biophysics Department at Georgetown University Medical Center in Washington, DC, has said: ‘I consider sugar to be a drug, a highly purified plant product that can become addictive. Relying on an artificial form of glucose – sugar – to give us a quick pick-me-up is analogous to, if not as dangerous as, shooting heroin.’8 Dr Pert was one of a group of scientists who discovered the central role endorphins, which activate opioids, play in addiction. There’s certainly plenty of research out there to support her view.9


It’s clear that consuming sugar, nicotine or caffeine in colas, energy drinks, coffee, tea and chocolate – along with the stresses of twenty-first-century life – can seriously mess with your blood sugar. In our 100% Health survey, a high consumption of sugar-based snacks, added sugar or tea/coffee/cola nearly doubled the likelihood of very low energy levels.


So why do we do it? The answer is that millions of us are caught in the vicious cycle of blood sugar highs and lows, and we feel exhausted and stressed much of the time. Stimulants promise instant energy and short-term resilience, but in reality, of course, they make the problem worse.


We may be eating fast-releasing carbohydrates, devoid of vitamins and minerals. We may be drinking two or three cups of coffee before noon just to deal with our morning weariness. We ‘learn’ how to cope with the rebound blood sugar low after a meal by having a coffee. If we haven’t eaten for two hours, we grab yet another coffee. And when we drag ourselves home after a hard day’s work, we may drink even more just to stay awake, and then some alcohol to help us switch off the adrenalin and get a few hours’ sleep.


By now you probably understand why stress, sugar and stimulants can be so addictive. (You know you’re addicted if you suffer withdrawal effects after 48 hours without any of them.) As well as messing with your energy levels, they can also deplete your health.


Our bodies have a finite capacity to detoxify undesirable substances. Excessive intake of sugar and stimulants, coupled with sub-optimal nutrition, starts to overload the body’s detoxification capacity. Once you’ve exceeded this adaptive capacity, your ability to cope with the otherwise normal stresses of modern living is compromised.


This is the beginning of chronic fatigue, allergies and intolerance, chemical sensitivity, low tolerance of alcohol and smoke, depression, mood swings and feeling out of control. The body is now, effectively, in a state of red alert, and with that comes increased risk of inflammatory diseases such as asthma and eczema, joint pain and headaches, as well as aching, tight muscles that never seem to relax. If left unchecked, these symptoms can mark the start of more serious degenerative diseases.


It’s the same with our minds. We have a finite capacity to deal with situations we perceive to be stressful and difficult. If we become overloaded, our ability to deal with new challenges is compromised and we can start to overreact, feel overwhelmed, lose focus and get depressed or overly anxious.


The road to wellness


The road to recovery requires some major dietary, lifestyle and mindset changes. As a result of the body’s lack of health reserves, it becomes necessary, for a while, to clean up your act completely. This means avoiding all stimulants and toxic substances and focusing on consuming only highly nutritious foods, plus high levels of key nutrients by taking specific nutritional supplements. We also invite you to have a good look at how your beliefs, your attitude and how you spend your time impact on your stress levels. This approach is clearly outlined in the following chapters of this book.


Once you’ve built up a good health reserve, there’s no need to be quite so saintly all the time. A strong body can cope with the occasional indulgence. And once you’re back on track, if you’re doing something that doesn’t suit you, your body is far more likely to let you know about it. By then, with extra awareness based on your experience, you’ll be less inclined to override your body’s warning signals and more likely to avoid another vicious cycle of stress and fatigue. The tools we share in the Reset Your Mindset section (Part 4) will also equip you to deal with stressful events both now and in the future.


First, though, we need to get to grips with the vicious cycle of stress and fatigue and learn how to avoid it or recover from it. That means delving deeper into how the body makes and maintains its energy. As we’ve seen, your body’s primary fuel is carbohydrate, which consists of glucose – or sugar. So balancing your blood sugar level is critical to maintaining a high energy level and an ability to cope with stress.


The vicious cycle of stress and fatigue
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PART 2


Boost Your Energy Reserves


When you’re feeling tired, you are less able to deal with life’s pressures. So the first part of becoming more stress resilient is to boost your energy reserves. In this section you’ll find out how (and why) what you eat and drink and the everyday habits you’ve adopted have a direct impact on how you feel. We also look at the complex dance of stress and other hormones that goes on inside your body – and how an imbalance in one area has a knock-on effect on another. We then explain how to gauge where you are in the stress stakes, and what you can do to feel great again.




CHAPTER 4


Beat the Blood Sugar Blues


You are solar-powered. The energy in the food you eat comes from the sun. Plants use that energy to combine water from the soil and carbon dioxide from the air to make carbohydrate. You eat the plant, break the carbohydrate down into glucose and release the sun’s energy contained within it.


Almost all of your body’s energy is derived from glucose – a single molecule of sugar. This is your main fuel and what you eat determines the quality, quantity and availability of glucose to all your body’s cells, including your brain. Consequently, maintaining an even blood sugar level is of paramount importance and is key for energy, resilience to stress and overall good health.


What’s more, unbalanced blood sugar – yoyoing from high to low, which is a tendency we see in many of our clients – creates significant stress on your body. The fuel that glucose provides not only ensures you have enough energy to function in your external world; it also ensures your body is able to carry out all of its vital activities in your internal world (digestion, immune response, tissue repair and so on). Your brain, for example, is your body’s largest consumer of glucose, as it needs a continuous source of fuel to operate, even when you’re asleep. So when your brain detects that your blood sugar is falling, it immediately starts sending messages to rectify the situation, including releasing ‘hunger’ hormones. This can make you start to feel peckish. A little snack of an apple or some nuts would be ideal, but the chances are that you will push on through this feeling until the message becomes stronger. Then you might go for a coffee or a cigarette – or succumb to a chocolate craving.


The problem here is that all of these substances are stimulants and, as you’ll see in Chapter 6, they trigger the release of stress hormones, adrenalin and cortisol. These cause your blood sugar to rise by triggering another hormone – glucagon – to break down the emergency reserves of glucose (in the form of glycogen) that are stored in your liver and muscles. So, even if you have very little external stress in your life, if your blood sugar is imbalanced, you trigger a stress reaction every time it dips too low – and this could happen multiple times during the course of a typical day.


The sugar cycle


[image: image]


The sugar cycle: Eating sugar increases blood glucose levels. The body releases the hormone insulin to help escort glucose out of your blood and into the cells, to make energy or to be stored as fat. This causes blood glucose levels to fall. Eatingwill raise levels again. Feeling stressed or consuming a stimulant, such as caffeine, will also raise blood glucose by triggering the release of adrenal hormones to unlock the body’s emergency stores of sugar (glycogen). Low blood glucose is perceived as a stress and increases cravings for something sweet or a stimulant.



Regulating our high-octane fuel



While we need sugar to make energy, glucose – the end product of carbohydrate digestion – is a high-octane fuel. Left unchecked, too much of it causes advanced glycation end products (known as AGEs), which damage your cells as well as your arteries, and cause harm all around your body, literally accelerating the ageing process. That’s why diabetics, who have an impaired ability to control their blood sugar, are far more susceptible to nerve and eye damage, ulcerated skin and heart disease.


To maintain blood sugar at an optimum level, you produce a hormone called insulin, which is triggered each time your blood sugar rises. Insulin’s job is to escort the sugar out of your blood and into your cells, to make energy. When you eat a diet high in sugar and refined carbohydrates, you need to produce more insulin to manage this process. Over time, your cells can become less sensitive to the insulin message. It’s as if they become deaf to insulin’s cries to ‘open the door’ and let in the sugar. When this happens, your liver steps in to remove the excess sugar from your blood by converting it into fat and storing it, most notably around your middle. The problem is that you are now making less energy, so you feel tired. When you’re tired, you’re more likely to reach for something sweet or a stimulant – such as a cup of tea or coffee or a cigarette – to pep you up. And so the cycle continues. Over time, you can end up with something called insulin resistance. According to Professor Gerald Reaven from Stanford University in California – one of the world’s leading experts on blood sugar problems – the majority of obese people and 25 per cent of non-obese people are insulin resistant.1


If you find yourself feeling tired after eating and also suffering with brain fog, low mood and reduced resilience to coping with stressful situations, you might well be on the path to insulin resistance. This is far more likely if you are also storing your food as fat, rather than converting it to make energy (weight gain is explored in more detail in Chapter 20). Over the long term, insulin resistance can lead to diabetes, which now affects an estimated one in six people over the age of 40 in most developed countries throughout the world.2




Are you insulin resistant?


You can get a good idea of where you stand on the road to insulin resistance and loss of blood sugar control by completing the questionnaire below. Score one point for each ‘yes’ answer.




	Are you rarely wide awake within 20 minutes of getting up?


	Do you need tea, coffee, a cigarette or something similar to get you going in the morning?


	Do you really like sweet foods?


	Do you crave bread, cereal or pasta most days?


	Do you feel as if you ‘need’ an alcoholic drink most days?


	Are you overweight and unable to shift the extra pounds?


	Do you often have energy slumps during the day or after meals?


	Do you often have mood swings or difficulty concentrating?


	Do you fall asleep in the early evening or need naps during the day?


	Do you avoid exercise because you haven’t got the energy?


	Do you get dizzy or irritable if you go six hours without food?


	Do you find you often overreact to stress?


	Do you often get irritable, angry or aggressive unexpectedly?


	Do you have less energy now than in the past?


	Do you get night sweats or suffer with frequent headaches?


	Do you ever lie about how much sweet food you have eaten?


	
Do you ever keep a supply of sweet food close to hand?


	Do you ever go out of your way to make sure you have something sweet?


	Do you feel you could never give up bread?


	Do you think of yourself as addicted to sugar, chocolate or biscuits?





If you answered ‘yes’ to ten or more of these questions, there’s a very good chance that you are insulin resistant and struggling to keep your blood sugar level even. The single best way to know where you stand is to measure your level of glycosylated haemoglobin (also known as HbA1c) via a standard blood test, available through a nutritional therapist, your GP or a medical laboratory (see Resources). This is a measure of how often your blood sugar level peaks too high. When that happens, red blood cells effectively become sugar-coated. That’s what glycosylated haemoglobin means: sugar-coated red blood cells. And it’s the ‘glycosylation’ of cells that causes long-term damage. (Note: in the US, glycosylation is called ‘glycation’.) This test is much better than a single blood glucose test because it provides a long-term measure of your blood sugar control rather than just a snapshot of a single point in time. That’s because red blood cells live for three months, so it’s a 90-day record of your blood sugar spikes. Ideally, you should have a level below 5 per cent for optimal blood sugar control and certainly below 6.5 per cent. Most diabetics have a level above 7 per cent. If yours is above 6.5 per cent, we recommend you see your GP.
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