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viiFor Dolly, Zev and Dan. You are my priority.viii





xiA Note


This book wouldn’t have been possible without the openness of my clients and the companies I’ve worked with, as well as the guests from my podcast and experts I’ve interviewed for magazines and papers over the years. I’m also indebted to my teachers, both past and present. This book is an amalgamation of everything I’ve learned and discovered combined with my own experiences as a coach and writer – the resulting approach is what works for me and my clients, and I sincerely hope it will resonate and connect with you too.




A note about confidentiality


All ‘clients’ referred to in this book have either given written express permission to be included, or their stories and personal details have been extensively modified to make them unrecognisable.xii








xiiiIntroduction




priority noun (priorities)


1 the right to be or go first; precedence or preference.


2 something that must be attended to before anything else.


3 the fact or condition of being earlier.


Chambers 21st Century Dictionary online, 2025




It’s June 2016 and I’m in a stark and impressive office in Paris’s Left Bank. Sitting next to me is my boss – the editor in chief of a leading UK magazine – beside him, two other members of our team. We arrived from London on the Eurostar last night and leave tomorrow evening, and in this time we won’t see much of the city. It’s mostly the inside of boardrooms, interspersed with the inside of the sleek black town car that’s ferrying us between back-to-back meetings with the advertising clients that fund our publication. These guys are important; without them we would have no magazine at all. They pay our way.


This is our last meeting of the day, and it’s with one of the biggest luxury fashion brands in the world. The women and men sitting across from us are doing it justice – it seems ‘must appear intimidatingly expensive’ is the first prerequisite on any job application to work here. I feel scruffy in comparison and am a bit jittery from too much coffee but the meeting seems to be going well – they’ve agreed to advertise with us, which is great news. After all, if we lost advertisers, I’d probably lose my job. Not because my boss is horrible (he’s actually great), but because budgets are tight and my position as features director – the one I’d been working towards for the best part of a decade – would be the first to go if cuts were required. So, in theory, I should feel happy.


And yet, I don’t. Not about the fact that they are advertising – I’m thrilled for the magazine. I just don’t seem to care so much about my own place in all this anymore. For my entire career I’d worked towards becoming ‘editor’ or ‘editor in chief’ of a magazine. That had been my ultimate goal. But now, as that ambition began to look attainable, it no xivlonger felt like what I wanted. I loved my colleagues, my boss, the work itself and the creativity of the industry, but – much like the too-tight, towering heels I’d watched the French PR hobble down her winding office stairs in – my job didn’t fit me. It did once, but not anymore . . .


A painful break-up had brought life into sharp focus; what mattered to me now, at 32, was so different from when I’d started out at 23. I’d had enough of the perpetual stress, total exhaustion, competitive busyness and constant comparison (though, I must note, much of it self-inflicted). I was done with the travel, late nights, freebies, shows, openings, parties and the like (even though most of them were as much fun as they sound). I adored culture, fashion and art (still do!) but I didn’t want to peddle it anymore. And, while I’d recovered from the eating disorders and depression that had plagued my life for 15 years, I could increasingly see that a job in the fashion world, which prizes thinness, was not the best place for me. My priorities had changed; I’d changed – it was time for a change.


So, I did what any normal person would do – I bored my closest friends to death about wanting to leave for 18 months before actually doing it! But in that time I did prepare my exit . . . I’d practised yoga since my early teens, and an experience at an ashram in India in 2012 had helped me finally overcome my mental health struggles,* so I’d known for some time that I wanted to go back there to train as a yoga teacher myself. In late 2016 my boss graciously gave me time off to do so, which set me on the path towards what I do today. After that first training I doubled down on the thought-repatterning and mindset aspects of yoga that had supported my recovery, seeking out courses that offered more of the same. I became increasingly interested (read: obsessed) with answering the question: how can I better navigate the unbridled chaos that is modern life? And through setting out to do just that, I discovered coaching – immediately connecting with its forward-thinking, science-backed approach, as well as how it aligned with and built upon the mindfulness and mindset trainings I’d already done. Then, fairly early on, and through launching my podcast, Priorities, I realised that what fascinated me most about this work was the concept of priorities itself. I’d watched my own shift and change through my career in the arts, ultimately leading to that realisation in Paris. I’d observed the negative thought patterns I’d held for so long lose their xvstrength through learning to prioritise new thoughts and habits – ones that helped rather than harmed me. And I’d seen the positive change in clients when we focused on priorities over, for example, simply setting goals or discussing habits. In 2022 I formalised my own coaching approach – The Priorities Method® – that puts priorities at the forefront of self-development and personal change, and in 2023 I released The Priorities Method Journal, a tool to help put that idea into practice. And that (in a wildly reductive nutshell) is how I find myself here, writing a book on priorities and modern life.


WHY PRIORITIES? WHY MODERN LIFE?


Let’s be honest, I work in this field because I need help. I am (and always will be) my first student, which means I’m very much on the boat or plane, or any other transportation analogy you might prefer, with you. I’ve built a career around the fact that I find modern life challenging, and if you’ve picked up this book, I imagine you do too . . .


In 1971 the Nobel Prize-winning economist Herbert A. Simon coined the term ‘attention economy’ to describe our capacity to engage with the many competing demands on our mental focus. Simon explained the term by saying: ‘[I]n an information-rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What information consumes is the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.’1


This statement could not be truer today. While ‘modern life moves too fast for us to adapt’ isn’t a new thought (indeed the Romans were saying it millennia ago), over the past 25 years, Western society has changed and progressed at near unparalleled speed. When Simon coined the term ‘attention economy’, I doubt he had any inkling of the ‘wealth of information’ that would flood and transform our world. (He especially couldn’t have predicted Reed Hastings, Netflix’s CEO, describing his biggest competitor not as Amazon or Apple TV, but as ‘sleep’. Yikes.2)


Technology has transformed how we eat, sleep, move, interact, communicate and express ourselves – it’s even changed how we think. Much of this change has been for the good. Medicine and healthcare have made huge leaps, communication is effortless, infrastructure and industry are more efficient, the sum of human knowledge is at our xvifingertips and sharable with a swipe – demanding more accountability from both individuals and organisations alike.


However, while it’s clear that a good deal of today’s world is a vast improvement on how humans have lived in the past, there’s a flip side to all this progress. Evolutionarily speaking, we are a success story – with more than 8 billion of us wandering around, we’re evidently equipped to survive the environment we have built. Yet, while our world is an extension of us, it can often feel that the conditions we’ve created, with every part of our lives transformed, don’t seem to be the ones we’re designed to even keep up with, let alone thrive in.


Technology may be phenomenal, but, as Hastings proves, it wants all your time. And although, like with anything viewed individually, the demands – a social media notification here, a Zoom meeting that could have been an email there – may seem inconsequential, or even banal, taken together they are leading us towards a ‘poverty of attention’. Humans were never designed to process so many things at once, to have this much bidding for our attention.* The multifaceted strains of modern society are numerous and exhausting. We’re overloaded, both individually and collectively – inundated by a daily torrent of information, distractions, options and data. All of it seemingly important and urgent, all of it desperately vying for our energy, attention and time. There’s that email you have to reply to NOW, those shoes you must buy IMMEDIATELY, the success that is ALREADY OVERDUE, and all the rest . . . We’re tethered to our smartphones – carrying the whole world’s (highly curated) thoughts and experiences in our pocket, always right there, available to compare our own life to via a quick glance at a screen. We’re encouraged to chase meaningless goals, to think busy equals successful, and to define our self-worth by how productive our days may appear. We are expected to be constantly available and ‘on’. We expect ourselves to be able to ‘do it all’ . . .


In sum, it’s a lot.† And, once you combine this fast-paced world with an ancient nervous system, ill-equipped as it is to face these distinctly modern challenges (not to mention the difficult circumstances or traumatic events that everyone experiences to a varying degree over xviitheir lifetime), it becomes easy to find yourself prioritising mindsets, behaviours and relationships that don’t serve you, floating directionless through a life that feels at once both too empty and too full.


But it doesn’t have to be that way.


We may live in a world we’re not designed to thrive in, and we may be evolving more slowly than our technology is advancing, but luckily, as humans, we are extremely adaptable – good at learning to live in new situations with new conditions, quick to acquire different behaviour patterns and ways of living. Your brain is constantly creating new neural pathways while pruning away old ones.* Your brain is constantly changing.


Prioritise This will help to change your brain for the better so that it can cut through the noise, overwhelm and relentless pace of modern life. It’ll help you update your system to adapt to the world you live in, to stop fighting against the chaos (a losing battle) and start carving a path across it instead. Using a system of principles and practices drawn from the fields of coaching, neuroscience, mindfulness, positive psychology and stress management, you’ll uncover the daily steps and big-picture thinking that’ll help you declutter your world, change your mindset and build a life that feels empty and full in all the right places instead. If that sounds like what you want, what you need, what you deserve . . . then read on.




Factors that affect how you respond to life




	Experiences


	Knowledge


	Memories


	Beliefs


	Mindset


	Perception


	Social circle


	Family


	Health


	Genes


	Age


	Sex








ABOUT THE PRIORITIES METHOD®



As I mentioned earlier, The Priorities Method® (TPM) is an approach to self-development that empowers you to focus on what truly matters – xviiiwhether that’s a person, habit, thought, idea or goal. Over the years, I’ve developed ten principles to support this. On the surface, they’re straightforward lessons for living – ideas on how best to show up for yourself and the people you care for – but simple doesn’t mean easy. There’s often a wide gap between reading something and actually living it, and none of us are immune to life’s chaos or the pull of distraction. I wrote these principles because I need them too, and I still return to them as reminders.


As you read through them, use the reflection questions at the end of each one as your first step towards prioritising what matters to you in life. The chapters that follow will help you embody the principles by putting them into action; the more you do this, the more instinctive they’ll become.


1. Your priorities = the sum of your life


In a world of endless distractions, the first principle is the most important. If you forget everything else in the book, remember this . . .* What you prioritise day-to-day becomes the sum of your life. The minutes, hours, thoughts, people and behaviours you give your attention to all add up. That’s why half an hour scrolling socials or constantly checking emails isn’t just a small habit – it’s your life being spent. Our time here is short and precious, and whether we fill it with harmful thoughts, draining people and mindless habits, or with what uplifts and sustains us, is down to what we prioritise. Ask yourself: what am I really prioritising, in my thoughts and behaviours, and what is that adding up to in my life?


2. The myth of balance


We’re sold the idea that balance is attainable, but, in reality, life is messy. It’s a continuous juggle of competing priorities, stresses, changes and curveballs, and perfect equilibrium simply doesn’t exist. True balance is less about rigidly dividing our time and more about how we feel about the way we spend it. That means embracing ‘seasonal unbalance’: leaning into the natural tilts of life, letting priorities shift, and accepting that sometimes we’ll be disciplined and grounded, and at other times we’ll be up late with children’s needs, work deadlines or drinking martinis with friends. Real balance is flexible, forgiving, xixsometimes messy, even. Ask yourself: what might seasonal unbalance look like in my own life?


3. We can’t do it all, but we can do a lot


We grow up being told we can ‘do it all’, but no one can keep every plate spinning at once without smashing something along the way. Life’s demands, distractions and inevitable clashes between our wants and needs mean we will always drop a few – and that’s okay. The point isn’t to lower your ambition but to let go of the notion of perfection, to accept that while you can’t do everything all the time, you can do a lot really well when you choose wisely. Ultimately: if everything is a priority, nothing is. Free yourself from unrealistic expectations, prioritise, and find yourself on far steadier ground. Ask yourself: how do I try to ‘do it all’, and what might it look like to do less but better, instead?


4. Undo the to-do


To-do lists are brilliant. They’re simple, accessible tools that bring order to the chaos, and even reward us with a little dopamine hit when we tick something off. But it’s worth remembering their sole purpose is to help us manage our tasks and focus on what’s important. They’re not there to make us feel like a failure when we don’t complete them. Especially since we never will complete them – life isn’t a neat list, it’s a game of whack-a-mole and the moment you finish one task, another pops up. Don’t ditch your lists, just make sure to release the pressure they hold over you and use them as the support they’re meant to be, not as proof of your productivity or worth. Ask yourself: how do I use my to-do list, and how does it make me feel?


5. But, first, de-prioritise


Prioritising isn’t just about deciding what matters most; it’s also about deciding what doesn’t. We have finite personal reserves, and to make room for the people, habits and goals that align with the life you want, you have to de-prioritise. Saying no to tasks, habits and even people can feel uncomfortable, but without it, your energy, time and focus will always be overdrawn. Still, it’s worth it, because nature abhors a vacuum and, if done mindfully, that space you’ve created will be filled with what you truly value. This is all we can hope for in our short, precious life. (And also, I assume, why you are reading this book.) Ask yourself: what do I need to de-prioritise?



xx6. Live it, don’t fix it


Life is complex. It’s beautiful and ugly, quiet and loud, simple and overwhelming. You won’t feel joyful and purposeful all the time, because 1) you’d be intolerable and 2) that’s not how life works. Despite what social media might suggest, the aim isn’t to mould yourself or your days into a ‘perfect’ version, but to live them as they are. You are not broken, and you don’t need fixing. Growth, change and challenges are all part of being human – steer through life with a ‘live it’ mindset and it’s much easier to see yourself and your circumstances through a compassionate, constructive lens. Ask yourself: where in my life am I trying to fix things, rather than simply live them?


7. Real self-care, without the selfish


True self-care isn’t about matcha lattes, sheet masks or perfect bathroom cupboards; it’s about the habits and practices that support your inner and outer world. It’s being kind in your thoughts, words and actions, listening to your body and showing up for yourself, while at the same time remembering that the goal isn’t to retreat into yourself at the expense of others. Real-life wellbeing means caring deeply for ourselves, but also remaining mindful of the impact we have on those around us. Ask yourself: what does real self-care, without the selfish, look like in my own life?


8. Be the kind-flex


I’m not sure how I feel about made-up words, but here we are – I’ll let you be the judge! Kindness and flexibility are the foundations that make all the other TPM principles possible. Without kindness, we beat ourselves up when life doesn’t go our way, and without flexibility, we break against its constant changes. Together, they allow us to be compassionate, forgiving, adaptable and resilient, with ourselves and others. Don’t be a pushover – boundaries and self-respect remain essential – but practise the ‘kind-flex’, and you will move through life with more grace, ease and steadiness. Ask yourself: how do kindness and flexibility show up in my life, and where could I bring in more?


9. Prioritise joy


I use the word ‘joy’ over its synonym ‘happiness’, because I think happiness can feel like a destination, always out of reach, whereas joy has more room to exist alongside everything else in life, including sadness. Research xxishows it’s often not the big ‘impressive’ life events that sustain us, such as getting married or a promotion at work, but rather the tiny, overlooked moments – think: a good cup of coffee, a walk on a crisp morning, a message from a friend. These small pockets of joy add up to help us feel more connected and alive, and, when we notice and appreciate them, our brains actually begin to look for more. Ask yourself: what small things bring me joy, and how can I notice and seek them more often?


10. Use your why


Finally, there’s your ‘why’. Your ‘why’ is the deeper reason behind your choices, the force that keeps you going when life gets hard. It could be ‘because I want to teach my children kindness’, or ‘because my health matters more than late-night scrolling’ or ‘because I’m worth it’. Your whys connect you to the bigger picture and ground you in what matters most, helping you focus on the process rather than obsessing over outcomes. The clearer you are on your whys, the easier it is to live a life aligned with your true priorities. Ask yourself: what are my big whys, the reasons that drive me and keep me moving forward?


HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK


With those in place, let’s move on to the book that they’ve shaped . . . Prioritise This is divided into nine chapters, exploring nine aspects of contemporary living that I believe to be the best intervention points for a more content mind and life. The topics set out here are not unique to 21st-century life – it’s human nature to experience stress, to struggle with rejection and failure, and so on. However, our modern world uniquely exacerbates both the volume and intensity of these experiences and our emotional responses to them. And, while the challenges of modern living can be viewed through environmental, cultural and social lenses, this book delves into the everyday struggles we all encounter as individuals. These are:




	Stress


	Habits


	Saying no


	Overwhelm


	Procrastination


	Failure


	Rejection


	Comparison


	Moving forward





xxiiApologies, it’s not the most light-hearted list . . .* Yet, across these chapters I’ll share with you the learnings, prompts, systems, practices and processes that’ll enable your brain to finally carve a path through the chaos that is modern life.


Most books of this kind are written so that you start the beginning and end at the end. Not this one. I would recommend reading Chapter 1: Stress first, as it lays a bit of the groundwork, but, ultimately, each chapter is an island unto itself, so flip to wherever feels right for you. If you’ve recently experienced a break-up (I’m sorry, if that’s the case), it could be Chapter 7: Rejection. If you’re spending too much time on social media and not enough on an important work, school or personal project, then perhaps Chapter 2: Habits or Chapter 5: Procrastination. If you feel like everything is too much, then Chapter 4: Overwhelm is your best launch point. Conversely, if you’re feeling motivated to make inspiring plans for the months and years ahead, then dive straight into Chapter 9: Moving Forward. If you have absolutely no idea where you want to start, then begin at the beginning and work your way through – although the book can be read in any order, I have organised the chapters in the one that I think works best. And, of course, all the chapters are interconnected, every single topic affecting the others in some way, shape or form.


When it comes to the practices found throughout the book or online,† know that their purpose is to help. They are here because I’ve learned from years of experience that they shift theory and words (‘transform your life, blah blah blah’) into tangible, real-world change. They are not here to stress you out, and I do not, in any universe, expect you to do them all. I’ve included a wide variety to ensure there’s something for every type of mind, learning style and general mood. Do the ones that work for you, skip the rest. Also, honestly, if you read the book without doing a single one, your brain’s capacity to weather modern life will still be better than before you picked it up.


Hmmm, what else?


Well, this book is not a first-edition Tolstoy that needs handling with kid gloves, so use it. Fold down pages, highlight passages, take pictures of quotes or exercises, spill coffee on the cover and scribble your own notes and doodles along the way. The more you do this, the xxiiimore The Priorities Method® approach will become part of your life. It’s yours – don’t hold it at a distance, get involved.


Speaking of which, if a quote or learning really resonates, I recommend jotting it down somewhere – use the notes app on your phone, text it to a friend or scribble it on a Post-it note to stick by your desk or on the fridge. We absorb and remember information more effectively after writing it down, and I know that the various Post-it notes on my office wall help me to stay on track when life gets in the way. The practices and learnings in Prioritise This are cumulative – reading or trying them once is unlikely to shift entrenched thought or behavioural patterns, but with repetition you’ll begin to see real change. Remember your brain is a muscle like any other – you wouldn’t expect to have huge biceps after one session at the gym and nor should you expect to have completely transformed your life after reading a few pages. Consistency may sometimes feel boring, but it’s also key. (You may also notice that many of the topics in this book overlap and reinforce one another and that for this reason there is some degree of repetition. I am aware of this and I am aware that we learn through repetition.*)


Having said that, if you try an exercise or prompt and find it unhelpful or anxiety-inducing, stop immediately and do not try it again until you feel safe to do so. Don’t worry about getting anything ‘right’; follow your intuition and listen to what you need. There is no right or wrong way to read this book; there is only your way.


Please know that the suggestions in this book are by no means exhaustive. I do not, for a second, think that my way is the only way,† or that I know it all. In fact, the more I learned and discovered about the topics in this book through writing the book, the more I changed my mind (and then sometimes changed it again). While this book is informed by my neuroscience trainings and readings, I am not a neuroscientist. I am a writer and coach, and though I’ve tried to be rigorous in my research, it’s possible I’ve got some things wrong. Moreover, neuroscience, coaching and wellbeing‡ are all fast-moving fields, so it’s equally possible that, by the time this book comes out, some of what xxivI’ve written will be obsolete. I do not have all the answers; I simply have some that, in my experience, work well. All I can really say is that this book is not a prescription, but an invitation for you to take what you need, and leave the rest.


Finally, before we start, I think it can be useful before you read a book like this to consider what you hope to get out of it. You picked it up for a reason (P.S. Thank you for doing that!) and the more you can keep that at the forefront of your mind, the more this book and TPM will work for you. So, what’s your priority for the book? It could be to reduce stress and overwhelm, declutter your life, better navigate failure, stop procrastinating, slow the f*ck down, or some combination of all of the above. What do you need to prioritise? What’s your aim? This will help maintain your focus, so keep your answers in mind, jot them down or share them. (Also, be prepared for them to shift gradually, or in an instant – change is normal, natural and to be expected, so revise them anytime you need to.)


Finally, finally, I’d like to add an important caveat . . . This book has been written to offer support with better managing the generalised challenges of modern life. It cannot do much about the systemic change that is ultimately needed in our societies, nor does it offer any kind of formal support for anyone with undiagnosed or severe psychological or physical health problems, or anyone suffering from extreme levels of stress or anxiety or dangerously low self-esteem. If you are struggling right now, I see you – please don’t suffer in silence. A book is absolutely no substitute for in-person support – seek help as soon as possible. Reach out to your family and friends and/or an appropriately trained professional, such as your GP, a councillor, psychologist or therapist (I’ve included a list of useful support organisations at the end of the book).


IN SUM


Just before we dive in, I want to make it very clear that nothing you do, including, sadly, reading this book, will change the fundamental nature of modern life. Short of going to live in a remote cave somewhere,* the demands on your attention will, in all likelihood, just keep xxvgrowing. Prioritise This will not offer you a life free of the challenges of twenty-first-century living, so if you picked it up hoping your daily myriad of worries and distractions would disappear, I’m sorry, you will be disappointed.


I cannot do that for you, and I don’t believe any other coach, book or system (no matter how shiny, expensive or well packaged) can either. If that’s what you’re looking for, this is not the book for you. It will not solve all your problems; life will continue to be challenging and fast-moving, because, well, that’s what life is.


However, if you’re looking for the best possible guide through the challenges, a system to support you through life’s inevitable ups and downs, a framework to help bolster you from the difficulties you face, then you’re in the right place. We all have automatic responses, conditioning, life experiences and genes that we know play a huge part in how we interact with and experience the world – this book is designed to help us move from that place of knowing what we need to do, to actually doing it.


Prioritise This won’t build you a ‘perfect’ life. But it will build you one that feels less overwhelming, more purposeful and focused . . . and, ultimately, inimitably yours.xxvi





* To be clear – I don’t believe this is the only thing that helped; many things led to my recovery, medication and therapy among them.


* Remarkably, in 2023 it was noted on a Leftronic blog that an overwhelming 90 percent of the world’s data was produced in the previous two years alone (https://leftronic.com/blog/how-fast-is-technology-growing-statistics). I would assume that changes with AI in the years since have increased this statistic even more dramatically.


† Dare I say it, even self-development/productivity books can just add to the burden! Not this one, of course.


* Also known as neuroplasticity.


* Also, please don’t forget everything else.


* As Gloria Steinem once wrote: ‘The truth will set you free, but first it’ll piss you off.’


† Go to https://www.prioritisethis.com/.


* We learn through repetition. We learn through repetition. We learn through repetition . . .


† I’d actually suggest running as far away as possible from anyone who says theirs is the only way to create change – there are many good ideas and books out there, and different methods work for different minds and stages in life.


‡ If you bristle at the sound of that word, as I know many do, go with ‘your state of relative mental and physical ease’ instead. Not so snappy, but it means the same thing.


* The Himalayas will forever appeal to me!





1Chapter 1


Stress
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‘The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way becomes the way.’


Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, Book 51




Whenever I meet someone for the first time and explain what I do for a living, the number one question they ask is: ‘Does that mean you never get stressed!?’


Reader, as I (and my entire family) can attest to, I get stressed.


My job doesn’t make me invulnerable to the daily stressors we all face. I still find life overwhelming, exhausting, frustrating, anger-inducing, wearisome, annoying and the rest. In fact, I think the reason I do my job well (or at least hope I do) is because I’m not the equivalent of some army general sitting comfortably at a desk far from the war, giving orders over a warm cup of tea. I’m in the trenches with you.


However, while I’m with you, it’s also not my first tour. So, I have an entire toolkit, filled with stress management techniques, approaches and exercises that it’s possible you may not (yet) have yourself.


I’ve built this toolkit up over the past ten years and it helps me to 1) prevent negative feelings of stress from creeping up too often in the first place and 2) manage them well when they do get through. If we stretch this army analogy (perhaps to its limits?), you could think of me as a medic, with a bag full of lifesaving equipment, but it’s not for your body, it’s for your mind. And rather than treating you, I’ll be teaching you – you’ll be treating yourself.


2This chapter is dedicated to sharing those learnings and tools. You’ll discover the updated neuroscience around stress, determine how to spot and prevent approaching burnout, discover how to harness stress in a positive way, and uncover a wide range of practical strategies using your body, mind and environment to put theory into action. My aim is for you too to feel equipped to better navigate yourself through this hectic world.* The potential for stress won’t disappear – in stressful situations it’s natural to experience negative emotions; feeling nothing would be unrealistic, deeply concerning even. Stress will still be there; it’s you that will change.


There’s a lot to say about stress, and it’s essentially my mastermind subject, so this is the longest chapter in the book. Make yourself a drink (of any kind) and settle in . . .


WHAT EVEN IS STRESS?


While the word ‘stress’ gets thrown around a lot (including by me), and we all know what it feels like to be stressed, have you ever considered what it actually is, or why we experience it in the first place?


The World Health Organization (WHO) – which tends to be reliable on such things – defines it as ‘a state of worry or mental tension caused by a difficult situation’.1 One useful way to break this down is to think of stress in two parts: first, as a stimulus i.e. the difficult situation,† and second, as a response i.e. the resulting state of worry or mental tension. The response of stress is thought to occur when the perceived demands on your life outweigh your perceived capacity to handle them. (Note the use of the word ‘perceived’ here; it’ll be important later.)


Though stress often gets a bad rep – and yes, this chapter is dedicated to minimising its more harmful effects – it’s important to recognise that stress isn’t bad for you. As humans, we need stress. As early twentieth-century researchers Robert M. Yerkes and John Dillingham Dodson showed,‡ we rely on its stimulus to help us grow, 3adapt and thrive, and the stress response – both psychological and physiological – has played a crucial role in keeping us alive as a species.


This ‘worry or mental tension’ is part of our evolutionary biology: our nervous system developed the stress response hundreds of thousands of years ago as a way to trigger action – to help us respond to opportunities, overcome challenges or escape threats. Yet while the sources of those stressors have changed over time, our bodies continue to respond in much the same way today.




Worry


Worry is a common experience and deeply connected to stress. Those persistent, repetitive thoughts that pull us away from the present moment and lead us to fixate on ‘what if?’ scenarios are often the ones that tip us from ‘I’m actually okay!’ to ‘Actually, I’m really not!’ The studies on worry examine its causes from multiple angles, including neurobiology, sociocultural influences and individual cognition.


Central to this is the default mode network (DMN), a brain system active when we are not engaged in a specific task. During periods of worry and rumination, this network becomes overactive and hyperconnected, resembling a crowded room where everyone is speaking at once. This heightened activity keeps the mind trapped in unhelpful, repetitive thinking rather than focused on the present. At the same time, there’s a decrease in activity in brain networks responsible for higher-order cognitive control and reasoning, such as the prefrontal cortex. And this reduction makes it difficult to regulate thoughts and escape the cycle of worry.





We’ll come on to those shifting parameters, and the neurobiology of the stress response, in a moment. But first, if you’re someone who sees stress as something to be avoided at all costs, let me share with you a story about a CEO I once worked with who thought the same . . .



4A MINDSET SHIFT*




A few years ago, I was brought in to deliver a stress management programme for a small, female-founded advertising agency in London. They were growing rapidly – every day presented new challenges and the founder/CEO was struggling to manage the impact this was having both on her own wellbeing and that of her team.


We got on well in our discovery call,† but midway through our first session we reached a slight impasse. It became clear that we had different ideas about what a ‘stress management programme’ involved. Essentially, she wanted me to show her how to eliminate the stress that comes with growing a company.


Now, obviously, I couldn’t do that. I’m not a magician. While I could see certain pain points in the organisation that were likely contributing to feelings of overwhelm (and flagged these), my role was never to take away her stress. I was there to help her manage stress, and a key part of that was supporting her to recognise and accept that growing a company is inherently stressful (as well as that the alternative – not growing it – would arguably be more so).


By the end of that first session, her mindset had shifted – from ‘This stress is killing us’ to ‘This stress is building us’. Over time, she let go of the idea of stress as something to be avoided, which allowed us to more easily implement the interventions you’ll read about in this chapter and throughout the book. This led fairly quickly to a positive shift in both how she and the company operated (and, ultimately, flourished).


Culturally, the general messaging tends to be that stress is bad, to be avoided like the plague. And I’ll hold my hand up to say that, in the past, I’ve been guilty of perpetuating that message myself. But over the past eight years I’ve come to view that approach as unhelpful, because, as we all know: we can’t avoid stress in life. While it’s important to acknowledge and understand the potential negative impacts of stress (some of which are proven and serious), we’ve also developed 5as a society a collective fear of stress itself. And this makes us stressed about stress.*


Yet research shows that not all stress is harmful. One landmark study in 2012 found that it’s not necessarily stress itself that is damaging but our belief that stress is bad for us that causes the harm. A negative perception of stress can generate damaging physiological responses which then trigger the stress reaction. And, perhaps most fascinatingly of all, the people in that study who reported high levels of stress but didn’t view it as harmful had the lowest mortality rates in the sample. In short: view stress as a challenge rather than a threat, and it seems you may even live longer.2


Just so you know, this is not a call for toxic positivity – I believe that approach is the most unhelpful response to the reality of being human. I’m not suggesting you ignore life’s struggles or pretend everything’s fine when it’s not. I’m suggesting the opposite. Don’t push away your feelings; acknowledge and lean into your difficulties. It’s terribly clichéd, but we don’t grow despite challenge, adversity and stress; we grow because of those things.


Let me share with you a small personal example of my own . . . Writing this chapter has honestly been the most stressful part of this book. The subject matter is vast, the science is complex, and the stakes feel high. When I focus on how stressful it is to write about stress and start worrying about feeling stressed, I freeze up. I get stressed. But when I reframe my feelings of stress as an indication of how much I care about this chapter (and book), then they can be used to spur me on instead. Welcoming them makes me feel calmer, clearer and more able to sit and type.


And this is why any stress management intervention begins with the crucial mindset shift that stress is not bad for you. Reframe it as natural and normal – perhaps even beneficial† – and you’ll be in a far better position to thrive in this fast-moving modern world.‡ With that in mind, let’s look at how your nervous system has evolved (or, more accurately, hasn’t) to help you do just that.



6OLD HARDWARE


Stress is clearly not unique to twenty-first-century life. In fact, I imagine there are far fewer truly stressful stimuli for most people in, say, the UK today, compared to those who lived during the Victorian era.


However, what modern life does exceptionally well is create conditions that amplify our emotional reactions and introduce challenges and situations that feel novel and demanding to our brain. Our nervous system evolved over millions of years to handle certain conditions, only to be faced by a dramatically changed world in the last hundred years, and even more so in the last 30 since the arrival of the internet (and even more so over the past few years, with advances in AI).


While humans are incredibly adaptable, we have now altered our environment so rapidly through agriculture, industrialisation and technology that we haven’t yet had time to fully adjust. Our ‘stress response’ developed to help us to (among other things) react quickly to concrete, immediate, physical threats – such as being chased by a hungry tiger or encountering an unfriendly tribe. It was biologically designed to reallocate your energy in times of ‘stress’; it was not designed to manage intangible, psychological challenges, such as constant email notifications, a 24-hour news cycle or emotionally taxing social media apps.


So, although many physical threats of the past have been reduced or ruled out, they’ve been replaced by increasingly abstract ones. The very same, era-defining technological advances that are meant to make life easier often do the opposite.* And, in simple terms, your nervous system is like an old computer, one that lacks some of the updated hardware modern life requires. It doesn’t work optimally with its environment. My work is about helping us develop that hardware, so we can better manage the growing pains of being mismatched with our environment and keep our systems running as smoothly as we can.



7MADE TO ORDER


The stress response itself is incredible – it influences how you think, feel, behave and even how the body functions.* At its core, it prepares you for action – your brain interprets a threat, challenge or opportunity as something needing a response and then triggers your body to react. This happens involuntarily, meaning your body reacts before you’re consciously aware.


However, despite popular opinion, this response isn’t confined to a single region or system in your brain, nor is it a simple on/off switch. Also, it’s not hardwired – it is dynamically constructed.


Think of your brain like a high-end restaurant, crafting your feeling of stress to order. There’s no precooked ‘meal’ sitting in the fridge, waiting to be heated up and served. Instead, it’s using fresh ingredients every time, coordinating a response between your cognitive, emotional and physiological networks based on the stimuli it encounters – your experiences, the events, sensory input, memory and more.†


This bespoke response works through two distinct systems in the brain. First, the autonomic nervous system (ANS) rapidly releases adrenaline and noradrenaline from your adrenal glands. These hormones activate the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which increases your heart rate, breathing and other bodily functions.‡ This response is quick and acute – it doesn’t last long.


The second system, the hypothalamic pituitary adrenal (HPA) axis, responds more slowly (if still incredibly fast). It triggers the release of cortisol, also from your adrenal glands, into your bloodstream. Unlike the fleeting ANS response, the effects of HPA activation can linger. And, while cortisol serves an important function in your body (having too little is deeply dangerous), chronic elevated cortisol is linked to negative effects including high blood pressure, weakened immune function and osteoporosis.3 Stress may sometimes be good for you, but lingering cortisol stores are categorically not.


8Any stress intervention programme therefore needs to work with these systems, to help you turn up the volume on your ‘resting’ system – the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS)* – and turn down the volume on your SNS when it’s not required. Much of this chapter will help you to improve your ability to modulate your PNS and SNS, as well as bolster the networks between different areas of your brain. It’ll also show you how multiple factors, including the type of stressor, affect your stress response, with each response triggering different levels of hormones in different configurations.† And through all this you’ll learn to better regulate your stress responses so that you can cook up a response that’s not just a ‘best guess’ but the best guess for you.


YOUR KALEIDOSCOPE


With that brief lesson on the brain complete, the most important takeaway is this: stress is highly subjective.


Now, before you throw your arms up in despair, no, not all stressful stimuli are created equal – the death of a partner and a delayed Amazon delivery are clearly incomparable.‡ But, generally speaking, a ‘situation’ is fairly fixed – a broken toe is a broken toe, a divorce is a divorce. What isn’t fixed, what is subjective, is our experience, perception and interpretation.


For every situation we encounter, we bring with us a lifetime of accumulated context – our current mood, past experiences, personal biases, assumptions, cultural background and understandings of the world. We each arrive from a different starting point, which is why two people can face the exact same scenario and respond in different ways. In essence, we look at life through a unique kaleidoscope – one shaped by everything we’ve experienced, learned and felt so far.


Think of two people (Bob I and Bob II) stuck in a traffic jam.


Bob I is late for an important meeting and, moreover, firmly holds the belief that being late is akin to a mortal sin. For him, this traffic jam is terrible – he’s frazzled, frustrated, simmering with stress. Bob II, on the other hand, is not only more relaxed about punctuality but also 9doesn’t have anywhere he urgently needs to be. In fact, with three loud teenagers at home, Bob II is relishing the peace of listening to a podcast in his car. He doesn’t feel stressed at all.


Same situation, completely different experience.


Of course, certain situations in life are inherently stressful, painful, difficult or deeply unfair. But, when it comes to the everyday stressors that make up the background hum (or foreground drilling) of life, mindset and context play an enormous role. As the Stoic philosopher Epictetus famously said, ‘We do not see things as they are, we see them as we are.’ Stress is a combination of what brings us stress, and what we believe and think about that stress.


A TALE OF TWO BRIDGES


I’d like you to imagine two bridges.


The first is the iconic Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco – striking, solid, seemingly never-ending. It spans a vast expanse of water and holds strong under the weight of almost anything, including enormous (and I mean enormous – this is the United States, after all) HGVs, lorries and the like.


The second bridge couldn’t be more different. It’s a tiny, wobbly, wooden structure crossing a quiet stream somewhere in the British countryside. Several planks are missing, the remaining ones are rotting – the whole thing looks it might collapse under the weight of a large rabbit, let along anything with four wheels.


Human beings are like bridges – each of us can carry different loads and we each have a unique breaking point. Your wellbeing (or how strong your bridge is) depends on a balance between the resources you have* and the challenges you face – that is, what life throws at you.


But, unlike actual bridges, we aren’t fixed.


We evolve, change and adapt as we move through life. And how we respond to our experiences (whether tough or joyful) plays a role in shaping who we become. Personally, I felt like the Golden Gate Bridge after my first child was born; by the time my second arrived my affinity lay more with the rickety wooden one. And right now (and I mean right now at the time of writing since I might feel completely different in an hour) I’m somewhere closer to the Golden Gate again.


10What about you? What kind of a bridge do you feel like today?


The reality is, we can’t control much of what happens to us in life (see the ‘Control the controllable’ box below). We can’t avoid pain or heartbreak. We can’t magic away our commitments, problems or responsibilities – and we certainly can’t do that for anyone else either. Life is going to life. That’s what it does.


However, the more we can develop our bridge – by building resources and resilience – the better able we’ll feel to manage stress (and life) when it comes our way. And it will come.


That’s why stress requires a 360-degree approach, one that addresses how we support ourselves through our bodies, minds and the world around us. There are many coaching frameworks that can help us do this, but my go-to is my tutor Dr Sarah McKay’s neuroscience-informed model: Bottom-Up, Outside-In, Top-Down.4 It offers a clear, practical way of understanding how different brain–body pathways influence our thoughts, feelings and behaviours, and how we can tap into these to navigate stress more effectively. I’ve adapted the model below, with Dr McKay’s kind permission. Small caveat: McKay’s framework can be used in any order – I’ve chosen to lead with Bottom-Up, followed by Top-Down, ending with Outside-In as I’ve found this sequence to be most effective.




Control the controllable


One of the most liberating lessons I’ve learned is this: some things are within your control, some things you can influence, and some things are out of your hands. That might sound painfully obvious, but grasping and accepting this framework has changed my entire relationship with stress.


The Zone of Control captures this idea:


[image: An image showing three concentric circles. The innermost circle reads ‘Zone of Control’, the middle circle reads ‘Zone of Influence’ and the outer circle reads ‘Zone of Acceptance’.]




	
11At the centre is your Zone of Control – these are the things you have direct power over: how you speak, the boundaries you set, the decisions you make, how you react to things.


	Surrounding that is your Zone of Influence – the things you don’t directly control, but where your actions or input can make a difference. For example: how your team at work operates, your child’s bedtime routine, a friend’s mood, a project outcome.


	Outside both of these lies your Zone of Acceptance – things that affect you but are ultimately beyond your control or influence. The weather, the economy, other people’s beliefs, behaviour or opinions, political decisions, global crises, your past.





Most of us spend a lot of time and energy in the outer circle – worrying, ruminating, overthinking, trying to control what people think of us or fix problems that aren’t ours to solve. And, the more we operate in this area, the more powerless and overwhelmed we feel. So much of our stress can come from trying (read: failing) to exert control over the uncontrollable.


What you want to do is draw your focus back inward, and control the controllable instead.


Stop micro-managing everyone around you, redirect your attention towards your own actions and mindset – towards your Zone of Control.


This doesn’t mean being perpetually calm and nonplussed by others. I’m certainly not! We all waste energy on things we can’t change from time to time. It’s more about being aware of how you can look at things differently. Of seeing what you can’t change and instead focus on where you can make a difference instead.


So: what’s stressing you right now? And, more importantly, which zone does it fall into? Ask yourself: what are the stressors I can control and what are those I can’t?






12PRIORITISE THIS: BOTTOM-UP


We’ll begin with Bottom-Up, which refers to any signals from the body and lower brain areas that influence your brain state – including sensory input, instinctive reactions and physiological experiences. Think of this as how your body impacts your brain, with bottom-up strategies using physical and sensory practices to help regulate your nervous system.


Through this lens, let me be the millionth person to remind you to do these four simple things that you absolutely already know you need to do to improve your ability to navigate stress:




	Aim for seven-plus hours of sleep a night.


	Eat a balanced diet that leaves you feeling energetic and well.


	Drink water. A lot of it. More than you think.


	Move your body – not just with planned exercise, but generally throughout the day.





These basic building blocks of health might seem painfully obvious, but also they are proven to work!5,6 And let’s be honest – when you are stressed, these basics are the first to go. You might reach for the wine bottle more often or skip your morning workout because you stayed up late doom-scrolling. You can address stress without focusing on these areas, but in my experience this is a good place to start.


And perhaps the very best place of all is with sleep. I know first-hand – from periods of insomnia and from having small children – that not sleeping makes everything harder. It impairs our ability to regulate emotions, manage overwhelm and survive stressful times.7 Yet, in the UK alone, 37 million people are estimated to be chronically sleep-deprived.8 Tellingly, studies show that even an extra 30 minutes of sleep each night can make a substantial difference to your cognitive and physical health.9


Now, I know that, if you have insomnia, having a non-sleep-expert suggest you just ‘improve your sleep!’ is insulting. I’m not writing this part for you (though I feel you and hope things improve). If, however, your sleep could be better, and you haven’t yet tried these consistently for at least three months, give them a go.




13Painfully boring notes on sleep hygiene (so boring they may help you fall asleep!)




	Go to bed and wake up at roughly the same time every day, even on weekends.


	Make your sleeping area as quiet, dark, relaxing and cool (temperature, not décor) as possible.


	Limit your use of electronic devices – TVs, computers, smartphones – for 30 minutes to 1 hour before bed and after waking.
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