















CUT YOUR STRESS



An easy-to-follow guide to stress-free living
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WHAT IS STRESS?



Stress is a modern term, used to describe the unpleasant physical and emotional symptoms people experience when under excess pressure.


A certain amount of pressure is beneficial – it gets you out of bed in the mornings and primes you to meet life’s challenges. Stress develops only when the pressure rises above the level at which you feel able to cope. This level varies from person to person, and also from time to time, as it depends on many factors.








WHEN STRESSED, YOU MAY DESCRIBE YOURSELF AS:




	Shattered


	Drained


	Anxious


	Tense


	On edge


	Hassled


	Uptight


	About to explode


	At the end of your tether


	Desperate for a drink or smoke












When you are fit, well fed, have had a refreshing night’s sleep, are in a rewarding relationship and have money in the bank, you can handle more pressure than when you are unfit, skip meals, lack sleep and are overdrawn – especially if you’ve also just had a row with your partner.


Feeling stressed simply means you are under more pressure (real or imagined) than you feel comfortable with at a certain point. You start to feel uneasy, your mouth goes dry, your hands feel clammy and your legs turn to jelly. You may develop a lump in your throat and a characteristic sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach.



STRESSORS



Events or situations that provoke stress are known as stressors. Some will cause most people to become stressed whenever they occur. Good examples are environmental changes that overstimulate the senses, including excessive noise, blinding light, extremes of temperature and overcrowding.


Other situations, such as public speaking, are stressful for many but not all people. An experienced presenter will approach an after-dinner speech, for example, in a relaxed frame of mind – especially if the person thrives on being the centre of attention. This is because familiarity with a situation, along with your personality type, influences how you respond to potential stressors.


Conversely, lack of pressure can also lead to stress if you are stuck in a rut and feel frustrated by too little stimulation or satisfaction.


COPING WITH STRESS


The subjective nature of stress means that it’s possible to change the way you respond to stress, so that you deal with things more calmly and constructively. And, once you identify the stressors in your life, you can make plans to overcome them successfully.


The approaches outlined in this book will help you to raise the bar on your comfort zone, with the result that your perception of how much stress you can deal with is increased.
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‘You’re spending the best years of your life doing a job that you hate so that you can buy stuff you don’t need to support a lifestyle you don’t enjoy. Sounds crazy to me!’








THE ‘FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT’ RESPONSE



The symptoms of stress are produced by your body’s ‘fight-or-flight’ response, which is driven by hormones from your adrenal glands.


When confronted with a potential danger that may require physical exertion (that is, fighting or fleeing), your nervous system triggers the release of stress hormones from the adrenal glands. Within seconds of spotting a hungry tiger running at you, the levels of adrenaline/epinephrine in your blood rise as much as 1,000-fold. This produces a noticeable jolt as your systems go onto ‘red alert’.


CIRCULATION


Your heart pumps faster, and your pulse races. As your heart contracts with increased force, your blood pressure rises to send more oxygen-rich blood to your muscles and brain. Blood diverts away from your intestines towards your brain and muscles. Your blood also becomes more ‘sticky’, to limit bleeding should injury occur.








THE ADRENAL GLANDS


You have two adrenal (also sometimes called suprarenal) glands, one above each kidney. These small, triangular structures have an outer cortex, which produces the stress hormone cortisol, and an inner medulla that generates the stress hormones adrenaline (or epinephrine), noradrenaline (or norepinephrine) and dopamine.










RESPIRATION



Your airways widen and your breathing rate increases. This typically starts with a sudden intake of breath – the gasp of fear – which allows more oxygen to flood into your lungs.


MUSCLES


Your muscles tense for action. You stiffen and tremble with fear, and your voice becomes high-pitched and shaky. Your blood glucose levels rise to provide instant energy. Your muscles are now primed for extra power and speed – often leading to extraordinary feats of strength.


NERVOUS SYSTEM


Increased blood flow to your brain improves your memory and your ability to think straight. This helps you to plan your way out of a tricky situation. Your pupils dilate and your eyes widen with fear, enabling you to spot danger from farther afield. Your sensory perception becomes more acute, especially your hearing, while your sensitivity to pain reduces. Injuries often go unnoticed until you reach a place of safety.


INTERNAL ORGANS


Your bowels, bladder and stomach empty to make you lighter for running. You may wet yourself, experience nervous diarrhoea or even vomit through fear. Circulation to the gut shuts down as blood diverts to your muscles, causing so-called ‘butterflies’ in your stomach.


In males, stress causes the testicles to be drawn up towards the abdomen, for safe keeping.


SKIN


You may blanch with fear, as blood drains from your skin to your brain and muscles. This is followed by flushing as your sweat glands switch on, and blood diverts back to the surface, ready for rapid cooling after running or fighting. You literally go clammy with fear.


The symptoms of the fight-or-flight reaction mobilize energy within the body, priming you for vigorous physical exertion. If this energy is not consumed, the effects of stress continue to build up, draining the body of energy. One of the best ways to switch off the effects of stress and promote the more beneficial ‘rest-and-digest’ response is therefore through noncompetitive exercise.





CAUSES OF STRESS



Almost anything can lead to stress if it makes you feel angry, tense, frustrated or unhappy. Stress can result from work, finances, relationships, bereavement, your environment or your interaction with certain people.


The common underlying theme is often change. Too much change, too quickly, is highly stressful – especially when it is imposed on you without your consent. Change is produced by major life events such as marriage, starting a new job, winning the lottery, having a baby or experiencing a bereavement or serious illness. Sometimes it’s easy to pinpoint a major life event as a cause of stress, but there may also be no obvious single cause. It can result from the buildup of a number of small things, which, added together, make the final straw that breaks the proverbial camel’s back.


Look at the table below. The more of these life events you have experienced over the past year, particularly those rated as very high or high, the more likely you are to be experiencing significant stress.


INTERNAL VERSUS EXTERNAL CAUSES OF STRESS


Most life events are external causes of stress – they happen around you or are imposed upon you. There are also some important internal causes of stress. These include physical tiredness, mental exhaustion, hormone changes (for example, menstruation, menopause), lack of fitness, disrupted biorhythms and negative self-image and thoughts. If you think you aren’t good enough, or that you won’t be able to cope, then these become self-fulfilling prophecies. If you believe you ARE good enough, and are determined to cope, then you will keep trying until you succeed.
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