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


May this book be of use to you!
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PREFACE


Stress is associated with a whole range of life’s difficulties. Not only can it affect our mood, anxiety and irritability, but also fatigue and general physical wellbeing too. Very few of us will go through life without feeling some degree of stress. In fact, we live in a world of mounting stress in today’s increasingly competitive and financially insecure world. Things around us seem to move faster and can feel like they are more unstable. Despite increases in wealth, research suggests that, in general, younger people feel more stressed and less happy than they did thirty years ago.


Many of us are seeking ways to slow down and find points of stability in this increasingly hectic life. In this book, Maureen Cooper brings her many years of experience of working with stress, both at an individual and organizational level, to explore the nature of stress. She outlines how it affects our bodies, minds and relationships but also the way we can find moments of calm through mindfully cultivating a more compassionate attitude to ourselves and others. In fact, it’s long been understood that developing the ability to become more kind, encouraging and compassionate towards ourselves, others and life in general, is very conducive to our wellbeing. Indeed, recent advances in scientific studies of mindfulness and compassion have greatly advanced our understanding of how compassion, both from ourselves and from others, can really help us to treat ourselves in ways that are respectful and which increase our sense of wellbeing.


This research tells us that if we learn to be more attentive to the present moment and to what is going on in our minds and bodies, and if we learn to value and respect ourselves and treat ourselves and others with kindness, even when things are going wrong and we are stressed, we are much more likely to be able to cope with setbacks and stress. In this book Maureen Cooper uses her wealth of experience and knowledge of work-related and other forms of stress to guide readers to work with stress in more supportive and beneficial ways. She explores why our evolved brain is now so susceptible to stress and unhappiness in the rushed world we live in, where we quickly feel judged and vulnerable to criticism and even rejected by others for not being good enough.


Key to this approach is understanding our mind better and how it evolved. One of the first steps to achieving mindfulness is to recognize that the way our brain has evolved means that our capacity for thinking, ruminating, planning, anticipating and imagining – although generally very helpful – can also cause us difficulties and make us feel stressed. Unlike other animals, we have a brain that is constantly thinking and judging. Imagine a zebra running away from a lion. Once the zebra has escaped, it will shortly settle down to feed again. However, in a similar scenario, a human is unlikely to immediately relax and easily move on to the next thing; we can spend days ruminating about what would have happened if we had got caught and fantasizing about the most horrible outcomes. Zebras and chimpanzees don’t worry about what they’re thinking, what they look like or what other chimpanzees might be thinking about them! Humans, on the other hand, do – often very frequently. We look in the mirror and think, ‘Oh gosh, is that really me now? How come I have put on so much weight?’


We also think about our internal worlds – fantasies, thoughts and feelings – and we can be critical of those too. Life becomes full of ‘shoulds’ and ‘shouldn’ts’, ‘oughts’ and ‘ought nots’, or even ‘musts’ and ‘must nots’. Again, no other animal gets stressed because of the way they think, judge, plan, imagine, anticipate and ruminate, but of course humans do all the time.


The more we understand how our own mind is a source of stress for us or likely to keep us feeling stressed, the more opportunities we have to switch our stressed states by using a compassionate and mindful approach. It turns out that kindness has a significant and measurable effect on our brain which help to soothe and calm us and is good for our wellbeing and that of others. By following the steps that Maureen Cooper outlines here, we are given an opportunity to find a peaceful mind that helps us to cope with the stresses of everyday living.


Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE


April 2013





INTRODUCTION


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


Divorce, bereavement, moving house and even going on holiday all rate high on the stress scale. Troubles at work, economic instability and unemployment are also possible sources. We can even feel stress if caught in traffic or standing in a slow-moving queue at the airport. When we worry about our families, our health, our job, our weight, we are creating scenarios in the mind that can create stress. A short-term physical crisis, such as falling over or scalding an arm can be termed stressful, as can longer-term physical challenges like facing chronic illness or disability.


Of course, animals too face the physical eventualities of illness or death but usually, for animals in the wild, a short-term physical emergency will either be resolved quickly or end in death. What is unique to humans is the capacity to imagine and to worry, and it is this capacity that also makes us uniquely vulnerable to stress. For example, we worry over memories of events that have already taken place, and anticipate problems that may never occur. Our imagination can lead us to create scenarios that cause us real concern until we remember that we’re daydreaming and bring ourselves back down to earth. Have you ever imagined winning a large sum of money on the lottery? Inevitably you start to think about what you would do with the money and whom you would share it with. Before you know it you’re worrying about who might be offended and who might feel left out! Our mind can provide a never-ending stream of potential worries and stressors all by itself. Where animals respond to the world as they experience it, as Professor Paul Gilbert says, ‘we humans can respond to the world we have created in our heads’. 1


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


Compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering along with having the urge to do something to bring that about. It can be misunderstood as pity, or as some otherworldly notion more in keeping with religious observance than the hustle and bustle of everyday life. It is not uncommon to hear people question how desirable, or even feasible, it is to try and be a compassionate person – isn’t there a risk of being taken advantage of, or of seeming gullible? Perhaps many of us feel the struggle of trying to balance caring for our own lives and having a sense of responsibility for the lives of others. Public figures such as Desmond Tutu or the Dalai Lama can be accepted as being compassionate because they are religious figures, seemingly not subject to the demands and pressures of ordinary people. It can be hard to know how we can make a difference. Every day the news bombards us with stories of suffering, cruelty and violence that can seem overwhelming. In such a dog-eat-dog world we may wonder if taking care of number one is not the most advisable course of action. In spite of all this, every day we also come across countless acts of kindness and concern for others that happen quietly in an ordinary and natural way as part of how we live together. Clearly, compassion is fundamental if we are to survive on this planet – we may even discover that it is the most sustainable and effective way of taking care both of number one and everyone else too – but we need to be able to understand it clearly and know how to work with it in our lives in spite of the challenges.


The Compassionate Mind Approach to Reducing Stress is part of The Compassionate Mind series, which is headed up by Professor Paul Gilbert’s book, The Compassionate Mind. The series as a whole is based on the application of Compassion Focused Therapy, a therapeutic method of using compassion to work with psychological problems developed by Professor Gilbert. In his book on the subject for clinicians, Compassion Focused Therapy,2 Professor Gilbert lists an interest in Buddhism as one of the factors that led him to study compassion in the first place. Although not a Buddhist himself, Gilbert has drawn on its presentation of compassion to develop CFT.


The Compassionate Mind Approach to Reducing Stress is slightly different from the other books in the series in that it is based on Buddhist ideas about compassion, rather than being written from a purely therapeutic perspective. Although Buddhism is considered to be one of the major world religions, people who practise it, particularly in the West, will more often refer to it as a science of mind, because it presents a thorough investigation of how the mind works. The term ‘Buddha’ means the ‘one who is awake’ in Sanskrit. In waking up to how his mind worked, the Buddha saw all the ways in which we can limit the potential of our mind with concepts, habits and opinions. His subsequent teachings were practical and experiential descriptions of how these tendencies seem to become part of us, along with clear instructions on how we can uproot these patterns. By cultivating actions that enhance our confidence and peace of mind and avoiding those which cause us anxiety and fear, it is possible to live happier, more complete lives. In short, the Buddha showed a way to overcome suffering through a process of recognition that is a result of training the mind.


I have been a practising Buddhist for almost thirty-five years under the guidance of a Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Sogyal Rinpoche, author of the spiritual classic, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying.3 From 1993 to 2003 I was fortunate to be part of the executive team that managed Rigpa International, the organization that oversees Rinpoche’s work worldwide. In this role I was trained to directly apply the Buddhist teachings to my work, to my interactions with other people and to any difficulties I experienced along the way. It is something I am profoundly grateful for as it helped me to see how practical and effective the teachings can be in every aspect of life. It also sparked my interest in the potential for some of the practices of Buddhism to be useful for people who do not wish to follow the Buddhist path, an interest I have pursued in my professional life with the workshops I deliver to people at work.4


This is in keeping with what the Dalai Lama refers to as ‘secular ethics’.5 He draws a distinction between religious teachings, rituals and prayer, and the development of qualities of the human spirit that bring happiness to oneself and others – qualities such as peace and contentment, patience and forgiveness, and love and compassion. Buddhism has a rich resource of guidance on developing mindfulness, meditation and compassion that can be of use to everyone. The Dalai Lama often comments that of the seven billion people on this planet, only one billion follow a religious path – so what about the remaining six billion? With this majority in mind, he has developed this simple, practical way of describing Buddhist ideas in a way that anyone can benefit from, whether or not they know anything about Buddhism, or are interested in religion of any kind. This is the spirit in which this book is written.


As you read this book you will find frequent references to scientific research on the benefits of the practices of mindfulness, meditation and compassionate mind training. For more than twenty-five years the Dalai Lama6 has held regular meetings with scientists, psychologists, economists and philosophers under the auspices of the Mind & Life Institute,7 founded by the Chilean-born neuroscientist Francisco Varela and Adam Engle, an American businessman and entrepreneur. During one of these meetings in 2000 the Dalai Lama made a formal request to the scientists in the room to test techniques such as meditation and compassion practices to determine whether they were beneficial for people and, if they were found to be so, to develop methods of teaching them in a secular way.


Richard Davidson, a pioneer in developing techniques for measuring brain activity, was present at this meeting. He accepted the Dalai Lama’s challenge and began to invite experienced meditators to his laboratory to undergo testing there. He is now well known for his work in this area at the Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behaviour in Madison, Wisconsin. In 2012 he produced his first book for the general public, The Emotional Life of your Brain,8 based on this research. We will be looking into some of his findings as part of our exploration of using mindfulness, meditation and compassion to help us to reduce our stress.



Using this Book


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


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


The formula of the book is as follows:


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


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


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


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


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


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


The book is divided into three parts:



Part 1: Our Starting Point



Part 1 of this book is all about exploring what we know about stress and what we know about compassion, and looking into how we experience both. Some of the ideas about stress will be familiar to most people in broad terms, but probably not in this much detail. The point of these chapters is to identify the problem – to give us an idea of how stress works in our bodies and how potentially damaging it can be. This is a good inspiration to do something about it! You could use these chapters as a way of becoming familiar with the stress response, so you can recognize it working in your own body.


We then move on to compassion, and a broad perspective on its use as a remedy for stress. A tendency to compassion is a natural resource, and these chapters demonstrate our capacity to use it to help us with stress. You can use these chapters to help clarify your own thinking about compassion and the place you would like to give it in your life.


As we have already seen, compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering, along with having the urge to do something to bring that about. So the chapters on happiness and suffering will provide a context for what we have learnt about stress and compassion. As you read them it helps to try and apply what you are reading to yourself as you go along – to make it as personal as you can – so that you can build up a clear picture of how you look for happiness and how you deal with the suffering of stress.


Two important messages stand out from these chapters:


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


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



Part 2: Seeing Where We Want to Change



Part 2 begins by looking at how our mind reacts to the things that happen to us in life and how this relates to the habits we adopt. It is here that the wish to change is stressed as being important. Having decided we want to change, we need to take a step back so we can look at ourselves clearly. We need to develop self-awareness, and take a fresh look at our habits so that we can identify which ones help us and which ones cause us problems. Then we are ready to choose the ones we wish to begin to work with. Mindfulness and meditation help us to be able to do this by beginning the process of quietening and calming the mind, so that we can use our discernment to explore our habits and see how we can replace our unhelpful habits with helpful ones.


First off we look at our habits that cause us stress – both the personality traits we have that can lead to stress, as well as how we cope with it when it happens. It may be worth going back over this chapter several times in order to get a clear understanding of your own habits related to stress. I have written these chapters in such a way that reading them is almost a form of contemplation, so read them slowly and give yourself time to take them in.


Then we look at developing habits based in compassion. These are likely to be less familiar to you than your reactions to stress, so again it is a good idea to read this chapter through a few times in order to familiarize yourself with them. This is an important part of this book, and spending time reflecting on these four chapters will help give you a structure for how you want to work with compassion and how to apply it in your own life. You may need to revisit it from time to time to check your progress as you start working with the techniques.



Part 3: Making Change Happen



Part 3 contains a range of different methods that you can use to train your mind in compassion. We begin by looking at how to develop compassion for ourselves and then extend this to include compassion for others. We complete our investigation by looking at compassion from the big perspective of universal responsibility.



Practical points




Summaries


The summaries that you’ll find at the end of each chapter provide a thread through the book. If you need to refresh your memory about a certain point the summary is a good place to start. You may like to re-read the summary of your favourite chapter in the morning before you start your day, or at the end of the day before you go to bed.



Exercises


The exercises come in three places:


•   The main exercises come within the chapters and are explained in detail.


•   At the end of each chapter are a series of exercises to help you apply what you have learnt in the chapter to everyday life situations.


•   There are some additional exercises in an appendix at the back of the book.


You may wish to keep a notebook and pen handy to record your responses to these exercises. By the end of the book, the complete set of exercises represents a simple way of following the thread of the book as well as a practical working method for applying what you have learnt.





PART 1


Our Starting Point


We begin by looking into stress and examining how and why it can be a problem for us. In this book we will use compassion in order to reduce our stress, so having looked at the historical development of stress and how it operates in our bodies, we will go on to explore our understanding of compassion and how it too has a biological basis. Sometimes when we feel stressed we just want to distract ourselves from it in order to feel better and so we try to find ways to make ourselves happier and to avoid the uncomfortable feelings stress can bring up. This often means we go for a quick-fix, such as shopping, eating foods that are delicious but not so good for us or spending a lot of time on the internet. At the end of this section of the book, we will look at ideas about happiness – both this kind of short-term, fleeting happiness, or pleasure, as well as longer term happiness, or contentment. We will learn how suffering and stress can actually be useful for us if we learn to work with it instead of trying to avoid it.








	
1



	What is Stress?








If you have no stress in your life you are dead.


Hans Selye



A Historical Perspective on Stress


When I think back to living with my parents as a child, I do not have any memory of them ever saying they felt stressed, although my father’s job was very demanding and my mother left a large family in Ireland when she moved to England to marry, and never quite got over missing them. No doubt they experienced feelings of being pushed to their limits from time to time, but that generation who lived through the Second World War would never have labelled such feelings as stress. For us, nowadays, the term stress is used to describe a huge variety of experiences and interactions – some critics would say that the term has become so widespread as to be almost meaningless. So, perhaps a helpful place to begin this examination of stress is by examining how our use and understanding of the term has evolved as our lifestyles and priorities have changed over time. Beginning from quite a limited picture of what stress is, due to the insight and vision of particular pioneers in the field we now have a considerable body of research and a wide range of tools to approach it. Exploring how society’s understanding has grown over the last 400 years can help us to understand what stress is and how it affects each one of us.



Robert Hooke



Early ideas about stress were based on engineering terms, and saw the body as operating like a machine. For example, in Hooke’s Law of Elasticity (formulated by prominent physicist-biologist Robert Hooke in 1678) the term ‘load’ is used to describe the demand placed on a mechanism, ‘stress’ is the demand placed upon a structure and ‘strain’ is the change in form that results from the interaction between load and stress. If we take the example of constructing a bridge, which needs to carry heavy loads without collapsing – the ‘load’ would be the weight the bridge needs to carry; ‘stress’ is the area of the bridge’s structure over which the load is applied and ‘strain’ is the deformation of the structure produced by the interplay of load and stress. This was the basis of the idea that, just as a machine is subject to wear and tear, so the body is subject to the wear and tear of life. Although nowadays stress is not seen as something just affecting the body, even this early description has influenced how we describe our experience of stress today. We often speak of feeling ‘loaded down’ by worry or pressure and it is common to hear people describing themselves as ‘strained’.



Neurasthenia



Just as a machine needs energy to run, so does the body, and this was thought to be provided by the nervous system. So, to explain the circumstances under which the body might fail to renew its energy, scientists began to speak of nervous depletion, or disorders of the nerves. By the eighteenth century this idea had taken a firm hold and ‘nerves’ were frequently cited as the cause of many and various diseases. The character of Mrs Bennet, whom Jane Austen described with such penetrating humour in her novel Pride and Prejudice (published in 1813), is an excellent example of someone living at the mercy of her nerves and ensuring that all around her are too!


The second half of the nineteenth century saw what has been called a second Industrial Revolution, with a marked increase in the growth of factories and use of mechanized transport. It was increasingly believed that the very pace of modern life, with its rapidly accelerating pace and complexity was proving too much for the human nervous system to cope with – a theme that may sound very familiar to us today. This led George Beard (1839–83), an American physician specializing in diseases of the nervous system, to identify a condition that he called ‘neurasthenia’. Patients suffering from this condition experienced a weakness of the nervous system, or nervous exhaustion. Symptoms included anxiety, fatigue, generalized aches and pains and a fear of not being able to meet the demands of daily life.


Neurasthenia enjoyed a lot of attention until the end of the nineteenth century when it began to lose validity as a diagnosis. It is no longer used in Western medicine although it is still referred to in traditional Chinese medicine. An interesting footnote is that some modern researchers regard MCS (Multiple Chemical Sensitivity) as a twentieth-century version of neurasthenia. Although neurasthenia fell out of fashion, Beard’s work had introduced ideas that have become an integral part of our modern understanding of stress. Having a working definition of neurasthenia meant that a patient’s struggles to cope could be seen within a purely scientific context without any sense of judgement or criticism of their behaviour. In addition, Beard saw a direct correlation between the increase in the number of people experiencing mental exhaustion and the speed of change in nineteenth-century society. His attempt to understand this connection foreshadows research being carried out nowadays on the relationship between the individual and their quality of life.


However, in spite of the emerging field of psychology, the close of the century saw the scientific approach to understanding stress remaining dominant. Any approach that was more concerned with the unique characteristics of an individual was considered ‘unscientific’ because it strayed into areas that could not be scientifically analysed and was therefore suspect. The scientific view remained firmly based in trying to establish general laws of functioning. Part of the unfolding story of research into stress concerns the way that this division broke down and was replaced by a more organic idea of how stress works.



Walter Cannon



There was a hint of this new approach in the early decades of the twentieth century when the ‘psychosomatic medicine movement’ began to develop. Unlike previous studies, it included the impact of social, psychological and behavioural factors on physical health and quality of life. Furthermore, it was interested in drawing attention to the previously neglected area of the role of the mind in physical diseases and, by challenging the view of a person as a machine, in reintroducing the human element into medicine. The work of Walter Cannon (1871–1945) paved the way for this approach. A respected physiologist and neurologist, and professor and Chairman of the Department of Physiology at Harvard Medical School, his work can be said to be the starting point of understanding how stress occurs. Two of his main contributions to this understanding are the use of the term ‘fight-or-flight response’,1 which you may well have come across, and the less common concept of ‘homeostasis’.2 Homeostasis refers to the tendency of the body to try to regulate its internal conditions so as to maintain health and functioning, regardless of outside conditions – for example, the clotting of blood if you’re bleeding, or the cooling and warming of the body in order to maintain our optimal body temperature. In this model, a stressor is anything that knocks the body out of homeostatic balance and the stress response is what the body does to try and restore that balance.


Cannon was interested in how mental and emotional states affect how the body works. He noticed that the animals that he was experimenting on suffered digestive problems when they were anxious or frightened. Further investigation showed that the major emotions stimulate the sympathetic nervous system. This in turn leads to many changes in the body – such as increased secretion of adrenaline, increased heart rate, blood pressure and perspiration, and reduced stomach function. This is why we feel such powerful responses in the body when we are in the grip of strong emotion – for instance feeling nauseous or having an increased desire to go to the toilet when we are feeling ‘stressed’ or nervous. Cannon saw these natural responses as having been honed over a long period of evolution for the very purpose of increasing our chances of survival.


Furthermore he saw a relationship between specific emotions and reactions. For example, anger and fear have always been used as a preparation for action – anger is used for standing one’s ground to attack and fight, and fear for escaping. Hence this reaction came to be known as the ‘fight-or-flight response’.


Cannon’s work on homeostasis builds on the previous work of Claude Bernard (1813–78) who studied what he called the ‘milieu interieur’. This is a term he used to describe the internal environment in which the cells of the body are nourished and maintained in a state of equilibrium. As we already saw, homeostasis is the body’s process of maintaining the required stability in the functioning of bodily systems so that life and health can continue. So, health can be understood as a dynamic process of successfully adapting and maintaining this kind of balance in the midst of ever-changing conditions. When this balance is overwhelmed by change then stress and illness can result. For many researchers who came later, these two concepts – the fight-or-flight response and homeostasis – came to describe the starting point for how stress occurs.



Hans Selye



The work of Hungarian-born Hans Selye3 (1907–82) spanned more than sixty years. He is generally credited with bringing the concept of ‘stress’ into the mainstream. In the 1930s Selye was a young assistant professor doing research into the functions of hormones, which necessitated his injecting rats on a daily basis. It seems that Selye was not skilled in handling laboratory rats, frequently dropping the poor things and having to chase them around the laboratory. When he examined the rats after a couple of months of this kind of treatment he discovered that they had peptic ulcers, greatly enlarged adrenal glands and shrunken immune tissues. Thinking this was a result of the injections he had administered he ran a control group to check his findings. Although only injected with saline, these rats experienced the same daily trauma of being injected, dropped and chased and in time exhibited exactly the same range of conditions as the non-control group. Realizing that the rats’ symptoms were not related to the substance with which they were injected, Selye tried to ascertain what else both groups had in common and came to the conclusion that the unpleasantness and discomfort of the life of a rat in his laboratory was in some way contributing to the symptoms they were experiencing. To test this theory, Selye devised more challenges for the long-suffering rats, exposing them to extremes of hot and cold, forcing exercise on them and so on. In all cases the symptoms were the same. In order to describe the range of unpleasant factors that the rats were experiencing, Selye said they were suffering from ‘stress’. This was no longer simply a reference to nervous stress but the nonspecific response of the body to any demand made upon it.


It was not until after the Second World War that Selye’s ideas were to receive proper attention. Not surprisingly, the experience of the war had led to increased discussion of ‘nervous tension’, ‘war nerves’ and the ‘stresses of war’ and before long talking about stress became part of everyday language. Both during and after the war, because of the role it had to play in understanding these conditions, psychology gained in importance and influence and increasingly psychologists joined in the discussion of stress. According to Selye, the basic point to grasp about stress is that the organism undergoes a range of physiological responses in its efforts to adapt to whatever demands and pressures it experiences. We will see this more clearly in the next chapter when we look at how stress affects the body.


The essence of Selye’s view on stress was that there are many ways for the body to respond to it, rather than a specific formula that is the same for everyone. He pointed out that all demands on the body have one thing in common – they make it necessary for the body to adapt in order to be able deal with them and this adaptation is non-specific.



The General Adaptation Syndrome


In 1946 Selye formulated these ideas as the ‘General Adaptation Syndrome’, in which the body passes through three stages of coping – alarm, resistance and exhaustion. The initial response of the alarm stage is the ‘fight-or-flight’ response as described by Walter Cannon. Selye’s addition was the understanding that no animal, or human, can sustain this level of excitement indefinitely, so if it survives the first stage the second stage of resistance occurs. In the second stage, resistance to persistent stress is built up either as successful adjustment, or, if it goes on too long, as tissue damage and the beginnings of disease. If the stress goes on even longer the animal or human enters the third phase – exhaustion. Selye claimed that by this point the stores of hormones released during the initial fight-or-flight response have been used up. This means there are no defences left to deal with the threat, which can result in illness and even death. We shall see later that current research into the stress response challenges this view. As Robert Sapolsky explains in his book, Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers:


It is not so much that the stress response runs out, but rather, with sufficient activation, that the stress-response can become more damaging than the stressor itself.4


This is important for us to take on board as we consider our own stress. We will see throughout this book that in modern times we experience stress more frequently than our forebears – more frequently than our systems were designed to deal with. Because we experience stress from so many and such varied causes we exist in a state of constant arousal, just like a pot simmering on a stove. Therefore, as Sapolsky points out in this quote, rather than the stress response being used up and running out during times of persistent stress, as Selye claimed, in fact, it is possible that our stress response itself, rather than enabling us to cope better, actually becomes a cause of damage in itself as our system registers the strain.


Selye considered stress to be a natural part of life that cannot be avoided and can only end when life itself ends. He divided the stress experience into four different kinds of stress: good stress (sometimes referred to as ‘eustress’); bad stress or ‘distress’; overstress (sometimes referred to as ‘hyperstress’) and understress (or ‘hypostress’). Drawing on the work of Bernard and Cannon, Selye saw the goal as the maintenance of a healthy balance within the body and an increase in the amount of good stress as opposed to the other three. For him, therefore, the biological purpose of the General Adaptation Syndrome was the body’s attempt to maintain a steady state in the face of stress.


Even at the time he was developing his work, Selye experienced difficulties in defining stress that foreshadowed many of the challenges we face today. He chose to define stress as a response and conceived the term ‘stressor’ to describe whatever triggered the stress response – for example, hearing a noise outside when you are all alone in the house at night. However, at various stages of his work he also defined stress as a stimulus, as a response and as the interaction between stimulus and response (in other words, stressor and stress response). He claimed that this merely emphasized that stress was the result of all these interactions, but this lack of precision was considered by many to be confusing.


By 1979 Selye was defining it in his written work as ‘the body’s nonspecific response to any demand’. The language was deliberately more inclusive to include the growing list of stressors, which would eventually include both psychological and physical agents. As we have seen, much of the early research on stress was carried out on animals and did not distinguish between a psychological and physiological manifestation of stress. Critics of Selye’s work point out that if a rat is distressed by being injected, its distress could be due to terror of the injection (psychological manifestation) or the pain it causes (physiological manifestation). This may be an academic question in the case of the suffering rat, but in terms of a human seeking to understand how they experience stress it is an important distinction. Although questions of this sort were fertile ground for investigation by psychologists, Selye was mainly interested in the biological stress reaction and remained so throughout his career.


These two strands of interest in stress – the physiological and the psychological – developed independently of each other for some time, but by the 1950s the role of psychology had become firmly established.



Psychosomatic medicine



We saw earlier how the work of Walter Cannon was in sympathy with the development of the study of psychosomatic medicine, which is concerned with the role of the mind as well as the body in the diagnosis of disease. Its popularity ebbed and flowed during the first half of the twentieth century, but by the 1960s psychosomatic medicine had broadened its scope to explore the physical, psychological and social factors that increase our vulnerability to disease, as well as those factors that support how we cope with it. Psychosomatic medicine challenged researchers to look more deeply at the impact of life events, life changes and stressors by focusing on two main issues – the relationship between life events and illness; and the role of individual differences and characteristics of illness based on personality.


During this time, Behavioural Psychology, or Behaviourism, became more popular and quickly came to dominate the psychological scene. Behaviourists claim that all of our behaviours are influenced by our conditioning – our environment, our upbringing and so on – and can be studied systematically. In its most extreme form this led to the belief that there was no need to study the mind at all, as it is a strictly private area and undiscoverable by science – the impenetrable ‘black box’. After the Second World War, however, an increasing number of psychologists were finding this approach too narrow and the idea that stress could be understood simply by examining its cause and the body’s response, independent of the person who was experiencing it, fell out of favour. Instead there was more openness to exploring the relationship between the cause of stress, the thoughts and conditions of the person experiencing it and their methods of coping. Recognizing that our thoughts about what is happening to us are an important factor in how we experience stress opened the field for study of the mind and how it responds. At the same time there was an increasing interest in a more subjective view of human behaviour that took into account individual attitudes, beliefs, expectations, values and motives. In terms of stress, this would mean that both the person and the environment are key players – each needs to be considered in relation to the other, as does the interplay between them.



Richard Lazarus



This shift that took place in the middle of the last century heralded a period of creative study and research, and provided a fitting context for the work of Richard Lazarus5 (1922–2002) – another giant in stress research whose work spanned half a century. His approach to stress is known as the Transactional Model because it focuses on the interaction, or transaction, between people and their external environment.


In this model stress is defined as:


A particular relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her wellbeing.6


With this definition we can see what a leap has been made since the work of Selye. Stress is no longer seen in purely physical terms but now includes the interaction between a person and their environment. Furthermore, how the person experiences that interaction and how they feel about it are also considered important. If someone feels that the demands of a situation they are facing are more than they have the resources to cope with, then they can be said to be experiencing stress. So the manner in which a person perceives a potentially stressful situation is key. For example, one person may view a situation as stressful, whereas another may welcome the same situation as a challenge. If you are a reasonable cook and keep a fairly well-stocked larder you will be pleasantly challenged if you suddenly need to rustle up a meal for some friends who turn up unexpectedly. If you are a poor cook and need to go shopping, such a visit will certainly feel stressful. Lazarus referred to this process as ‘appraisal’ – the individual’s assessment of a situation which determines whether it is experienced as stressful or not. So, even a potentially stressful event cannot be said to cause stress unless it is perceived by the individual to do so. Here we are touching on another major theme of this book – the role that the mind plays in how we view the stress we are faced with. We will pick this up when we look into habits in Part 2.


There are two kinds of appraisal. In the first instance a person judges a potentially stressful situation to be positive or negative and considers how seriously they need to approach it. Next they think about whether or not they have the resources to deal with the stressor, in other words, the situation that is causing them stress. It is at this point that they begin to look at their coping strategies – how they are going to manage the situation. Perhaps you are like me and have a dread of visiting the dentist? Whenever I need to go, my initial appraisal of the situation is very negative, but then I think back to previous visits to the dentist and realize that, in spite of everything, experience shows me that I will survive. Then I bring to mind how I have coped in the past – breathing exercises, requesting that the chair is not made too low and so on. By deciding to put these coping strategies in place again, some of my stress diminishes.


Lazarus considered how we cope as fundamental to our understanding of how the stress process works. He defined coping as:


Constantly changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.7


So, going back to my visit to the dentist: preparing myself to go by remembering what has happened during previous occasions and requesting certain things that will make the experience easier for me (for example, asking the dentist to ensure the chair is not too low) enables me to manage. In this way I can anticipate the visit will be one that taxes my resources rather than exceeds them. It follows then that when we are able to cope effectively, our stress is usually controlled; when we are not able to cope, stress mounts and can get out of control. We will look at how ‘out of control’ stress can manifest itself in the next chapter.


Lazarus’s legacy, the Berkeley Stress and Coping Project, which he established, is still influential today more than twenty years since it ended. It spanned more than thirty years of study, of which the period dating from the late 1970s is thought to be the most important. During this time, Lazarus’s theories of the strategies of appraisal and coping came to fruition and shifted the focus for the study of stress from the laboratory to the arena of real life. It is also worth noting that it was at the same period that Lazarus’s work began to shift from a focus on psychological stress to working with emotions. He felt that simply asking people to place themselves on a scale with minor stress at one end and considerable stress at the other was limiting and did not take into account the wide variety of emotions that stress actually produces. Instead, he saw individual emotions linked to the ways in which people perceive stress. We will be exploring working with emotions as part of applying compassion to our reactions to stress later on in this book.


The work of Lazarus and his colleagues in the Berkeley Project inspired supporters and critics alike, and remains at the heart of our understanding of stress today.



Challenges in Defining Stress


Hans Selye is often credited with popularizing the term stress, but later on, in 1976, he wrote that he thought he had confused the terms ‘stress’ and ‘strain’ because of weaknesses in his use of the English language. If this is the case, it is ironic, because since Selye’s use of the term there has been intense debate over the difficulties in defining stress, which in turn has led to problems in measuring it. Of course, even before it was named as ‘stress’, there was always interest in how we adapt to the struggles of life – sociologists, anthropologists, physiologists, psychologists and social workers had used a range of different terms. Once the term ‘stress’ was in the public domain, however, concepts such as conflict, frustration, trauma, alienation, anxiety and emotional distress were brought together under the same label, and it became a sort of umbrella term for a wide range of ideas.


As we have seen, the early ‘mechanical’ approaches to stress focused on how an animal or human responds to pressure from the outside, whereas Selye’s approach was concerned with our body’s response to stress and the internal pressures that can result. The ‘psychological’ view that came later favoured the study of the dynamic relationship between the outside causes of stress and the responses we have to it – thus combining all three elements of the body’s response to stress, the internal pressures that can result from that stress and the psychological view. The trouble is that in everyday practice the term stress can be used to describe all these different meanings. Someone may describe an unpleasant situation they are exposed to as ‘stress’ but use the same term to label their reaction to it, such as chest pain, or indeed the end result, which could be an ulcer. We can talk of ‘feeling stressed’ which indicates our own reaction to an outside pressure, and of ‘having a lot of stress’, which makes it sound like a simple external factor. In fact, we are talking about the same thing.


As was quoted in the First Annual Report on Stress in 1951:


Stress, in addition to being itself, and the result of itself, is also the cause of itself.


If this sounds confusing, it is because it can be. The confusion over what exactly ‘stress’ means has led some to suggest that the term has become over-generalized and less useful. Others have even suggested that all of this discussion about ‘stress’ feeds on itself and has actually increased public awareness of it. The downside of stress becoming less stigmatized might be that people come to view events and emotions as stressful more readily than was common before – in my parents’ generation, for example.


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


For example, the Sainsbury’s Centre for Mental Health states that we lose:


•   £8.4 billion a year in sickness absence. The average employee takes seven days off sick each year, of which 40 per cent are for mental health problems. This adds up to 70 million lost working days a year, including one in seven directly caused by a person’s work or working conditions.


•   £15.1 billion a year in reduced productivity at work. ‘Presenteeism’ accounts for 1.5 times as much working time lost as absenteeism and costs more to employers because it is more common among higher-paid staff.


•   £2.4 billion a year in replacing staff who leave their jobs because of mental ill health.8


And the Health and Safety Executive say:


Work-related stress caused workers in Great Britain to lose 10.4 million working days in 2011/12 based on the LFS [Labour Force Survey] data . . . On average, each person suffering from this condition took 24 days off work. This is one of the highest average days lost per case figure amongst the recognised health complaints covered in the LFS.


Both statistics apply to the UK, but there are similar stories to tell about the USA9 and Australia. Whatever term we use to describe this malaise there is no doubt that it constitutes real suffering for individuals and increasing disruption to society.
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