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			Sylvie, Eli, and Asher—I hope you choose courage and kindness in the face of stress.

			And to you—may resetting enrich your life and the lives of those around you.
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Introduction

			What if it were possible to turn down the less helpful aspects of your stress response in just a few minutes, any time you wanted—no ponderous meditations, medications, or martinis required? As a clinical psychologist, I’ve seen it happen for my clients again and again. I specialize in teaching people evidence-­based ways to regulate their emotions and cope with difficult situations. In the fourteen years that I’ve been a practicing therapist in both New York and Los Angeles, I’ve taught thousands of people how to consciously stop themselves from obsessing, ruminating, and passively focusing on their challenges so that they can pivot, sit with their emotions, and move forward. I call these strategies stress resets, and they’re designed to be short: You can do many of them in only five minutes. Just as important, every one is based in research and proven to bring relief (at least temporarily) so you can pause and reset rather than spiral downward. 

			Most of us need these simple strategies. When life feels overwhelming, human beings often instinctively do things that end up making us—or the situation—­feel worse. When we’re riled up, it’s tough to access wisdom. Instead, we react in ways that keep us stuck. Whether we painfully obsess, shoot off aggressive texts, procrastinate, or misuse substances, our instincts can turn against us and exacerbate our suffering. Think of it this way: 

			stress = stress

			stress + overthinking + avoiding = STRESS

			But it doesn’t have to be that way. Pioneer stress researcher Dr. Hans Selye, an endocrinologist who began studying the topic close to one hundred years ago, saw stress as an adaptive bodily response that pushes us to react when we’re feeling overwhelmed. Dr. Selye, who published more than 1,700 articles related to stress, described it like this: external event → stress response. Decades later, in the 1980s, Dr. Richard Lazarus, a clinical psychologist who focused on coping and problem solving, broadened the definition of stress to include how we react to it, describing stress as an experience in which a challenge, interpretation, and reaction can all play a role (think stressful event → stress ← response). But whatever the equation, the takeaway is: How you choose to respond to what you’re facing affects how stressed you ultimately feel.

			Let’s take an example that unfolded in my house. One morning when my husband, Adam, was tired and rushing (not a good combination), he dropped a full carton of milk on the kitchen floor. Fuming, he cleaned it up rather aggressively, then cut his hand on the kickplate at the bottom of our refrigerator. Unfortunately, we didn’t have any bandages in the house, so, feeling even more frustrated, he jumped in the car for a drugstore run. Agitated and replaying his “horrible” morning on his way home from the store, he then got into a minor car accident. You can’t make this stuff up!

			Of course, I have plenty of examples of how I’ve exacerbated an already stressful situation. Years ago, exhausted and newly back to work after the recent birth of my second child, I began gnawing endlessly on my fingernail, to the point where I found myself in the emergency room with an antibiotic-­resistant infection that required minor surgery. If I had only paused, observed my stress-fueled urges, taken a few deep breaths, and tried one of the stress resets in this book, I’d have spared myself hours in the emergency room and multiple follow-up visits with an infectious disease specialist. 

			I’m pretty sure you have examples of your own. 

			So many of my clients tell me about their own impulsive reactions to stress: feeling stung by rejection, then reaching out to a random stranger or a problematic ex for solace, only to end up feeling more rejected or lonely; feeling overwhelmed by work, then indulging in junk food that makes them feel more sluggish. There are countless ways we undermine our ability to live better when we face stress: 

			
					Tight on money → overspending

					Big deadline → vacillating between perfecting and procrastinating

					Feeling anxious → over-researching or hyperfocusing on the problem to the point of panic

					Grieving → relying on substances to try to numb the pain

					Feeling exhausted → staying up late scrolling on your phone

			

			All of these “escapes” take a toll on our self-efficacy, or our perceived ability to cope. Metaphorically speaking, I think of it as trying to remove a stain in a way that only spreads the mess. In the pages ahead, I’ll encourage you to take a closer look at how you habitually dodge your stressors, which, in itself, can be an empowering way to problem solve. By reflecting on and improving how you cope in tough moments, you’ll gain appreciation for your ability to take good care of yourself and, ultimately, harness your emotions to live better and find joy. 

			It’s pretty much impossible to prevent events that elicit our stress. That’s why we need to stop waiting to feel less stressed or for life to feel more predictable before taking action. And what better time than now? According to a 2022 survey by the American Psychological Association, 27 percent of adults in the US describe being so stressed by factors such as the country’s political divide, the economy, and climate change that they are unable to function. A sizable 76 percent of those surveyed say their stress has taken a toll on their well-being. Left unaddressed, stress can lead to more lasting psychological problems. In 2020, following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization estimated a 25 percent rise in the prevalence of anxiety and depression across the globe, with rates of depression in the US tripling. So many of us continue to face circumstances that would deplete anyone’s emotional resources, such as financial adversity, structural racism, and sexism. And it’s unbelievably unsettling to worry about issues like gun violence destroying our lives and AI upending our careers. That’s all the more reason everyone deserves these doable, quick ways to recalibrate—techniques that allow us to slow down, breathe easier, and problem solve.

			
			Stress Cycle

			[image: ]

			

			First, though, it’s important to consider the key underlying habits that may be keeping you stuck. Most people who struggle with their response to stress 1) get mired in negative thoughts, 2) judge their physical symptoms of stress, and 3) cope by avoiding whatever it is that creates their stress. The trouble is, each of these three components contributes to a stress response in the body that builds on itself, creating even more stress. For example, telling yourself I can’t! can generate physical symptoms, whether it’s trembling, dry mouth, or other sensations. That leads to another common reaction: critiquing your body’s natural stress response, which only intensifies catastrophic thinking. And so we focus on avoiding or escaping whatever is stressing us out rather than moving toward what matters to us. You can see what I’m getting at: As the cycle continues, it becomes tougher to gain perspective and actually solve whatever problems are making you stressed in the first place.

			Of course, it’s human nature to try to escape what worries us. And there is a smorgasbord of distractions readily available to us, including spending hours on social media, smoking weed, or mindlessly drinking and snacking. There’s also a popular escape that gives me a lot of anxiety: An increasing number of people are turning to a prescription for a benzodiazepine like Xanax or Klonopin, one of the most common “solutions” for anxiety. To be clear, I fully support pursuing treatment if you’re experiencing ongoing psychological problems. I also applaud the courage it takes to seek professional help when you’re struggling. My particular concern is with benzos—medications that the US Food and Drug Administration urges physicians to dispense sparingly due to their addiction potential and side effects. Despite this, more than ninety-two million prescriptions for these antianxiety drugs are filled in the US each year. Plus, popping a pill when you’re stressed out only perpetuates the idea that you can’t manage on your own. 

			To change our repertoire of destructive behaviors, we need to look inward for solutions, not outward. We need to focus on what we want our lives to stand for. We need to stop prioritizing comfort and distraction at the expense of truly enhancing our lives. We need wiser ways to cope so we can do better in trying moments. One saying that inspires me is commonly attributed to Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor: “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space lies our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and freedom.” 

			This book will provide you with concrete instructions to widen that space. In the pages to come, I’ll share some of my favorite skills that interweave mindfulness with principles from behavioral therapies to help people cope with intense emotions and circumstances. Here’s a bit more detail on these approaches and how they can help you cope with stress. 

			Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT)1 is a treatment developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan, a professor emeritus at the University of Washington, that was initially designed and used to help people with borderline personality disorder (BPD), a condition that can include impulsivity and unstable relationships and that experts once considered lifelong and difficult to treat. But countless people with BPD who have pursued DBT end up improving their telltale symptoms, so much so that they no longer meet the criteria for this diagnosis. More recently, DBT has been used to treat post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), substance use, binge eating, and bulimia. Many of my clients who are experiencing incredible stress that stems from prolonged loneliness, invalidating relationships, jobs that feel unfulfilling yet all-consuming, or caregiving find DBT skills helpful when dealing with what feels like the emotional equivalent of a triathlon. 

			One of my passions is teaching a curriculum called distress tolerance, a skill set designed for times when you feel overcome by the intensity of your emotions and can’t easily solve a problem. Distress tolerance, which is part of DBT, includes increasing your acceptance and willingness; bringing awareness to the pros and cons of your specific urges in response to stress; and brainstorming more uplifting ways to persevere in difficult moments, all of which help us cope more effectively. 

			I’ll also be turning to strategies from acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), a method pioneered by Dr. Steven Hayes, professor emeritus at the University of Nevada, Reno, that helps people become more flexible, present, and committed to their values. In addition, you’ll learn tools from the Unified Protocol, a cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) program that helps people face whatever they’re avoiding. The Unified Protocol was spearheaded by Dr. David Barlow, a professor emeritus at Boston University, and his colleagues and efficiently improves a range of psychological problems. 

			All of these therapies are evidence-based and designed to improve your ability to disentangle yourself from unhelpful thoughts and practice acceptance so you can fully participate in creating a life that matters to you. If acceptance seems like the total opposite of what you’re striving for, know that acceptance doesn’t mean staying the same. To the contrary, learning to accept stress and noticing what shows up in your mind and body will allow you to respond more effectively to what’s in front of you. And as you will find, supercharging your ability to cope in the face of stress will also help you rise above urges that can make everything harder. DBT, ACT, and CBT therapists, including myself, use these tools in our own lives to cope with everything from daily hassles to chronic pain to grief. 

			Ideally, all of us could instantly turn to someone for an uplifting pep talk in our worst moments. But that’s not always possible. Plus, many of my clients notice that venting to another person during times of peak stress isn’t always cathartic. Oversharing your stress can keep you feeling riled up, and experts know that stress can be contagious. And sadly, even our most well-meaning confidants sometimes minimize our stress (“Don’t worry, it’ll all work out!”) or dole out impractical advice (“Can you just get away for a few days?”).2 My hope is that you can turn to this book in those moments, whether you pick it up late at night when you can’t sleep or flip through it in the middle of an overwhelming workday. As you read, I hope to give you the sense that I am right there with you as your cheerleader and stress coach, encouraging you, honoring the legitimacy of your experience, and supporting you with practical ways to make difficult moments easier.3 As my friend and colleague Dr. Cory Newman, a professor in psychiatry and the director of the Center for Cognitive Therapy at the University of Pennsylvania, says, “You can reduce stress by 50 percent immediately, at no cost, without even trying. Just don’t make things worse.” By not reacting impulsively, you dramatically deescalate your situation. In the pages to come, you’ll learn both how to not make things worse and, even better, ways to improve your circumstances. 

			
How to Use This Book

			When I sat down to write Stress Resets, I dreamed of creating a book that would feel like the ultimate care package I could gift to clients so they could remember key takeaways as well as offer to the countless people needing support these days. Think of it as a recipe book for your well-being—in other words, accessible, easily digestible strategies with clear instructions that you can pick and choose from, depending on your taste and needs. In a time of so much collective inattention, a book about stress shouldn’t feel stressful to absorb. 

			If you first want to make sense of your stress and gain a better understanding of how to improve your mindset, mental habits, and ways of coping, begin with Part One, which will also help orient you as to how the tips ahead will help. But if you’re feeling overwhelmed and don’t have the bandwidth to read a lot right now, skip to Part Two, where you’ll find quick exercises to help you reset when you’re experiencing high stress (though please do come back to Part One when you can!). Finally, in Part Three, you’ll discover stress resets for the long term, or buffers, as I’ve dubbed them: strategies for when you have more space and clarity, allowing you to create a life that feels less stressful and increasing your confidence that you can bounce back after tough situations. Instead of frantically jumping from one intense moment to the next, you’ll discover that it’s possible to adopt ongoing coping habits to nourish yourself. 

			As you get started, it’s important to commit to truly leaning in to these ideas with your heart, mind, and body. Studies show that acquiring new skills is what makes psychotherapy beneficial. Merely reading and thinking about these strategies won’t be as effective as actually trying them and developing new ways of responding. So when you’re ready, choose a few stress resets and buffers and give them a chance to empower you, knowing that a new perspective lies just on the other side. In the pages ahead, there are suggested charts and diagrams you can use to track your own experience; feel free to copy them into your notebook or planner. Once you find the tips that help you most, flag them so you can easily revisit them. Try practicing and using these ideas in a wide range of contexts—at work, at home, with others—so you’ll feel increasingly confident in your ability to manage your emotions, regardless of what pops up in your life. 

			I do want to take a moment to acknowledge that if you’re already feeling overwhelmed, it may feel extra hard to pick up a book like this. That makes it all the more inspiring that you’re trying to work on living better. At the risk of sounding like a stereotypical therapist, I’d like you to take a moment to give yourself credit and a heartfelt pat on your shoulder.4 I also need to mention that if you’re experiencing a crisis, the best thing to do is to get professional help (for resources). The strategies in this book aren’t a substitute for therapy if you’re facing an emergency, nor are they meant to fix life’s most difficult challenges. What they are meant to do is show you that at any moment, whether you’re feeling stuck, stressed, or panicked, you have the power to improve how you feel. You don’t have to continue down a path you’ll regret. All it takes is a few minutes to shift your mindset and behaviors. The more you practice regulating intense feelings, the more you’ll experience a growing sense of possibility and be able to tap into something we all need these days: hope. Hope isn’t just a transient feeling. It hinges on having a clear life purpose and willingness to persist in moving toward that purpose. I’d chase that over any short-term alternative, wouldn’t you?

			
				
					1 If you’re wondering what the heck “dialectical” means, the term refers to the concept that ideas that seem in opposition can both be true. A key dialectic in DBT is that you can simultaneously accept what you’re facing and change your life. 

				

				
					2 I don’t want you to write off the power of relationships! Later in this book, we’ll focus on asserting yourself so you can improve the likelihood of getting the support you crave. 

				

				
					3 Even if I don’t know you, I can empathize with what stress and challenges feel like because of my experience working with so many people and living a full life myself. It can be frustrating to go through a lot without people necessarily noticing. As best as I can, I would like to give you the sense that your feelings are valid and I want to help.

				

				
					4 If your mind is starting to judge this suggestion, that’s okay! That’s what minds do. But hey, don’t you think you’d feel less stressed if once in a while you caught yourself doing something right rather than being your biggest critic? My goal in writing this is to reach people who may not have the opportunity to see a therapist, so I write in a tone that is similar to the way I’d speak if we were meeting face-to-face. 

				

			

		

	
		
		
				
PART ONE 

			
Befriending Stress, Living Better

		

		

	
		
			
1

			
Turning Your Knots into Bows

			Stress, unfortunately, doesn’t honor “Do Not Disturb” signs. We all experience pesky thoughts and feelings that slow us down, work us up, and interrupt us. I can testify to this through my own experiences and those of the many people I see who are looking for ways to feel more effective. I’ll be using some of their stories—with names and identifying details changed to protect privacy—along with my own in hopes that you’ll feel less alone and see how life can get better when you face stressful situations differently. 

			Laurie, for one, is a client of mine in her fifties who started a new job working remotely for a technology firm in an era of rampant layoffs. She’d been excited about changing companies, but it turned out that the switch brought on more stress than she’d felt in years. Instead of feeling liberating, working remotely felt isolating—it was tough to get to know her colleagues, and she was concerned about how they viewed her. And because she connected with her manager only through a screen, Laurie wondered what she thought about her performance, even though no one was complaining. “My review is once a year, but I’m stressing about it embarrassingly often,” Laurie said. After she mentioned that she knew others at the company who had been fired without cause or warning, her concerns made more sense to me.

			By the time Laurie saw me, she told me she’d given up activities she loved, like hiking and participating in a book club, because she was too stressed to deal with anything besides work. No wonder, given that she’d been suffering from migraines and stomach issues, symptoms that she blamed on her new job and were taking over the rest of her life. She also worried that stress was affecting her sleep and even shortening her life span. When friends casually asked, “How’s the new job?” she felt too self-conscious to talk about what she was feeling. Her partner, frustrated with her anxiety, repeatedly said, “It’s just not worth the stress! Quit!” which was clearly not helpful. When he gave her a book on eliminating stress as well as some “Keep Calm” swag, she felt even more hopeless. “Stress isn’t making me occasionally antsy—it’s getting in the way of me living my life and making me feel out of control,” said Laurie.

			Unpacking Stress

			The word “stress” is a catchphrase we use to describe everything from a frustrating experience—something acute, like a major argument or health scare, or more chronic, like Laurie’s work situation—to how we feel about and respond to those events. When I talk about stress in this book, I’ll be focusing on what often feels like a mismatch between our resources and the various demands we are dealing with. This explanation, first described by psychologists Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman at the University of California, Berkeley, encompasses 1) thinking that you’re facing a threat and 2) believing you can’t manage it, either emotionally or logistically. If, like Laurie, you find yourself thinking, It’s too much . . . I can’t!, those are the types of moments we’ll be remedying.

			I also want to clarify that stress is different from anxiety. Stress is when our sense of physiological or emotional balance is disrupted. Anxiety is more prolonged worry that is disproportionate to the cause, but it can also be a response to stress. Granted, the difference between anxiety and stress is a bit blurry because so much of our stress, like anxiety, is anticipatory, or not directly related to what is happening in the moment. But there are ways to tease stress and anxiety apart, starting with how each is measured. 

			There are tons of ways to measure stress, from degree of upheaval to how long stress lasts to the amount of control we feel. The most popular way mental health professionals assess stress is by using the Perceived Stress Scale. (The title alone highlights the fact that so much of stress lies in our perception.) This includes a questionnaire that asks people whether life feels overwhelming and to indicate how confident they are that they can cope. In contrast, measures of anxiety that experts commonly use, such as the Beck Anxiety Inventory, focus on how much a person worries and the physical symptoms they experience, such as panic or a racing heart. 

			Another differentiation is that stress initially arises from external circumstances. Anxiety, on the other hand, may not have a clear outside impetus and can linger, especially if you struggle to accept uncertainty in life and avoid situations that elicit your fears. In Laurie’s case, her stress was sparked by the new job and morphed into anxiety. I was thrilled she’d reached out to start therapy, as intervening early would prevent her stress from turning into a prolonged struggle with an anxiety disorder. 

			One thing I made a point of telling Laurie is that stress doesn’t have to be bad. If you’re facing something daunting but you believe that you’re able to manage it, stress can feel like a potentially positive challenge. However, if you believe that what you’re facing is more than you can handle, stress becomes a threat. As you may expect, researchers have found that the situations we deem threatening increase our physiological response, ratcheting up heart rate and blood pressure, intensifying negative moods, and reducing cognitive performance.

			This is not to say that stress is all in your head or merely a matter of perception. So many of us are feeling exhausted and that the stress we’re facing is too much to handle. Good health (or insurance) isn’t a guarantee, our jobs and relationships may seem shakier than ever, and tragedies like mass shootings, poverty, and inequality can make us feel hopeless. And because we have more ways to communicate than ever, it can be tough to get a moment of quiet. After all, it’s easy to get sucked into believing that we must be “on” and responsive constantly, which is draining, to say the least. On top of that, the ways we choose to unwind aren’t necessarily replenishing. Scrolling on social media for an average of two and a half hours a day (as studies show most people do) leaves us saturated with messaging that we need to be physically stunning, on trend, successful, and always having fun, which creates pressure to not miss out and to be perfect, which is . . . stressful!1 

			But stress doesn’t need to become all-consuming. I know from experience that it’s possible to learn to not make things worse and to act strategically so that life gets better, even if your circumstances feel especially taxing. 

			Accepting Stress Is Empowering 

			One essential point to keep in mind is that the goal of this book is not to get rid of stress entirely. That’s impossible, because stress is part of the price we pay for living a life that matters. As Dr. Roy Baumeister, a renowned social psychologist and professor at the University of Queensland in Australia, describes, “Meaningful involvements increase one’s stress.” Think about it: To design a life with zero stress, you’d have to shrink the scope of what you do, willfully denying life’s realities and avoiding anything remotely challenging. In other words, you’d have to lead a life that was boring and detached—and depressing. Moderate exposure to stress and hardship is actually good for us, boosting resilience. After extensive research, Dr. Mark Seery, a professor at the University at Buffalo, SUNY, writes, “A history of some lifetime adversity predicts better outcomes than a history of high adversity and a history of no adversity.”2

			In other words, all of us can use stress to evolve and grow, despite its terrible reputation.3 That starts with looking at it as a normal, often helpful reaction to anticipating or facing obstacles as you pursue your goals, which I pointed out to Laurie. She also tended to stress about her stress, beating herself up with questions like What’s wrong with me? Who takes a good thing and makes it a problem? What if my stress steals my focus and I get fired? 

			The hopeful news is that depending on how you approach stress, you can make it work for you instead of hold you up. Laurie and I talked about how it’s natural to experience stress, especially when starting a new job, not to mention doing so in a makeshift home office. But experiencing stress is different from letting stress define you. It’s also nothing to be ashamed of. When Laurie said things like “I need to get over myself—what’s my problem?” I had to remind her that she didn’t need to apologize for what she was feeling.

			I was excited to tell Laurie about clinical psychologist Alia Crum’s pioneering work on the stress mindset, or seeing stress as potentially useful. As the principal investigator of the Stanford Mind & Body Lab, Dr. Crum has studied how adopting a “stress is bad for me” attitude can backfire. She recommends taking a fresh look at what we make of stress. While thoughts may come and go, a mindset describes how we perceive things more broadly, which means that revising our overarching attitudes can be a powerful way to improve our worldview.

			In one study, Dr. Crum and her colleagues created a three-minute video promoting stress as a positive thing in life, complete with upbeat music and messaging and salient facts about how stress relates to peak performance, raises oxygen levels, improves focus, enhances decision-making, and helps people become leaders. Participants who viewed the clip were able to think more flexibly and experienced more positive emotions after doing stressful things like sitting down for a mock interview and giving a short speech.

			Rather than judging your stress, engaging in problematic behaviors to reduce or avoid stress (such as turning down a work opportunity that would put you in the spotlight), or turning to destructive behaviors (like drinking too much), Dr. Crum and her colleagues encourage optimizing stress by leaning in to opportunities you care about, allowing yourself to feel whatever you feel without judgment, and appreciating that stress can be good for you. The point is to do things to pump yourself up rather than back out, especially when approaching challenging opportunities that align with your life purpose. How, for instance, might you face intense moments if you perceived them as chances to flex your values and level up? Through that lens, even ongoing stressful situations, like caring for a loved one, can be viewed as akin to chiseling and polishing your virtues. 

			Laurie, like many of my clients, was skeptical when I talked about the possibility of embracing stress. “Doesn’t stress accelerate disease and death?” she asked. In an incredible study of more than 28,000 people led by Dr. Abiola Keller, an assistant professor at Marquette University College of Nursing, researchers found that individuals who experienced a high amount of stress and believed stress affected their health were indeed at greater risk of premature mortality (by 43 percent!) than those who were stressed but didn’t associate it with poor health. Worrying about negative health outcomes from stress doesn’t prevent them; it escalates them. 

			One afternoon, Laurie told me her agenda for our session was to learn how to calm down before big meetings and focus less on how she was being perceived by others. She looked at me quizzically when I suggested she swap the words “calm down” with “get excited.”4 In research by Dr. Alison Wood Brooks, an associate professor at Harvard Business School, 90 percent of participants believed calming down was essential before an anxiety-provoking performance, a belief that was actually causing them stress. If you reflect on your own efforts to unwind on command, you may notice that rigorously trying to relax is both exhausting and impossible. To resolve this, Dr. Brooks recommends reappraising, or letting go of the urge to dramatically change how you feel and instead allowing those intense emotions to exist while reinterpreting them as excitement. Instead of suppressing your sensations, you’re honoring them while also shifting their emotional impact in a more positive direction. 

			In a different study led by Dr. Brooks, participants who announced “I am excited”5 before singing Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’” in a karaoke performance sang more accurately and confidently than those who didn’t say the phrase. In another one of Dr. Brooks’s experiments, participants who reframed their jitters about performing a two-minute speech as excitement felt more enthusiastic—so much so that they spoke for longer! Those who reframed their stress as excitement were also perceived by others as more confident and competent. 

			Laurie realized that once she let go of judging her stress, she could get back in touch with her enthusiasm about her new job. Plus, when she stopped berating herself for being worked up and pressuring herself to calm down, she had more bandwidth to focus. The truth is, to do well, you need a certain level of energy rather than tranquility. Laurie similarly applied her excitement to causes that mattered to her outside of work. “Getting excited has given me my brainpower and energy back. I’m happy to say that I rejoined my book club and I began volunteering with a program to help domestic violence survivors with their résumés,” she told me. 

			Now it’s your turn. Experiment swapping “calm down” with “I am excited!” in your life. You may be thinking, Fine, I can tell myself stress is okay and even exciting, but what happens when my body isn’t cooperating? Dr. Jeremy Jamieson, a professor in psychology and stress researcher at the University of Rochester, and his colleagues coauthored a paper with the amazingly descriptive title “Turning the knots in your stomach into bows.”6 In their study, they encouraged one group of participants prepping for the GRE, an exam that is a prerequisite for admission to many graduate schools, to reappraise any physiological symptoms of stress they experienced. The participants were asked to simply remind themselves that their physical signs of stress, whether heart palpitations or butterflies, could be helping them do well rather than signifying struggle. Students who did this performed better on the math section of the test compared to a group that wasn’t told to think of stress this way.

			In another study, this one looking at a group of community college students taking a math course, Dr. Jamieson and his colleagues noticed that teaching the students to reappraise arousal sparked by stress not only improved their math scores but also increased their likelihood of completing the course and lowered their cortisol levels, a physiological sign of stress. In a different study, where participants were invited to try public speaking, psychologist Miranda Beltzer and her colleagues at Harvard found that thinking of butterflies in the stomach as beneficial and a sign that oxygen was being delivered to the body led to improvements in performance “across the board,” ranging from less shame, anxiety, and fidgeting to cognitive and cardiovascular benefits. What we tell ourselves significantly affects how we approach and feel about situations—and how we perform.

			Even more surprising is that improving your view of stress can also reduce stress in those around you. Research spearheaded by Dr. Christopher Oveis, a social psychologist and an associate professor at the University of California, San Diego, Rady School of Management, showed that when individuals on a product design team learned to reappraise their stress, their teammates also felt less stressed. 

			One of the challenges of reappraisal is applying it to different situations. While participants in studies can actively rethink their stress responses in specific situations, like taking a test or giving a talk, they are not necessarily able to do the same when it comes to navigating a difficult relationship or worrying about a health issue. As Dr. Jamieson put it, “What we’re running into is a transfer problem.” To truly internalize adaptive mindsets across various areas of your life, one of Dr. Jamieson’s collaborators, Dr. David Yeager, a developmental psychologist and associate professor at the University of Texas, Austin, recommends adopting a synergistic mindset by merging a growth mindset (the belief that challenges can be positive if you approach them thoughtfully and seek help along the way) with a stress-can-be-enhancing mindset (appreciating that our physical stress responses can mobilize us). By believing that you’re capable of growth and that your body is serving you, you’re more likely to flexibly approach all sorts of stressors. In a sample of more than 4,000 students ranging from eighth grade through college in six different experiments, Dr. Yeager and his colleagues discovered that taking a thirty-­minute online training session on the synergistic mindset reduced students’ cortisol levels and correlated with fewer mental health symptoms. Those who received the training were also more likely to pass courses even a year later, narrowing achievement gaps.

			In your own life, holistically improving the way you see your capacity to grow and learning to accept occasional discomfort (even knots in your stomach!) can lead you to take on new goals with more faith in yourself. Together, Laurie and I worked on how she could broadly see herself as someone who was always improving and whose stress responses were serving her rather than getting stuck debating whether or not she was about to be fired. 

			Of course, to nurture a healthy mindset, it’s important to be in a supportive environment. As Dr. Jamieson told me, you don’t only need good seeds, you also need the right soil, because nothing is going to grow in sand. Laurie and I worked on how she could be more assertive with her partner, asking him to cheer her on rather than nudging her to calm down or quit her job. I hope you’ll also talk to members of your support network about how stress can be enhancing and tell them to encourage you (when that’s what you need) rather than judge your stress. 

			Laurie also learned to come up with a specific coping plan for times when she was struggling. The two of us worked on clarifying her values and pinpointing strategies to prevent overanalyzing. When she was especially stressed after getting an ambiguous email from her boss, she set a timer, then spent a few minutes sitting on a lawn chair in her yard and focusing on her breath and nature instead of sliding into her prior habit of overthinking. Once she was in a better state of mind, she sent a follow-up message to her boss to gain more clarity. 

			✹✹✹

			We need to both allow ourselves to experience stress and have quick strategies for instances when we need to recharge. In our complicated world, it’s all too easy to reject seemingly simple solutions, like the stress resets you’ll find in this book. But like tiny wheels on a hefty suitcase that lighten your load, a moment of awareness and a doable strategy can make a big difference in how you feel, especially when paired with acceptance.

			I’ve personally discovered the benefits that thoughtfully easing stress can have, even in desperate situations. Years ago, I volunteered at a suicide hotline. One of the fascinating things I learned while engaging with people in their hardest moments was that good crisis counseling often depended on two core skills: 1) helping that person feel understood and less alone and 2) creating a coping plan they could use for the next few hours, like doing a crossword puzzle, watching a TV show, and reaching out to a friend. Such simple things, but they helped someone get through the night safely. “When people are headed for trouble, the limbic system is on fire and the prefrontal cortex shuts down,” explained Dr. David Jobes, a professor at Catholic University who developed the Collaborative Assessment and Management of Suicidality, a leading clinical intervention to prevent suicidal crises. That said, “People are really good at getting better if you give them the right tools,” he told me, going on to explain that by understanding problematic patterns and leaning on relatively simple coping plans, it’s possible to access the parts of the mind that facilitate moving forward. When I began training in DBT as a psychologist, I was surprised to come across the same basic strategies I’d used as a hotline volunteer, only now I was using them to improve a person’s ongoing ability to manage and self-soothe. And while the goal of this book is learning how to better cope with stress, not suicidal thinking, this overlap speaks to the power of stress resets, even in a crisis.

			[image: ]

			As for Laurie, she noticed that when she started seeing stress as motivating instead of embarrassing while also having go-to strategies for putting work aside when it wasn’t helping her, she was able to find more peace. I hope you’re beginning to experience something that you might not have previously paired with stress: excitement. It’s a vital part of improving your relationship with the stress that comes from living a meaningful life, helping you pivot from It’s too much—I can’t to Yes I can, yes I will, and here’s my plan . . .

			
				
					1 This book isn’t designed to be a nice idea as much as it’s meant to actually free you up. If you’re ready to jump into taking actions to improve your contentment, would scaling back on social media help you? Want to take a look at your screen time? What would be the upside of removing social media apps from your phone?

				

				
					2 This fact isn’t meant to encourage you to seek adversity but to accept the stress that comes up as you try to meet your life goals. 

				

				
					3 Similarly, when I’m describing stress here, I’m referring to facing challenges in your life that align with your values (e.g., Laurie’s job), not stress that you have a part in creating and that isn’t helpful (e.g., overthinking and perfectionism). 

				

				
					4 I would never invalidate you by suggesting that you reframe all of your stressors as opportunities to get excited. This tip is specifically helpful with performance and social worries. 

				

				
					5 I initially joked with some close friends that I was stressed about writing a book about stress, but since writing about Dr. Brooks, I’ve noticed that saying “I’m excited!” has felt both accurate and uplifting. 

				

				
					6 When I asked Dr. Jamieson if I could borrow a version of his fantastic title for this chapter, he enthusiastically and humbly said the title is all thanks to his coauthor, Dr. Wendy Berry Mendes. Big thank you, Dr. Jamieson and Dr. Mendes. 
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“Reading Stress Resets is like getting a warm hug and wise advice from someone you trust. In these
research-backed exercises, Dr. Jenny Taitz shows us that true relief can be within everyone’s reach.”

—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON, founder and CEO of Thrive Global
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