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About Carl Vernon


Carl Vernon is the author of the online bestseller Anxiety Rebalance. Entrepreneur and speaker, Carl is passionate about helping others overcome stress and anxiety by sharing life-changing habits and principles based on his own experience.




About the Book


When stress starts to take over it’s time to take back control!


As a follow-up to his bestselling book Anxiety Rebalance, Carl Vernon shares the tools and techniques he used to go from being highly anxious and stressed to enjoying a lifestyle of freedom and choice. His advice is that we cannot remove stress from life – it helps us get things done – but we can manage it better. Here he gives you the tools to:


-   Move stress out of your way using his ‘Stress Wall’ technique


-   Make money work for you, instead of you working for money


-   Improve your mindset with ‘The Happiness Trick’


-   Find more time and energy by separating good and bad stress


-   Organise your life to create more time for the things you enjoy


The Less-Stress Lifestyle is an invaluable guide to help you rediscover all aspects of your life.




Also by Carl Vernon and available from Headline


Anxiety Rebalance: All the Answers You Need to Overcome Anxiety and Depression




If I could leave you one thing, it would be this book.


Love you lots. Daddy x ☺




Are you open to a life-changing challenge?


Living a less-stress lifestyle means you’re going to have to fight instincts you’ve developed over many years.


There are concepts in this book that will challenge many people’s core beliefs, so you’re going to have to create a whole new system – one that will turn your life around and create the lifestyle of your dreams.


I expect everybody at this point to have doubts but, no matter your current situation, you can change your life for the better, and I’ll be making a huge effort throughout the book to try to convince you it’s absolutely possible. Don’t allow your natural doubt to convince you it’s not. Everything starts with belief, and making positive changes in your lifestyle won’t happen unless you believe you can do it.


You are in control of your life and the lifestyle you want, so let’s go make it happen!


Carl Vernon




Chapter 1


Why less stress? Why not stress-free?


Life has a lot to offer when you have the time, passion, and energy to live it.


A stress-free life doesn’t exist.


Anyway, if it did, can you imagine how dull it would be? On the other hand, though, a life with too much stress is just as unbearable, so the trick lies in getting the balance right.


My dream of freedom started young. As a kid, I used to lie in my bed staring at my Ferrari Testarossa poster, fantasising about being a millionaire and having all the luxuries life could offer. I came from a humble background, so I knew from a young age that life had more to offer, and I had big plans to make it all happen by my early twenties. Stress and anxiety had other ideas, though, and were quick to throw a giant spanner in the works.


In pursuit of my dream to become a millionaire, I left school aged sixteen. Following a successful career in sales, I started my first business when I was twenty-one. I quickly found out that the business world just wasn’t for me. Fighting with competitors and motivating unhappy staff was a never-ending battle – the more I fought, the more disillusioned I became with it all.


I felt stuck. What was I going to do? It was always my understanding that, to achieve my dream of a hassle-free life, of freedom and Ferraris, I had to own a business, employ people, and work endless hours – at least, that’s what all the successful people were supposedly doing. I did all these things, but none of it felt right. Honestly, I couldn’t cope with the stress. Stress was like my kryptonite. Any hint of stress, and I’d be bedbound with endless illnesses. If it weren’t tonsillitis attacking me, it would be a constant headache, neck ache, upset stomach, nausea or colds.


Each day I’d walk into the office with a brave smile on my face, but behind that smile was something very different. I’d go home deeply depressed and anxiety-ridden, drink a bottle of wine, and be lucky to get four hours of sleep a night. Every day was a nightmare, and I was far from being myself. I was living a lie. I could try to medicate the problem, but that didn’t feel like a viable option. It would have been another way to disguise what was really going on.


After years of living with crippling anxiety and uncontrollable stress, I simply couldn’t take any more. The major recession in 2008 hit my recruitment business hard, and although I felt the full force of its impact, it was just the straw that broke the camel’s back – I was already mentally unsteady and the recession just tipped me over the edge. ‘Breakdown’ is a strong term, as I’ve seen people who have had complete mental breakdowns, but I’d say I was somewhere close.


I was quickly heading down a dangerous path of self-destruction – one I’d find incredibly difficult to turn back from. I knew that my life would have to change dramatically, or else I would have had a full mental breakdown, committed suicide (which I was contemplating), and/or had a heart attack. I can be very stubborn, though, so I wasn’t letting my dream of financial and emotional freedom pass me by. I was determined to achieve my dream; I just had to do it in another way. I had to do it in a way that allowed me to be true to myself – a way in which I could comfortably manage my stress and still achieve my goals.


The start of this process was to change my mentality. I had to break free from the sixteen-hour working days I had been putting in and give myself some breathing space. I had to start thinking differently, and view stress in a new way – by understanding that it would always be part of what I do.


With this fresh outlook and different game plan, I quickly grew comfortable with the fact that a stress-free life didn’t exist, and therefore the answer wasn’t to try and eliminate stress; it was to manage it better. Rather than focus on trying to banish stress, I decided to concentrate on getting the balance right.


What is the right balance?


I’ve experienced both ends of the stress scale, and neither had much to offer. I’ve worked sixteen-hour days and run myself into the ground. If you’ve read my first book, Anxiety Rebalance, you’ll know I suffered from crippling anxiety for fifteen years. This led to daily panic attacks, social isolation, overwhelming obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and bouts of severe depression. It got so bad that I didn’t leave my house for months, spending most of my days in my bedroom with the blankets pulled over my head, filled with fear.


To try and compensate for my years of anxiety and mental torture, I’ve stripped my life of all conceivable stress. I did it by dramatically dropping my working hours, increasing my relaxation time, and consistently saying no to anything that would cause me even a little stress. This turned out to be just as bad! It only led to me being bored to tears and more depressed, wondering where my life was heading.


Now that I’m a little older and a little wiser, I’ve just about found the right balance – and I feel much better for it! And that’s what this book is about: me showing you the things that have helped me accomplish this balance.


I’ve been where you are now. I’ve spent years feeling trapped and wishing for something different, convinced there was more to life but not knowing how to get it. I’m still learning, so in this book I won’t claim to know all the answers, but I can tell you what has worked for me: things like cutting my working hours (if I wanted to) and choosing exactly how I spend my time (rather than it being dictated by my boss) has led to me changing from a highly anxious and depressed housebound mess to a best-selling author and self-made entrepreneur.


Over the years I’ve had to deal with all sorts of things – things that have challenged me, caused me huge amounts of stress, and pushed me to my limits. It took me a while to appreciate that if I wanted a lifestyle that wasn’t dominated by anxiety and depression, stress is inevitable. There’s no point trying to avoid it, and there’s no point in me promising myself (or you) a stress-free life – it doesn’t exist. I can, however, promise you a challenge that will change your life.


As I mentioned, a stress-free life doesn’t exist, but that’s OK. In this book you’re going to discover why you need stress in your life, why it’s not a bad thing, and how to get stress to a point that’s manageable for you. This is all part of achieving a less-stress lifestyle: if you realise that stress will always be part of life, and don’t fight it, but work with it, you’ll feel 100% better.


A less-stress lifestyle is doing wonders for me, and I’ve never felt more in control of my life, my feelings, and my destiny. I have absolutely no doubt that it will do the same for you.


Why I wrote this book


There are a ton of books available on how to be happy, how to reduce stress, and how to manage your time. You can’t search on Amazon without seeing them. So, what makes this book different? For me, even though I’ve found a lot of books on stress and anxiety useful, there has always been something missing. I’d usually finish a book, and although I felt inspired, I also felt as though I couldn’t take all the advice I was being given and so I couldn’t achieve as much as I had hoped. That’s why, in this book, I’ve made a big effort to provide a ‘one-stop’ solution for everything you need to achieve freedom and happiness, including the what and how of everything I know about living a better life, using realistic and tangible methods.


I must make one thing clear: me writing this book doesn’t make it easier for you to create a less-stress lifestyle. I can’t do it for you. I say this early on, because I speak to a lot of people who have read a book and expect it to change their life instantly. That’s not going to happen unless you make it happen, and it’s up to you to make it happen through action.


You’ll hear me mention action a lot in this book, because it really is the difference between results and failure, change and stagnation. If you asked me what the difference is between my old life (when I was highly anxious, stressed and depressed), and my life today (which is more balanced, so I am more happy and I have more time), I’d say action. I’m now a doer rather than a talker (I’ll cover this a lot more throughout the book, especially in the final chapter.) This isn’t to say I didn’t learn the hard way. It took me about fifteen years to really understand that life had so much more to offer than what I was getting out of it.


Another big reason for me writing this book is to deliver a message: if I can do it, you can too.


I’ve come from nothing, been given nothing, and everything I’ve ever achieved I’ve done myself. I’ve depended on nobody but myself. Here, you won’t find an author who raves about all his achievements, only to find out at the end of the book he’s been given millions to achieve them. I didn’t have rich parents who happily donated their time and money to making my life a success. I didn’t graduate with friends who have set up multi-million-dollar tech companies. In fact, I left school at sixteen with no qualifications, with my only guidance coming from my single-parent mum, who was struggling to do her best. The reality is that I went through years of hardship as a kid (including being homeless and spending time in foster care) and have spent most of my life dealing with crippling anxiety.


Am I looking for sympathy, or an extra pat on the back because of these facts? Nope. I have made the choice to offer a better life for my daughter, and not let the past dictate who I am today by becoming one of life’s victims. I choose to follow a different path, however difficult and challenging it is.


Our backgrounds don’t matter. We’re all different, and we can all succeed if we want to. I say this in case you have any doubts, and to reinforce the message: if I can do it, you can too.


Principles of a less-stress lifestyle


Another thing I want to make clear now is that I haven’t written this book to dictate the type of lifestyle that is right for you and will make you happy. Ultimately, only you know what that is. If it’s travelling the world, or living on a remote island, then that’s right for you. If it’s buying a big house, having lots of kids, and rarely leaving your sanctuary, then that’s also right for you. Happiness is a journey, not a destination. It changes as we change. What made me happy in my early twenties is very different to what makes me happy today.


My intention in this book is to open your mind, and help you see things differently. I know first-hand how difficult it is to try something new. I know how challenging it is to change. This book is based on the things that have worked for me and have helped me create a less-stress lifestyle. Whether you decide to keep your day job, start a new venture, or go and live in the Outer Hebrides, I just want you to know that more happiness and less stress is absolutely possible, even by making small, simple changes.


Many things may be going on in your life right now. Issues relating to relationships, work, money, diet, health, family and friends all dictate your levels of stress and happiness. Sometimes, however, making a small change in just one of these areas can make all the difference.


In this book, I will give you the tools that have helped me make the changes I needed to make to achieve the type of lifestyle I live today. I’ve provided you with answers that will help you dodge the mistakes that I made, which included not appreciating what I had and not knowing what life can really offer. The truth is, life does have a lot to offer, but most of us are too busy pleasing our boss or other people to appreciate it. At the very least, I want to offer you a wake-up call – a reminder that life isn’t all about work and no play, and the lifestyle of your dreams is absolutely possible.


To help me achieve a less-stress lifestyle, I ask myself five questions before making a decision. The answers to these questions prevent me from making time-wasting mistakes – and, more importantly, help me dodge the things in life that cause me too much negative stress and unhappiness.




	Is it worth my effort?


	How much stress will it cause?


	What return will I get?


	How long will it take?


	Will it make me happy?





If I don’t like the answers, I walk away.


Am I lazy, unmotivated, or lacking passion? Am I ready to pack my rucksack, become a hippy, and live off the land? Far from it. I just believe in working smart (and hard, if necessary). I believe that there’s no point in working hard if you haven’t got the time, energy or passion to enjoy it. Most of all, I believe that more happiness and less stress can lead to a more fulfilling and richer life.


Having paid attention to how I feel on my ‘happy’ days and my ‘I could kill somebody’ days, there are only a few differences between them, including:




	how busy I am


	what I’m doing


	what I’m doing it for.





In other words, I’ve managed to sum up what makes me happy in one sentence:


I’m happy when I’m busy doing things I want to do.


It’s pretty simple, but I believe the key to a happier life is simplicity. If I’ve got too many plates spinning at once, I get overstressed and ill. Stripping my life down to the bare essentials has helped my focus, increased my results – and, most importantly, made me happier. I’ve also found that a lot of my unhappiness has come from boredom and from having to do things I don’t want to do. (Going to work in the morning to do an unsatisfying job is one example of this.)


Because most of us don’t tolerate stress well, if you’re in the wrong job it will continually throw you off-balance. This is a big reason why so many of us are constantly stressed and unhappy – we’ve all got things going on in our lives we don’t handle properly and that have been forced on us. And here’s the deal – it’s not our fault! It’s just the way we’ve seen things from birth, so we don’t know any better. We continue to do these things because we’re more afraid of change than we are of staying in our ‘safe’, familiar life. I hope that this book will give you the confidence to know that change isn’t a bad thing, and we should embrace it rather than be scared of it.


Choosing your lifestyle


I started the book by asking if you were up for a challenge for a reason. You’re going to have to work against your nature a little here, because the pursuit of a different lifestyle is hard at times. Achieving a less-stress lifestyle means you’re going to have to do things differently to the crowd.


When I started to make big changes in my life, such as deciding to spend Fridays with my daughter rather than be chained to a desk, people wondered how I did it. They now want the same thing, but it was a different story when I was on my journey to make it happen. I faced criticism and ridicule from every angle – even the people closest to me wondered why I was wasting my time looking for a new lifestyle. Stick to your nine-to-five job (or eight-to-seven, which was more accurate) and stop wasting your time on things that will never happen, they said. It wasn’t their fault, because (like I said earlier), when we’re born into a situation we believe to be the norm it’s incredibly difficult not to cast a negative judgement until it becomes reality. At first the Wright brothers were mocked for their vision – and now we all get on a plane as though it’s the norm. It takes guts to be a pioneer.


Being comfortable with your lifestyle choice means being faced with raised eyebrows every day. People will wonder why you’re starting to do things differently. Even when they don’t mean to, they may ridicule you and grab hold of your wings as you try to fly. It’s human nature – when we see things that are different to the norm, it intimidates us, and our natural reaction is to reject it. You have to stay strong and stick to the principles in this book. This is the key to your success, which is why this book focuses on not only giving you the practical guidance needed to make the lifestyle changes you want, but also on helping to keep you on the right track by proving that it’s possible. I use my experience to prove it – and, like I say, if I can do it, you can too.






‘Whenever you find yourself on the side of the majority, it is time to pause and reflect.’


— Mark Twain, ‘Notebook’ (1904)








Criticism and ridicule may come from the people you are closest to (unless they are on the same path as you). When you’re reading a book or sitting at your laptop researching your ideas, and they are watching TV, they will wonder why you’re wasting your time. If you can ignore this criticism and keep the burning belief in your belly (no matter what your situation is like), you are already streets ahead of everyone who has given up – and believe me, there will be plenty who give up. Look at how many people are obsessed with reality TV! It is easier to switch on the TV than it is to read a book, but unless the programme is educational, where does it get you? We all need to be entertained, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but the reason I bring this up is because most of us use TV as a form of escapism too much (including me). A typical day for me was getting home from work, spending the whole evening watching TV, and I’d then go to bed. The cycle continued. My life didn’t change.


If we don’t break the cycle, how can we expect things to change?


Sometimes, when we’re so close to achieving our dreams of freedom and happiness we continue to let doubt in, which is why so many of us end up quitting when we really shouldn’t. There is a fine line, though. I wish I had the answer to the question: When do I quit, and when do I keep going? When do you start taking Albert Einstein’s advice on insanity: ‘doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results’? Unfortunately, we’ll never be able to predict the future, so all we can do is keep learning and make sure we’re acting on previous mistakes – and not continuing to make the same ones over and over again.


Looking back, I’ve had lots of ideas that would never have taken off. For example, in my early twenties, I spent £10,000 and three months of my time developing a directory website for anything and everything. I had some good ideas for it, but it would have taken a blue-chip company literally millions of pounds of investment and resources to make it work. I was a lone young buck with no guidance, on a shoestring budget, but at the time, try telling me that it wasn’t going to work! Hindsight is a beautiful thing.


I’ve spent – and lost – loads of time and money on other ideas too. Some I continued longer than others, in the expectation they were going to work, when in reality I should have listened to Albert. I’d dust myself off and try again, but the issue was that I kept trying the same thing over and over again, expecting different results, that never came. I was still stuck in my stress-filled existence with nowhere to go.


If anybody knows exactly when to quit and when to keep going, please get in touch – we could make a fortune! The truth is, nobody knows. Nobody will ever be able to see into the future. Nobody will know if that small step you take today will be the step that changes your life. That’s why there is one thing I am sure of:


You should never quit following your dream of freedom and happiness – your less-stress lifestyle.


You only get one life. Don’t waste it. You owe it to yourself to get the best out of life by being true to yourself.


I want to help you be the best version of yourself. I want to help you break your current pattern so you can see things differently, and reassure you that you have more options than you believe you have now. I want to show you how to have a less-stress lifestyle.


The journey


From tools to deal with stress, to how you can better manage your time and money, I’ve listed everything I’ve learnt, and distilled it into the ten actions you need to take to create your less-stress lifestyle. Information is easier to take in when it’s broken down into clear bite-size chunks, which is what I have done here.


I want us to go on a journey together – one that is similar to the one I took. I started with small practical changes that I could implement immediately, and discovered that these small changes weren’t so small after all. They quickly led on to bigger changes.


Forget about moving the mountain for now; instead, just keep chipping away at it. The journey requires a little patience, but the long-term rewards are well worth the time and effort. There’s no such thing as a ‘get rich quick’ solution – you usually have to fight for things that are worth having, and these things take time and effort.


Before we look at Action 1, let’s begin with appreciating why there is nothing more important than happiness and time (and money).


If you’re ready, let’s start our journey there.




THE BEGINNING OF YOUR LESS-STRESS LIFESTYLE




Chapter 2


There’s nothing more important than happiness and time (and money)


Every moment we live and every experience we have creates a memory, and we draw feelings from these memories. In other words, we’re always creating our reality based on what has happened to us in the past. This is an important point to start with, because this is why you’ll either live a less-stress lifestyle or be locked away and shackled by negative thoughts.


If you’re like most people, you’ll be allowing negative thoughts to beat you up throughout the day, from getting up in the morning to trying to get to sleep at night. Stressful thoughts about money, work and family will bounce around in your head constantly.


We’re all victims of things that haven’t happened yet. We worry about the future, and this constant worry continues to dictate how we feel (by creating memories of how bad our lives are). We fall victim to this negativity, telling ourselves that we’re no good and a better life is never going to happen to us. We beat ourselves up every day – and so the cycle continues.


I’m going to provide you with the spanner that you can throw into the cogs so that you can stop the cycle of negativity, giving you the space and time you need to make changes and put an end to living like this. I’m going to show you how you can live a happier, fulfilling life without the interference of stress. You just have to stick with me and be open-minded, because I’m going to challenge a lot of the things you may think are a normal part of everyday life.


Before I hand you this spanner, we need to understand why preserving happiness and time is a must.


Happiness


What’s more important than how you feel? Nothing.


When my life was filled with misery, fuelled by constant stress and anxiety, it was a living nightmare. Everything was a chore. I didn’t have the energy, passion, or will for anything. I was consumed with fear and used to dread waking up each day. Not wanting to get up and begin a new day is as bad as it gets, and when you wake up with that feeling in the pit of your stomach, the rest of the day tends to continue in the same fashion. I rarely had anything positive to think about, and the memories of previous days only caused more stress, anxiety and misery.


The days, weeks, months and years passed, but I didn’t change anything. Looking back, I can understand why. I wasn’t stupid; I just didn’t know any better. I was stuck in a life I didn’t want to live, and didn’t see any way out of it. I was more afraid of change than I was of making changes, so I stuck it out, no matter how bad it was.


What makes you happy? It’s an important question, because I believe many of us don’t know what would really make us happy.


If you ask most young people today what would make them happy, a common answer is ‘being rich and famous’. They see celebrities living glamorous, carefree lifestyles, and they want a piece of the action. On the face of it, it seems entirely plausible. If you’re rich and famous, surely you’re happy, right? But maybe not . . .


I once watched a TEDx talk by Robert Waldinger called ‘What Makes A Good Life?’ in which he describes a study conducted by Harvard University on adult development. The study watched 724 men over 75 years, tracking their lives from a teenager into old age. One of the most significant findings that came out of the study was that good relationships keep us happy and healthy. It’s nothing to do with money or fame – it’s simply that social connection works for people, and loneliness and isolation are highly destructive for us, and can sometimes even be fatal. (The study also showed that, the more socially isolated an individual, the shorter their lifespan.)


This research is a strong indication of why too much stress is so damaging for us. When we’re put in a stressful situation it’s easy to believe that others are causing us problems, so it makes us think that isolating ourselves from others is the solution to our problems. If I cut that person out of my life, then everything will be OK. There is no doubt that you should cut some people out of your life (we’ll cover toxic people in Chapter 15), but being on your own isn’t the solution.


You are your environment. In other words, your environment dictates who you are and the people around you will dictate how you feel. Your friends, family and the people closest to you have a profound impact on your life, whether you appreciate it or not. If your life is full of negative people, such as unhappy work colleagues, it’s hard to find happiness yourself. If you surround yourself with positive individuals striving for the same things in life, however, it’s easier to achieve it yourself. It pays to pay attention to your environment and the people around you.


This certainly corresponds to my experience. When I think about the highest and lowest points of my life, my social connections and the people around me played a big part in both. The happiest times of my life were when I was sharing my experiences and laughing with other like-minded people. The lowest points were being housebound and socially isolated, stuck in bed, and avoiding people. The longer this cycle continued, the more I dreaded seeing other people, and the more isolated and depressed I became, to the point of becoming suicidal. When all you have is your own company, and you are caught in a spiral of negative and soul-destroying thoughts, the world can seem like a tough place to live in.


When you think about your highest and lowest points, what do they look like? It’s highly likely that other people played a part in how you felt. There are over seven billion people on Earth. Humans are social creatures, social interaction is inevitable, and people will always play a part in your happiness.


I’ve been on a Tube in London at rush hour, crammed in like a sardine – but this is nothing compared to Japan, where staff use big sticks to squeeze people on rush-hour trains. I think we do well, considering it’s such a small world. High-rise flats, traffic jams and overcrowded high streets can make us feel like we’re suffocating at times. That’s why, since people play such an important role in our happiness, we need to look for the good in things – otherwise the world can quickly turn sour.


If you go out looking for horrible people, you’ll find them. If you go out with a smile on your face, you’ll get smiles back. The world reflects your feelings back at you, and it’s up to you to dictate your happiness. Getting along with yourself and others is something you need to consider every day. We have to work consistently at it – I know I do.


I’ve emphasised the importance of interacting with others here because of its strong link to our happiness, but there are many other ways to explore happiness. We’re all built differently and find happiness in different ways. My aim isn’t to dictate what makes you happy, but to open your mind to the things that can make it possible – because whatever your situation, good or bad, calm or desperate, you can achieve it more often than not, just by being more conscious about it.


What are your absolute favourite things to do? Like me, do you love eating out? Do you enjoy watching a thrilling, action-packed movie? How do you feel when you watch your favourite singer or comedian on stage? These are the feelings I’m talking about – the feelings we’re aiming to tap into more on a daily basis.
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