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Disclaimer


This book is designed to provide helpful information on the subjects discussed. It is not intended as a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Care has been taken to deliver information and advice in a measured way, with consideration of what is beyond the scope of the advice of this book, such as that it is not recommended as the sole treatment method for those diagnosed with a psychological disorder as defined by the current edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. For diagnosis and treatment of any medical or psychological condition, it is recommended to consult with a medical or mental health professional. The publisher and author are not responsible for any specific health needs that may require medical supervision, and are not liable for any damages or negative consequences from any treatment, action or application to any person reading or following the information in this book. Regarding the physical exercise practices, care has been taken to introduce practices with consideration of varying physical abilities. The author and publisher advise readers to take full responsibility for their safety and to know and adhere to their limits.
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‘Peace isn’t an experience free of challenges, free of rough and smooth, it’s an experience that’s expansive enough to include all that arises without feeling threatened.’


— Pema Chödrön
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Foreword


Stress has become so prevalent in life these days that we hardly know when we are experiencing it. In response, Noa has written a most valuable resource. It is a practical, down-to-earth guide that assists us to recognise how stress is manifesting in our lives and then offers practical steps for living a life less driven by stress. It is a book that will help us regain and maintain our health and sense of well-being while supporting our opening to the simple joys of being alive. This can ripple outwards through our actions and words to inspire others – our families, friends, colleagues and communities – to flourish too.


I first met Noa in 2000, when she entered the Graduate Somatic Psychology Program at Naropa University. She was an excellent student, an enthusiastic learner committed to using her knowledge to help others live healthier and more satisfying lives. This wonderful book is a testament to the depth and integration of her continued professional development and her capacity as an author. Noa has the ability to take complex scientific information, synthesise it and present it in a way that makes it easily accessible to anyone. Chapter 2 is an essential cornerstone offering a simple guide to understanding the specifics of how stress manifests in the body and mind so that we can catch it early. From there, the book is filled with a wide variety of accessible practices to choose from depending on personal preference and homes in on the two most common mental health challenges of our time: anxiety and depression. Each practice has the ability to restore balance, refresh energy and refocus our minds on what really matters.


Truly a gem, this is a book I will return to again and again. Bravo Noa, and thank you for this beautiful gift to the world.




Zoe Avstreih, LP, CAT, BC-DMT


Professor Emeritus, Naropa University


Founder and Director of the Center for the Study of Authentic Movement
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Preface 


In this book, I aim to share accessible, evidence-based skills that can help all of us promote mind–body well-being, enhance vitality and increase joy for life. Scientifically backed mind and body perspectives are integrated with timeless practical wisdom.


Stress Less came into being through the global pandemic that sent stress, anxiety and depression levels soaring throughout the world. In my many conversations with clients through this time I found two things particularly helpful. The first is a framework for understanding mental health in concrete terms, in this case relating to biological survival responses and our ready access to our relaxation response that can be deliberately cultivated for mental and physical health. The second is the knowledge that there is something that we can do about how we feel. So if we feel down or really anxious, there is a tool that we can use that can make a real difference and open us to align with our resourcefulness again. In this we get to choose time and time again to step into our empowerment and ability to make a positive difference in our lives. Then, each time we bounce back we tone our resilience muscles to help us in future. The applications for these tools are also endless, applying to our personal and internal experience as much as to our professional challenges and pursuits.


The tools do not represent a particular psychological approach. Instead, they draw on general principles for working with anxiety, depression and stress from mind and body perspectives. There are also basic elements of mindfulness woven through different chapters, such as opportunities to focus the mind in particular ways or experiment with breathing more slowly and fully. Mindfulness practices are proving especially effective and sustainable in easing symptoms of stress, anxiety and depression. This is because of their naturally calming, centring and focusing effects that can boost qualities like inner peace, joy and the ability to be solution-focused.


The tools are designed to be accessible and immediately effective, with a variety of options to choose from to suit different people. They can open a window of hope and help us breathe easier no matter what is going on in the world outside us. Applicable to personal healing and growth as well as to employee well-being and honing performance excellence, there are tools to fit many different circumstances. They can also complement consultation with a mental health professional should this be appropriate.


My wish for you is that this book transforms your relationship with stress in deeply meaningful and wonderful ways. My wish is also that this transformation flows outwards to nourish your experience of life, touch the lives of others and energise your unique contributions to our world.


Noa
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Introduction


‘Stress is the health epidemic of the
 21st century.’ — World Health Organization


Stress is part of life. In the right doses, it is helpful and motivating for our learning, growth and the achievement of our goals. But, at times, navigating life’s ups and downs and unpredictability can be more stressful than we can bear. We might chronically push ourselves or feel pushed beyond our limits when juggling family, social and work commitments, or we might receive difficult news or feel weighed down by a big decision we need to make.


Stress is our body’s reaction to threat, pressure, pain or strain of any kind. In stressful moments, our heart rate may speed up; our breathing can become erratic; physical tension may mount; and worry, anxiety or overwhelm can cloud our judgment. If stress is prolonged or intense, we might sink into resignation, lethargy, depression or helplessness. We may get so used to being in a state of chronic stress, we barely notice that we’re stressed at all, feeling like this is just how life is. For some people, stress can even be seen as a sign of success or something to laugh about in ourselves and each other, rather than something to take responsibility for. But no matter if we deny, ignore, minimise or glorify our stress, it tends to catch up with us, usually with some kind of crisis.


Our bodies are designed to react quickly to stress and then, following threatening moments, return to feeling safe, calm and centred again. But this return to calm does not always happen, especially when we accumulate many big and small stresses over time, or when we keep stress alive in our thoughts and imaginations. Then our stress responses can become chronic, even though they may settle into the background of our awareness. Anxiety and depression are the two most common forms of chronic stress. Anxiety can leave us feeling wired, irritable and distracted. Depression can leave us feeling depleted, tired and unmotivated.


Over time, chronic stress can be detrimental to our health and well-being. Chronic stress can interfere with immune system functioning as well as digestion and quality of sleep. It can cause headaches and physical pains, deplete our energy and lead us to self-sabotaging behaviours such as eating badly, not exercising or over-indulging. It is a state in which our bodies, all the way down to our cells, become primed for defence, protection and fixation on danger.


With chronic or frequent stress, we can still have times of feeling uplifted woven through our days but feeling truly relaxed, centred and joyful can be elusive.
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Cell danger response


We know how stress penetrates deep into our cells thanks to the work of Dr Robert Naviaux, who discovered what he calls a ‘cell danger response’. He found that the mitochondria inside our cells perform two roles. One role is energy production to fuel our lives, and the other is sensing and responding to safety or danger in our internal or external environment. When we feel relaxed and safe, the mitochondria are in energy-production mode. But when we sense danger, and even when we feel stressed for no apparent reason, the ‘cell danger response’ is triggered, with our cells switching off energy production as mitochondria move into defence and protection mode.


This helps us understand how deeply stress can affect our energy levels. Health is also optimised when our cells are in energy-production mode. They can freely carry out their functions, such as taking in nutrients from food, converting those nutrients into energy, fighting off pathogens and carrying out a range of specialised functions in support of our body’s health, growth and restoration.
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What triggers stress


Stress, anxiety and depression have become signs of our times. We have lived through a global pandemic with fears that more may follow. We continue to face global crises such as climate change and war, or threats of war, in parts of the world that affect us all. Then there is our modern, fast-paced, highly competitive lifestyle, which can affect young and old alike. These are examples of collective stress triggers. Collective stress often also leaves a mental health crisis in its wake, because high levels of anxiety and fatigue can spike from stress exertion.


On a more personal level, stress can be triggered by events in our external environment, such as when something catches us by surprise or someone threatens us. It can be triggered by changing events inside our body (such as aches or pain), emotions (such as sadness or anger) and thoughts (such as self-criticism or worry). It can be triggered by our inability to process our experiences, such as relationship or work challenges. Positive changes can also be a source of stress, like when we move into a new and better home, win a promotion at work, take on a challenge that stretches our abilities, or plan to go on holiday. Stress is a fact of life. But how we respond to stress is where there is room to grow.


A helpful first step is to embrace the fact that stress is part of life. The more we can learn to be aware of stress and resourceful in response to it, the less time and energy we need waste waging battles against it. The result can be more energy, courage and motivation to address what we need to and invest in the beauty of life.


Stress Less


The toolkit provided in this book will help you face stress with greater confidence. The different tools on offer mean there is something in the book for everyone. Explore these tools in your own time and, as you go along, you can discover what works best for you and personalise your toolkit. To keep track of what works well for you, it can be helpful to keep a journal or flag the pages with your favourite exercises for future use.


This toolkit will help you:






	Recognise when you are in a stress response so you can be quicker to do something about it.


	Explore different ways to unwind from stress, anxiety and depression.


	Build stress resilience regarding different aspects of our human experience:









	
Body and breathing Releasing tension, replenishing energy, grounding and centring in yourself, and fine-tuning your relaxation response.



	
Mind Addressing negative self-talk; cultivating presence; opening your mind to hopes, dreams, inner guidance and inspiration; and stepping into conscious choice.



	
Spirit and a sense of something greater Connecting with nature or drawing on whatever gives you meaning and direction from personal, professional and spiritual points of view. This is woven through the book as visualisation practices you can personalise, explorations in mindfulness and simple suggestions such as standing or sitting tall to align with your wiser self and values. Note that all tools are offered in a generic way, drawing on universal, non-denominational principles.








Guide to using this book


This book is designed to be versatile. You are welcome to read it from start to finish, or dip into chapters and exercises that feel most relevant to you. There is much to be gained by reading along and just skimming through the exercises. Then you can flag what you would like to focus on more intently, and go on to discover your favourite practices. You can also return to this book in years to come and gain new insights.


At the start of the book is a list of all the exercises from all the toolkits in this book. The exercises are for anyone who experiences stress – no prior experience is necessary. You can simply start where you are. Many exercises are designed to be brief and easy to incorporate into short breaks in your day. There are also longer practices for when you have more time, with potentially transformational and lasting effects.


Book overview


First, we will cover the general landscape of human stress responses in chapters 1–2. You will have an opportunity to become clearer about your go-to stress style and find suggestions to restore balance. Then specific toolkits are introduced to address the two most common forms of chronic stress: anxiety in chapters 3–6 and depression in chapters 7–11. The toolkits cover three fundamental aspects of our human experience, which can either keep stress in place or untie it from the inside out: mind, body and breathing. You are welcome to focus on the toolkit that resonates with you most at any particular time. You can embark on this journey in your own time and dip into different toolkits as you feel ready to experience something new.


Chapters 12–15 contain a shared toolkit for anxiety and depression, offering valuable life skills that can bolster stress resilience and consolidate your progress. The toolkit includes a range of visualisation practices in Chapter 12, a meditative mindfulness practice in Chapter 13 and a mindful movement sequence in in Chapter 14. If you have experience with visualisation and mindfulness or an existing meditation practice, you are welcome to refer to these chapters right away. Otherwise, access the earlier toolkits for anxiety and/or depression first and move on when you feel ready. There is also a simple thinking and writing process in Chapter 15, following the acronym ‘STEPS’ that you can follow to proactively steer your decision-making and your life in positive directions.


Chapter 16 includes guidelines for building a lasting sense of stress mastery. Stress mastery and opening to life can be a lifelong journey of learning and growth. Knowing you have an effective stress toolkit can make all the difference. Our brains also love novelty. While you might lose interest in one practice, you can always return to find another. This can keep up a feeling of progress, knowing there is always something you can do to help yourself.


Don’t wait for a crisis before getting started


These tools are designed to train your ability to change gears from stress into a calmer, clearer frame of mind, so you can live more from your luxurious relaxation response. The key is allowing yourself the time to practise when nothing much is going on, or when your stress is mild to moderate. In the midst of a crisis, we are usually not in a frame of mind to explore new skills. But if we have allowed ourselves to become familiar with these practices, then we are more likely to utilise what we have learned in crisis moments to help turn stress around. Like a skilled animal trainer, you’ll become more confident in your ability to tame the wild stress animal that lives inside you.
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Don’t delay seeking professional help


If you have suffered some kind of trauma that continues to haunt you, or you feel that stress, anxiety or depression have been going on for too long and worn down your ability to cope, be productive, or sleep well at night, it can be helpful to work with a mental health professional. This person can help you unpack what has been going on for you. They can also guide you with life skills to bolster stress resilience and promote personal healing in a way that is tailored to suit your particular needs. You might also benefit from speaking with a trusted psychiatrist and/or medical doctor, to assess what your body might need in support of your physical and mental health. If stress is work-place related, and you feel comfortable to do so, you might benefit from speaking with the appropriate person in the work environment to consider helpful options.


There is no need to put yourself down or think yourself a failure for needing help at times. If this is the next step on your journey, then seek that help and the sooner the better. Along with these options, this book can provide you with immediately accessible strategies to support your well-being.
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chapter 1


A stress response and a relaxation response


‘Working toward balance takes a lot of ingredients. We need courage, reflection, attention, action and a push-and-pull relationship between effort and relaxation.’ — Tara Stiles






This chapter’s stress toolkit:





	Exercise 1.1 	A sense of your relaxation response











The dance between stress and relaxation is what life is all about, propelling us into endless cycles of activity and rest. We need a balance of them both to feel alive, achieve what we would like and feel fulfilled. This chapter introduces both ends of the experiential spectrum and explains how the body’s nervous system generates them. By knowing this, you can quickly catch your body launching into a stress response, do something about it, and find your way back to being calm and collected. You can also grow your relationship with your relaxation response for all the benefits to mind and body it can provide.


The body’s stress response


Stress is always about feeling unsafe. It usually involves feeling threatened or challenged in some way, which might be real or imagined. On a physiological level, our bodies are instinctively gearing up to fight, flee or hide for our survival. The acute stress responses of fight or flight were first described in the 1920s by American physiologist, Walter Cannon. Since then, a range of stress responses have been identified beyond fight and flight. This chapter introduces nine different stress responses with an opportunity to identify your go-to stress style.


Survival responses like fight or flight point to the physical aspect of our stress responses, which is different from our psychological defences such as denial, projection, rationalisation and repression, identified by Sigmund Freud. When we are triggered and feeling stressed, both psychological and physical defences might show up. They are part of our hardwiring as humans. But our physical stress responses jump in first: it’s like we are wired to act first, ask questions later as a matter of speed in service of survival.


The stress response we jump to is not voluntary. In the adrenalised moment, our knee-jerk reactions leap forward automatically. With self-awareness, we can grow our ability to recognise, rein in and re-route our reactions in voluntary and mindful directions. This opens up space to respond to stress differently.


A stress tipping point


We all have a tipping point of how much stress we can handle before losing our cool and flying off in survival autopilot. If we have had a lot of unresolved stress or trauma, or when we are really tired, this tipping point can come sooner, making us more frequently edgy, irritable, and perhaps moody or nervous. If we have developed stress resilience, our tipping point is pushed out – we can part the seas of stress for longer. Then we can retain a sense of being in control and resourceful, and can tolerate more stress before falling over the edge into survival mode. We also are more likely to live from a place of calmer clarity fuelled by our relaxation response.




The relaxation response


The relaxation response is our body’s way of unwinding from stress and opening into calmer, clearer presence. It also enhances our ability to connect in heartfelt ways with each other. The term was popularised by Herbert Benson, a Harvard physician, in his book The Relaxation Response (1975). He defined the relaxation response as ‘a physical state of deep rest that changes the physical and emotional responses to stress . . . and is the opposite of the fight or flight response.’ Dr Benson’s methods, such as abdominal breathing, repeating soothing words (such as ‘peace’ or ‘calm’), visualising beautiful peaceful scenes, and prayer and yoga, remain relevant today and enjoy abundant scientific validation since then.
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Exercise 1.1


A sense of your relaxation response


Pause for a moment. Take a long, slow breath in, yawning if you like, perhaps stretching out your body. When you are ready, let your breath out, long and slow. Take one or two more deep breaths, lengthening each exhalation, perhaps with a sigh. As you go along, draw your breath in to fill your belly then your chest. Then let go of tension as you breathe out. Settle yourself so you feel grounded through both feet; if you are sitting, sit evenly over your sitting bones too. Press down through your feet and lengthen your spine so you feel comfortably upright and calmly alert. Perhaps you can feel held between earth and sky. Aligning yourself with the natural world in this way can support mental clarity. You might also place a hand over the centre of your chest for some soothing support. How do you feel now? If you were carrying stress, has it eased somewhat? This is your relaxation response in action.







Stress and relaxation from our nervous system’s point of view


Today, our understanding of the stress and relaxation responses has grown significantly. One leading theory in understanding how the nervous system is at the root of both our stress and relaxation responses is polyvagal theory, which is the work of Dr Stephen Porges. According to polyvagal theory, the autonomic nervous system functions as a finely tuned sensory system, constantly scanning for safety and danger cues within ourselves, and in our relationships and interactions with the world.




Neuroception


Dr Porges coined the term ‘neuroception’ to describe the unconscious, spontaneous process that sets in motion either a stress response when we sense even a hint of danger, or a relaxation response when we sense safety. From the perspective of the nervous system, we can only feel relaxed when we feel safe.
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Safe? Danger? Complete overwhelm?


The autonomic nervous system regulates involuntary physiological processes such as heart and breathing rates, blood pressure, and digestion. It gives us the feeling of stress, such as our heart racing and tense muscles, or the feeling of being relaxed and breathing easy. The autonomic nervous system contains three divisions, which each govern a different aspect of our stress or relaxation responses. Two of the divisions belong to the calming parasympathetic nervous system. They operate through the vagus nerve in two distinct pathways: the ventral and dorsal vagus nerve pathways. Each triggers completely different physiological responses as detailed below.




1. Feeling safe




	Our relaxation response comes online as our calming, parasympathetic nervous system makes use of the wholesome, ascending ventral vagus nerve pathway. This is the nerve pathway of well-being, happiness and sustainable energy. It lights up our ability to feel well and connect with each other in attuned, meaningful ways. It feeds into our lungs to free up our breathing; our heart to open our capacity for heartfelt connecting; our throat to free up our ability to communicate in a clear, friendly manner; our facial muscles to let us smile and engage expressively with each other; and our brain to let us think holistically, wisely and creatively.


	Stress resilience is greatly enhanced when we feel this way, so if we do experience stress, we feel in control and resourceful. This book is filled with strategies for strengthening and toning this vagus nerve pathway.







2. Sensing danger




	The sympathetic nervous system kicks in at the first sign of danger. It bypasses the calming vagus nerve to activate our mobilising stress responses such as fight or flight. It speeds up our heart and breathing rates to energise our bodies for action. Along with this comes some muscle tension, while the release of stress biochemicals such as adrenaline and cortisol make us stronger and faster to fight off or run away from danger. To use a car analogy, our bodies ‘rev up’ for action to defend and protect ourselves. 


	There are also reflexive ways that our nervous system might ‘rev up’ spontaneously. For example, we have a righting reflex to regain our balance when we fall, a startle reflex when we get a fright, and instincts like jerking a hand away from fire or urgently slamming on the brakes while driving to avoid an accident. These are not fight or flight responses; rather, they are instinctive reflexes that grip us in the moment. We can help to release the quick energy build-up by following how our body might spontaneously want to shake off the impact, eventually taking a deep sigh of relief to restore our nervous system’s balance.





3. Complete overwhelm




	If actively defending and protecting ourselves is not effective, not possible or too exhausting, or if our situation is too overwhelming, the powerfully depressing dorsal vagus nerve pathway takes over. This is a primitive, immobilising branch of the parasympathetic nervous system. With it comes a significant slowing down of the heart rate, breathing and metabolism. It involves the body and mind shutting down or withdrawing from consciousness to help us endure extreme stress. This can range from freezing in fright and going mentally blank like a deer in the headlights, to softer and dreamier options such as going numb or slipping into a floaty altered state from pain-relieving endorphins that can be released. It is also possible to pass out and collapse to the ground.





Chronic stress


If we let stress simmer, or if stress is persistent or cannot be resolved, it can become chronic. Chronic stress can cast a shadow through our days, clouding our view of reality, our ability to be resourceful and our capacity to rebound from daily triggers. When we live with a chronic belief that we are in danger or overwhelmed, we can struggle to relax or sleep well at night.




	Anxiety, alternatively known as an anxious freeze response, is when chronic stress leaves us wired, unsettled and prone to reactivity. It makes use of the sympathetic nervous system, speeding up our heart and breathing rates. Instead of following through with action, however, we can feel stuck and unable to decide what to do next. It can feel like driving with one foot pressing on the accelerator and the other on the brakes.


	Depression is when chronic stress sinks into low energy, low motivation, withdrawal, dissociation or lethargy. It makes use of the parasympathetic, dorsal vagus nerve pathway. Unremitting stress of any kind can transform the high energy of anxiety into the collapse of depression out of exhaustion. Anger that is overused, avoided or unsuccessful can also result in us collapsing inwards and feeling hopeless and depressed.





With anxiety and depression, safety can feel very far off. But it is achievable with patience, perseverance and a willingness to try out new things, such as the options offered in this book.
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chapter 2


Nine stress responses and your go-to stress style


‘Don’t fight stress. Embrace it. Turn it on itself. Use it to make yourself sharper and more alert. Use it to make you think and learn and get better and smarter and more effective. Use the stress to make you a better you.’ — Jocko Willink






This chapter’s stress toolkit:







	Exercise 2.1 	What is your go-to stress style?




	Exercise 2.2 	Become curious about stress











Stress can show up in many ways. This chapter identifies nine different stress responses for your reflection and awareness. You are invited to read through the options to notice which might be your go-to stress style. Most of us have one or two dominant stress responses, which can vary depending on our circumstance. They can also vary in intensity, sometimes showing up strongly and other times mildly. With a fight response, for example, we could fly off the handle with anger and shout or strike out, or we could simmer with irritability and agitation. Or with a flight response, we could feel like running away, or we could sit with restlessness, fidgeting and a desire to be somewhere else. One stress response can also trigger another, such as anxiety triggering a fight response, or prolonged fight or flight leading to a collapse into exhaustion or depression.


Our habitual stress responses are influenced by our basic temperament, which we are born with, and our life experiences. They can also shape our personality and way of being in the world. Here are a few examples of how our stress responses can shape us:




	A confident, fiery person who is easily able to stand up for themselves. They fight for what they believe in, and become louder or more aggressive as pressure mounts. This reflects a well-honed fight response.


	Someone who prefers a quieter, reserved and conflict-averse life. They are unlikely to stick their necks out, opting to live in the shadows as opposed to the spotlight. They may have a tendency to anxiously freeze or withdraw under pressure.


	A person who never seems to settle down. They may tend towards avoidance behaviours when stressed, and are prone to being flighty, restless and resistant to commitment, and always seem to be chasing the next new thing or exciting adventure. This could be a seasoned flight response.





Our posture can reveal our personality too. Sir Charles Sherrington, a pioneer in the field of neurophysiology, believed that posture is the ‘steady maintenance of an attitude’ rather than serving a purely mechanical physical function. You might imagine the uprightness of someone with bold self-confidence and the ability to hold strong, direct eye contact. They are likely to be quite comfortable with a fight response. Compare this with the hunched-over demeanour and averted gaze of a reserved and shy person, who might engage with life nervously and prefer to withdraw or reach out for help rather than tackle challenges head-on.


There is no need to judge yourself about how stress might leap forward in you and perhaps shape aspects of your personality. Our knee-jerk reactions can be out of our control. The intention in this chapter is to become more aware of how we react to stress. We can then be quicker at catching when a stress response is in play. We can also be quicker at reining in our knee-jerk reactions so we can choose how we wish to respond. We can thus reshape our way of being in life to align with values that inspire us.


The anxiety and depression toolkits in this book support different stress responses because they share common ground in terms of nervous system activation. If the energising sympathetic nervous system is engaged, then the anxiety toolkit can be supportive. If the depressing dorsal vagus nerve pathway of the parasympathetic nervous system is engaged, then the depression toolkit can be supportive. In the following tables, which toolkit is suitable for each stress response is indicated in the field called: ‘Tips to restore balance’.


Bear in mind that each stress response energises particular qualities for survival and thriving, which can be helpful to us at different times. It is only when stress is too strong a driver of our lives that it can cause problems for us. For this reason, the potential gifts of particular responses are included at the end of each table to inspire us to steer our stress responses in positive directions. Or if we resist certain stress responses, we can realise they have potential benefits. We all have access to all stress responses, even though some will come more naturally to us than others because of our basic temperament and life experience.
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