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Introduction

Stress levels today are unacceptably high. For example, in 2011–2012, 40 per cent of all work-related illnesses in the UK – that’s more than 420,000 cases – were stress-related. Our worries about finance and job security mean that ‘stress’ has become the most common reason for long-term sick leave in the UK today. Those who work in the caring professions – nurses and teachers, for example – appear to be some of the hardest hit. Worryingly, no one seems to know when things might improve. 

At the same time, the number of treatments available to alleviate stress, the number of books available to teach you how to beat stress, and the number of medications designed to dampen the symptoms of stress, are all increasing rapidly.

It sounds like nothing much is helping and no one’s getting better. So what’s going wrong?

The answer is fairly simple. No one has yet approached the problems we face today in the right way.

Stress is nothing new. Humans have endured enormous pressure at other times in the past, during times of international conflict for example, and we’ve coped remarkably well. However, what’s different today is that we’re seldom presented with only one challenge at a time. Today, we’re almost always asked to face multiple challenges and to deal with them simultaneously.

Furthermore, everything seems to be changing faster than ever before. It feels that as soon as we master one system or technique, another comes along to replace it. No living creature finds rapid change easy and human beings, with our delicately sensitive and complex brains, find the readjustment particularly stressful.

The change from relatively quiet surroundings to a ‘24/7 buzz’ is very recent, so recent that it’s occurred within living memory for many of us. James Herriot, the author and Yorkshire vet, recounts a charming example of ‘technology free living’ in his book It Shouldn’t Happen to a Vet, when he is asked to visit the Bramleys, a family of three brothers and their sister, all middle-aged and single. Their isolated farm had no modern amenities, not even a radio or TV. The family worked hard and lived simply. This is what Herriot found when he finally reached the farm house:

‘I was about to knock when I stopped with my hand poised. I found I was looking through the kitchen window and in the interior, dimly lit by an oil lamp, the Bramleys were sitting in a row.’

‘They weren’t grouped round the fire but were jammed tightly on a long, high-backed wooden settle which stood against the far wall. The strange thing was the almost exact similarity of their attitudes; all four had their arms folded, chins resting on their chests, feet stretched out in front of them. The men had removed their heavy boots and were stocking-footed, but Miss Bramley wore an old pair of carpet slippers.’

‘I stared, fascinated by the curious immobility of the group. They were not asleep, not talking or reading or listening to the radio – in fact they didn’t have one – they were just sitting.’ 

‘Just sitting’. When did you last find time just to sit? Nowadays, no one feels they’re allowed to be relaxed and idle – just to sit. The result of this increasingly complex, rapidly changing environment is that we’ve begun to feel so overwhelmed that we’re often unable to think clearly or to make decisions – in effect, we simply freeze, not knowing where to turn next. Nowadays, not only are many of us plagued by the usual symptoms of stress – breathlessness and restlessness, an inability to sleep well or to concentrate – now we are often gripped by a sense of total paralysis, unable to make any decisions and not knowing where to turn. One of my patients described this as ‘feeling like a rabbit, frozen in the headlights.’ And yet, despite this new picture of stress, experts are trying to deal with our reaction to it in the same old ways.

Some of the methods target isolated symptoms rather than considering the whole person. So for example, there are all sorts of treatments available to help tackle insomnia or to teach us all how to overcome negative thinking which are no doubt helpful in a limited way. The problem, however, is that treating only the symptoms means that we continue to overlook the central mechanisms that are generating them.

Other experts offer a single panacea, one overall approach that’s meant to cure all ills. Cognitive therapy and positive thinking are good examples. Although these treatments are very helpful, their scope is limited. On their own, they’re not enough. Human problems are too complex to be eliminated with one bullet, even a silver one. 

Finally, there are those who treat stress by masking symptoms medicinally or by teaching sufferers how to eliminate bad habits. But these are only half solutions. If an individual isn’t taught what to do when the medication is stopped, or what to replace bad habits with, chances are that sooner or later, the bad habits will creep back. 

The time has come for something fresh and new. What we need now is a holistic approach, a method that can be integrated into the lives we’re living today. What we really need, in fact, is a treatment that becomes the way we live now.

That’s what The Key to Calm offers you. I know it’s effective, because I’ve been using it at my clinics for years now and I’ve seen the results. The Five Step programme you’ll learn about in this book is the result of 33 years of clinical practice. 

When I first began seeing patients, I focused entirely on their problems. Together, we worked out ways to overcome bad habits, and to eliminate negative thoughts and beliefs. After all, that’s what I understood to be the role of a clinical psychologist. In terms of getting rid of negativity, my approach definitely helped. However, the help was often only temporary. I now realise that getting rid of what’s causing distress should only be the start of a programme that is designed to create true psychological health. Unless you build good habits to replace the bad, and unless you work to improve all important aspects of daily living, it’s all too easy, once treatment stops, for an individual to fall back onto their older, destructive ways of living. 

Therefore, rather than simply offer treatments that eliminate problems, what I now believe is that it’s necessary also to offer a better way of living, a positive way forward that takes into account all aspects of a fulfilling life. The Key to Calm is that better way.

WHO THIS BOOK IS INTENDED TO HELP

This book is not intended to cure acute psychological illness. No book can do that on its own. If you’re suffering from a diagnosable psychological condition – clinical depression or an obsessive compulsive disorder, for example – then you should see your GP so you can get the professional help you both need and deserve.

If, however, you have suffered from a psychological disorder in the past and are now recovered, and you want to do all you can to make sure you don’t relapse, then this book will help you. If you’ve never suffered a psychological illness but worry that your lifestyle is making you vulnerable to such problems, then again, this book will help you. And if you’re one of the millions today who often feel overwhelmed and over-stressed, and you believe there’s a better way to cope with the current speed of change and the multiple demands that are so often made on us, then this book is exactly what you need.

Once the five steps are incorporated into your life – once, that is, they become the way you approach each day – you’ll no longer worry about whether you’ll be able cope when you face new challenges. Instead, you’ll find that in fact you start to welcome challenge. You’ll know yourself better, you’ll become more aware of what’s happening around you, and you’ll enjoy your life more.

The Five Step programme is presented simply. It’s sensible and practical, and you can get started using it right away. Furthermore, the positive effects are cumulative. The more steps you incorporate into your life and the longer you live in this new way, the calmer, more balanced and more contented you will become.

Here’s a brief description of each of the five steps:

Step One: Stop, Look and Listen

The first and most important step is to stop trying to defend against everything that’s going on without – that is, in your current environment. These are circumstances you can’t often change anyway. Instead, you need to begin by regaining your inner balance and your ability to focus. You’ll do this by learning to become mindful, to regain the ability to concentrate and to focus fully and non-judgementally on what’s happening right now. 

Step Two: Take Care of Your Best Asset

The best way to adapt to change and to solve new problems is to start with the healthiest body and mind possible. In this step, you’ll be offered the most up-to-date information about physical health and psychological wellbeing, so you can learn how to take the best possible care of your mind and body.

Step Three: Know Yourself

One of the reasons we’ve become more vulnerable today is that we undervalue ourselves and underestimate our potential. In this step you’ll gain a much clearer idea of who you are, of your personality profile and your intellectual strengths and weaknesses. I’ll also teach you how to rediscover your own deep-seated passions and enthusiasms. 

Step Four: Streamline Your Life

In this step you’ll learn how to ‘declutter’ – in other words, how to simplify your life so you can feel clear-minded, balanced and ready to embrace challenge. You’ll learn to declutter psychologically, to get rid of the negative core beliefs that may be holding you back. You’ll also learn to declutter physically, to simplify your surroundings so you’re no longer troubled by unnecessary distractions and so your schedule can open up and allow for things you really want to do. I’ll teach you how to plan ahead efficiently, and finally, how to say ‘no’ effectively, so you can feel more in control of your life.

Step Five: Reach Out

Our identity is determined in relation to other people. No matter how able you are to focus, no matter how streamlined your schedule, you’ll not feel fully fulfilled and calm unless you spend some time with those who matter most to you. In this fifth step, you’ll learn the best ways to build and maintain your relationships. 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Start by reading the entire book straight through. Make a note of the sections that stand out, the ones that feel particularly relevant for you. 

Then turn back to Step One and start living more mindfully. Stay with this step until it feels like the most natural and comfortable way for you to approach each day. This will take some of you a few days; others will linger longer before moving on to the next step. The important thing is to take the programme at a pace that feels right for you.

Next, choose the step that feels most relevant and important to you when you read the book through initially. Incorporate the guidelines given in that chapter into your daily life, until they, too, feel natural.

Now take another look at the remaining three steps and choose the one you’d like to work on next. Carry on until you’ve worked through and incorporated all five steps into your daily life – or in other words, until you feel calm, strong and balanced almost all the time.

At that point, you’ll realise that you’ve stopped feeling overloaded and overwhelmed and that you’re looking at life in an entirely new way. No longer will you feel afraid when some new problem crops up. Now you’ll actually seek out new challenges and meet them head on, confident that you can deal effectively with whatever comes your way. 

Before you begin, I’d like to extend my best wishes. I hope that what you learn in this book will provide you with valuable and lasting ways to enrich your life so that you can live as calmly, as fully, and as contentedly as possible.
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