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For Lottie Elizabeth and Penelope Jean

May you navigate life with light hearts and resilient spirits. If this book helps you to find a little more peace in a demanding world, it will have served its purpose.

With all my love,

Your Nanni and Grandma
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Preface

Since writing the first edition of Overcoming Stress, new advances in science have significantly changed our conceptualisation and understanding of the phenomenon of stress. We were fascinated learning about the inextricable link between stress and the biology of the gut microbiome, how increasing the biodiversity of the gut, our ‘second brain’, can influence how we think and feel – more about this later. In this second edition, we have updated the evidence base and CBT approaches that are based on theory. We will briefly provide an overview of the chapters.

The book is organised into two parts. The first chapter of Part One provides a theoretical overview of stress, starting with a historical perspective of early psychological theories and how these ideas have influenced our understanding of stress in the present day. In Chapter 2, the relationship between stress and biology is considered. In Chapter 3 we look at stress and personality. These chapters provide a reasonable amount of background information, and the reader who would prefer to skip straight to Part Two should be able to do so without too much trouble, with the exception of a brief glance at Chapter 4, which introduces ideas about stress and cognitive behavioural therapy.

Part Two marks the start of the stress management programme and begins by helping readers to identify their symptoms of stress, the situations that underlie it and the ways in which they cope. We then show how all these fit together into an individual stress profile, or cognitive therapy formulation of stress, and how to begin working on a stress management plan. We go on to present how to identify and tackle ways of thinking that contribute to stress – the detailed techniques that result from the practice of cognitive behavioural therapy. We believe that these techniques will be relevant to most people reading this book. We then turn to a number of specific situations that many people find stressful – including work-related stress – and also to a range of common problems such as procrastination, perfectionism and worry, and techniques that might help with them. Chapters 17–21 cover ways in which you can take care of yourself and increase your sense of psychological wellbeing. Evidence-based stress reduction techniques are discussed that include ways of increasing the biodiversity of the gut – healthy body, healthy mind, sleep improvement strategies, relaxation exercises and mindfulness. Finally, in Chapter 22, we try to pull all this together to revisit the overall stress management plan for now and the future.

The book is written in such a way that you can dip into it at almost any point, and don’t have to read it like a novel. You can skip the parts that are neither problematic nor relevant for you. The exception to this is that it will probably all make more sense if you have looked at Chapter 4 and possibly even Chapter 9, which give more detail about changing your thinking. But if this just seems like more work, we hope that the chapters will make enough sense to be read on their own. Life is stressful for all sorts of reasons and in all sorts of ways. We hope very much that this book will help to make it a little less so.
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PART ONE

UNDERSTANDING STRESS

In this section we introduce the concept of stress, looking broadly at the symptoms and defining exactly what we understand the term to refer to, and what we think it does not refer to.

We discuss ideas of stress in some detail in Chapter 1, from their first appearance in medical and psychological science to more recent ideas. We emphasise the role of appraisals – the way in which we interpret, think and feel about events – in our approach to stress.

In Chapter 2 we look at the physical underpinnings of stress, and the role that these can play in our health. We examine whether chronic stress is responsible for physical illnesses in some people.

In Chapter 3 we look at the relationship between stress and personality, discussing whether some types of personality are more or less prone to stress; but we emphasise that our view of personality is that it can change over time.

Finally, in Chapter 4 we introduce the basic ideas of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), since it is the techniques of CBT which underpin our approach to appraisals, and to stress in general.

After you’ve read Part One we hope that you will have:


	Gained a greater understanding of the concept of stress.

	Understood the role of appraisal in the stress process.

	Gained a greater understanding of the role of physical changes in stress.

	Explored the connections between these physical changes and health issues.

	Learned about how stress and personality characteristics may be linked.

	Developed an understanding of the way in which the cognitive behavioural approach can be applied to stress.
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