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How this book works

Introduction

Stress is part and parcel of life. We all get it. Think of blood pressure: if you are alive, you have blood pressure. If you are alive, you have stress. If your blood pressure gets too high, you should do something about it; it’s the same with stress. This book aims to help you do just that.

Stress, for most people, is a mix of anxiety, depression, feelings of panic, poor sleep, low self-confidence, low self-esteem and a poor sense of well-being. It is one of the most common problems in the world today.

It is easy to feel overwhelmed by stress, and even the idea of reading a book about it can be daunting. To make the process as easy as possible the use of jargon has been avoided, and straightforward language used throughout.

This book aims to teach you to become your own therapist. It offers a five-step plan to control your stress:

 

Step 1 Know your enemy – learn about stress and how it affects you.

Step 2 First steps – straightforward ideas to give an instant sense of control.

Step 3 Fight back – linked skills for long-term control of stress.

Step 4 Boost your well-being – skills to improve your life.

Step 5 Stay on top of your stress – skills to control your future.

This approach combines cognitive-behavioural therapy, positive psychology and mindfulness. There are no easy answers, no miracle cures. But with hard work and practice, you can learn to control your stress.

The five steps are made up of a range of skills. These skills can best be seen as parts of a jigsaw – each is important on its own, but it is only when all the pieces are slotted together that the bigger picture can emerge.

Let’s look at these steps in greater detail:

Step 1 Know your enemy

Before you can fight back against your stress you have to understand it. So the first step is to learn about stress and how it affects you. Chapter 2 looks at what stress is, describes the most common signs and examines what causes it and keeps it going. It looks at the ‘what ifs’ of anxiety and the ‘if onlys’ of depression. It looks at how stress affects your feelings, your thoughts, your body and the way you act. We’ll see who gets it and how common it is. We will look at the vicious circle of stress to explain why, once it gets a grip, it keeps hold. Using this knowledge we can then build a positive circle to weaken that grip. These vicious and positive circles will act as maps that will guide you throughout the book and show the progress you are making.

I will describe the Mind, Body, Life model and how the skills taught in the book link to this. There is much to be said for the ‘healthy body, healthy mind’ principle so we’ll look at a range of skills to boost both. These will be combined with well-being skills aimed at improving your life. While it is always good to reduce feelings of stress, this in itself does not always lead to feeling better. Some people just feel empty rather than well. By learning ways to boost well-being we can be surer of being less stressed and feeling better.

Chapter 3 takes this a step further. You can use your knowledge of what stress is to learn a lot more about your own stress – to know your enemy. No two people feel stress in exactly the same way, so we need to work out why you suffer it in the way you do. This introduces the ‘becoming your own therapist’ role as you start to identify your own patterns, which then helps you to work out the best ways to control your own stress. You might want to go through these with someone close to you whose views you trust. They might see things you don’t. If your views differ, try to work out why this is and learn from it.

This detailed self-assessment breaks into five stages:

1 Describe your stress Eleven questions looking at the past, present and future. This lays the foundation for the remaining stages.

2 Work out the patterns Nine questions to take this one step further. Why are you stressed at some times but not others? Why in some places and not others? You should learn a lot about your stress here. In itself, this can start to reduce that stress.

3 Life inventory The following eight areas look at stress mainly from the ‘Life’ part of the Mind, Body, Life model: your nature, job, health, relationships, money, home/neighbourhood, behaviour and strengths. Too often we only see the bad things – the weaknesses – and so it is vitally important to look at your strengths (things you may pay little attention to). You need this knowledge when you come to boosting your well-being in Chapter 10.

4 Measure your stress and well-being Three of the best stress questionnaires can be found in this section. You can complete each, score it and make sense of your score – know where you stand. You can refer to these as you work your way through this book to see what progress is being made.

• The GAD-7 measures anxiety.

• The PHQ-9 measures depression.

• The WEMWBS measures well-being.

5 Stress Control aims to weaken the vicious circle that keeps stress alive and bring to life the positive circle that will keep you on top of stress. In this stage, your task is to build your own vicious circle.

6 Set your goals Your goals should be based on what you have learned in the other four parts. We look at good and bad goals. These goals act as your guiding star as you learn the skills offered in the book (but don’t be afraid to modify your goals as you learn more).

Step 2 Making a start

Now you know your enemy, Chapter 4 helps you to get yourself into the best shape and then to pick up some weapons to allow you to fight back.

Sometimes, stress can so overwhelm you that you feel there is no way you can get any control over it. So, at Step 2, we learn straightforward skills that can work well in the short term. This helps you build self-belief as you go on to learn the long-term skills in Step 3. It will help you get rid of the things that may be helping keep stress alive. Then we’ll look at some great self-help ideas you can use to build a sense of control. It divides into three:

• Clearing the decks – where you get rid of things that might be keeping stress alive.

• Finding hidden problems – a final check in case you missed anything while clearing the decks.

• Twenty-five ways to cope – run through these, choose the ones that best fit and try them out.

Step 3 Fight back

This is where you will learn the powerful skills that can help you keep control of your stress.

Chapter 5 looks at how the body reacts in the way it does, and explains why. The breathing and relaxation techniques described will help your mind relax as much as your body in the Mind, Body, Life model.

There are five skills in this chapter:

• Limiting caffeine.

• Exercise.

• Belly breathing.

• Progressive relaxation.

• Healthy eating.

In Chapter 6, building on what we learned in Chapter 5, we focus on what, for many people, will be the crucial part of the book. We explain how and why our minds react to stress. We look at the common sense voice versus the stress voice; look at ‘grasshopper thinking’ and ‘the blinkers’ and, with this knowledge, move onto the three skills of the chapter:

• Building the foundation.

• The Big 5 Challenges.

• Breaking stress up.

Many people will start to feel the pieces of the jigsaw coming together in Chapter 7 as they see how the Body and Thought skills merge with the Action skills. We look at how actions are affected by stress and divide them into avoidance and behaviour. We show how each feeds stress and how, by learning the skills, we can learn to starve the stress. The three skills are:

• Facing your fears.

• Stepping out of your comfort zone.

• Problem solving.

A good number of people have actual panic attacks, but just about all of us have panicky feelings. Chapter 8 looks at skills to tackle both. One of the big issues with panic is the ‘fear of fear’ where you become afraid of the way you have reacted to fear, and so fear that something awful is happening to you because, e.g. your heart is racing or you feel breathless. This chapter will look at different types of panic feelings and explain how to cope with them or, even better, how to prevent them. We will look at the role of breathing in some detail. There are four main skills:

• Controlling your body.

• Controlling your thoughts.

• Controlling your actions.

• Reducing the risk of feeling panicky.

Stress often leads to poor sleep; poor sleep leads to stress. In Chapter 9 we look at why getting a good night’s sleep and recharging your batteries is crucial to controlling daytime stress. We will look at the ‘sleep cycle’, the importance of deep and dream sleep (REM), different types of sleep problems and reasons for poor sleep. There are two sleep skills:

• Sleeping tips.

◽   Your sleeping needs.

◽   Your bedroom.

◽   Calming your body.

◽   Calming your mind.

◽   Building up good habits.

• Retraining your sleep.

Step 4 Boost your well-being

Chapter 10 focuses on all aspects of the Mind, Body, Life model. Up until now we have worked on getting rid of bad things: stressed thoughts, panicky feelings, poor sleep, etc. Now we turn to strengthening good things and, by doing so, boosting your sense of well-being.

We’ll look at why well-being is crucial to controlling stress. We’ll look at ‘flourishers’ and ‘languishers’ and why ‘flourishers’ do so well in life. We then focus on helping you to ‘flourish’. There are three stages:

• Four steps to well-being: connect, be active, keep learning, give.

• Mindfulness: take notice.

• Be the best version of you: compassion and gratitude.

Step 5 Stay on top of your stress

In Chapter 11 we make sure you can see the big picture and show you how to use your new skills to face the future with confidence. You will learn about SMART goals as a useful way to tackle problems, and will find tips on ways of coping.

Each of the chapters is one piece of the jigsaw which, once put together, will allow you to see the bigger picture that leads to stress control.

The ultimate aim of this book is to turn you into your own therapist. So the final, and most important, piece of the jigsaw can now be slotted into place – you. Believe in yourself. Because you matter.
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