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1 - Stress - what's all the fuss about?

Instant stress management

Stressis arecognised killer and amajor contributor to workplace illness. Companies worry about
stress becauseit leads to reduced effectiveness; individuas find that the impact of stress blights
their hedlth and happiness. Y et stress is a complex phenomenon. It can't be painted in black and
white. We all need adegree of stressto drive us onto achieve. Neither tota lack of stress nor
sress to excessis good for you.

Theided isto be able to understand your response to stress and to have an armoury of stress
removal techniques and stress defences to employ when the going gets tough. The 'Ingant’ format
isided for thistopic- suffering from stress usudly meansthat there is pressure on time. The ability
to take a gradua gpproach to stress management that hel ps modify your attitude to life without
becoming an irritating chore is very gopeding. Stress management aso suffers from being
associated in some quarters with aternative lifestyles and airy-fairy concepts - by putting stress
management in a down-to-earth series like the Ingtants, | hope to show that it can be a
sraightforward, business-like propostion.

Instant Stress Management is built around more than 70 exercises, mostly taking five to twenty
minutes, which can be used to control stress. There is aso a shorter section of exercisesto help
assess how stressed you are and where that stress is coming from. Each exercise has a star rating
showing particular usefulness as physicd control, emotiond & spiritua control, and defence, plus
afun rating.

What stress is

The trouble with stress is that it's not a matter of right or wrong. We have been conditioned to see
sress as purely negative because of handy dogans like 'stress kills. But you can't live adogan -
and in this case you wouldn't want to. Stressisthe impact of ademand on a human being. The
source can be external or internd. The demand can be positive or negative. Arguably thereisno
life at dl without Stress.

At the physical level we have a pretty good understanding of what stress is about. When the brain
senses a demand for exertion it Sgnals the release of various hormones from glands around the
body. These active agents, like adrendine, noradrenaline and cortisol prepare the body for action.
Muscles tense up, the heart beats faster, the blood supply is concentrated where it is needed,
moving away from 'low need' aress like the digestion and the skin. All thisis designed to provide a
wave of energy to enable you to react appropriately to the trigger: to fight or to run away. To
urvive.
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The brain in action

Stress is dways a baance of the physical and the mentd. It helpsin managing stressto have a
basic understanding of the brain's activity. The dectricd activity of the brain has been typified by
psychologigtsin four different categories. These are specified in the somewhat illiterate sequence
of ddta (0-3 activities per second), theta (3- 7 activities per second), alpha (7-14 activities per
second) and beta (14- 28 activities per second).

In delta state the brain is hardly active a dl. Thisis degp deep, when the body seemsto be
undergoing physcal repair activities. Thetais the Sate where rapid eye movement deep takes
place - the condition required for dreaming. Thisis thought to happen whenthe brainis
reorganizing its information for more effective use. Alpha and beta are waking sates. Alphaiis
unfocussed - it's where you are daydreaming or letting your mind wander. Alphais the cregtive
date. Beta, on the other hand, is focussed. It's the state you move into to things done, to follow a
plan.

The importance of dl thisfor dressisthat being in too high amenta state for adesired actionis
sressing. At the extreme, as your brain activity gets faster and fagter, it can end up thrashing
about, incgpable of making decisons or solving problems Thisis not helped by the fact thet it is
much easier to switch up to a higher state than to switch down, hence the need for stress-rdieving
techniques to help us switch down a state in a controlled way.

We need stress

Stress has an important function. There are times when it isa genuine aid to surviva - escaping a
burning building or an atack. More often it isadriver to get the extramile. Y ou might be an
athlete or an actor, amanager giving abusiness presentation or afirefighter. In any role, sress
can make dl the difference. Everyone who has ever gone on stage knows too well that fedling in
the pit of the somach that says ‘why the hell am | here? - but without that stress there wouldn't be
the huge return that makesiit dl worthwhile.

Pogtive stressis the fud that drives us beyond the commonplace. The very concept of being
'driven’ implies a sort of stress. Without any stress, life would be reduced to the leve of agrazing
anima with everything supplied. No wants, no worries, no interests - not much of alife.

Stress in excess

If things were that Smple, stress management would be al about getting more stress, but therés a
price to pay that means most of us suffer from too much stress rather than too little. There are two

contributory factors. Oneis the added complexity and pace of life. Our bodies were designed for
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sressasagpecia case, but dl too often it's the norm. The other problem isthe nature of
stressors. When we get the surge of adrenaline and other hormones, al too often we don't do
anything to make use of those changes to our body. The requirement is not to fight or to run away
- wejust have to St and take it. This happens with stresses as widdly separated as the rigours of
driving and bringing up children.

One-off examples of such stresses aren't as much of a problem, it's the combination of stress
without aphysical response and frequent, amost constant exposure that does the red damage.
Someone who is constantly on the edge of stress can be eadily tipped into over-reaction by trivid
incidents - road rage isadlassc example. And the body smply isntt built for long-term stress-
heightened activity. Without an outlet, the outcome can be increased risk of heart disease and
other medica conditions.

Theimpact of such harmful sress differswiddy from individud to individud. Some of us have a
more laid-back attitude to life; others will fly off the handle at the least provocation. Aswdl as
such internd inclination or disnclination to respond to stress, our position in life can have a
ggnificant effect. Research in the civil service has shown that there is a very strong correlaion
between stress levels and degrees of self-determination. Senior civil servants, who are very much
in control of what they are doing from day to day, have a much lower rate of stress-rdaed illness
than cleaners and other staff whose workday is pre-programmed. The executives may have a
huge amount of pressure in their jobs, but till they are Sgnificantly less stressed than the manua
workers —that’ s the impact of control.

Doing something about it

It isreasonable to ask if there is anything we can actualy do about the problems of stress, or
whether, like death, we had better accept it because it's a certainty. There are limits to how much
you can change your persondity in order reduce your bad reaction to stress. However, thereis
dill alot to be done. For example, the studies that have shown stress to be related to leve of sdif-
determination explain the link in terms of atitude. If you have a positive attitude, helped by
control, you are lessliable to be badly stressed than if you have a negative atitude, dways finding
fault and never happy with the Stuation.

It's dso necessary to bear in mind that the am of stress management is not to eiminate stress
totally. The good stressthat gives you the edge when you need it is something you'll always want,
it's the negative stress that has to be controlled. This can be approached in a number of ways.

Y ou can defend yoursdf from the stressors, stopping them ever getting to you. Y ou can counter
the effects of stress physicaly, using exercise or drugs to counter the attack. Or you can resort to
emotiond and spiritud reief, bringing acam to the inner saf that resultsin less likelihood of
developing a negative stress response.

This book can't provide al the answers. In some circumstances it will be necessary to get
professona help, or to look to othersto help dedl with your stress. But Ingtant Stress
Management will give you atoolkit of anti-stress techniques to help in most circumstances.
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5.3 Don't bury yourself

Preparation - none.
Running time - 10 minutes.
Resour ces - diay.

Frequency - once.

Almogt everyoneis guilty of procrastination. We put off the evil day when we haveto make a
decison. We put to one Side the problem that is hanging over us because it is too unpleasant to
ded with. We avoid giving someone bad news. The reault is that we have a constant, nagging
worry, stressing us from within. Because of the way the brain works, any such nagging concern
is likely to keep resurfacing, disrupting the other things that you need to do.

Spend afew minutes thinking through your persond goas and requirements. Do you have any
nagging worries a the moment? Are there decisons you really need to make, or actions that
samply have to be taken? Y ou can't do dl these in 10 minutes, but you can decide when you are
going to do them and make a note to remind yoursdlf. Just the action of planning when you will
do something removes alot of the associated stress.

Feedback - Do not confuse procragtination with living for today. Although, of course, you need
to plan and there's nothing wrong with enjoying your pagt, the only point you can actudly liveis
now. If you are congtantly thinking of the future you are totally missing out - and building up
dress. Living for today implies that you don't worry about lots of things that might be. Yes, plan
and take action, but then forget the future until it is necessary to take action. Thisis quite
different from procrastination, where you are congtantly worrying about which action to take,
but never actualy doing anything.

Outcome - Avoid procragtination and the stress that is its inevitable baggage - but remember to
live for the day.

Variations - None.

Physical control i
Emotional/spiritual control &
Defence Dichichichic
Fun Dl
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