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Introduction to stress? 
 

For many people, stress is so commonplace that it has become a way of life.1 
 
Stress is ‘normal’ and can have an important safety and life saving function.  
But – and here is the but ... stress is designed to be a short term response to 
threat or fear (real or perceived), designed to protect you.  When stress is 
continuous, unrelenting and possibly out of proportion to the actual threat, 
and when it is no longer offering that life saving, or safety function, it can turn 
into a killer. 
 
Stress is a real problem in today’s society.  Literature claims that stress affects 
an enormous number of people and the recent economic crisis has escalated 
those figures.  In the UK in recent years, prescriptions for antidepressants has 
risen 38%, with 43 million prescriptions being written each year2.  In the USA, 
18% of the population suffer from anxiety disorders3.  More than half of 
Americans say they fight with friends and loved ones because of stress, and 
more than 70% say they experience real physical and emotional symptoms 
from it4”. 
 

 The Health and Safety Executive5 in the UK have reported that: 
o Stress affects one in five of the working population from the 

newest recruit in the post room to the board of directors. 
o It is now the single biggest cause of sickness in the UK. 
o Over 105 million days are lost to stress each year – costing UK 

employers £1.24 billion. 

http://www.mbraining4success.com/


 
A quick search on google around the costs of stress, show financial costs to be 
variable, but enormous.  It is after all difficult to know the exact costs, 
especially as not all costs will be directly attributable to stress in any accounting 
system.   
 
In addition, the personal costs to health and wellbeing are enormous: Some 
research studies estimate that up to two thirds of all illnesses seen by GPs are 
stress related.6 
 
I am guessing if you are reading this book it is because you are someone who 
has some experience of stress and you want to know how to manage it more 
effectively. 
 

So what is stress? 
 
Stress is a physiological response to perceived or real threat.  In relation to the 
workplace we often use the term stress to express that things have got to a 
point beyond which we feel able to cope.  We move into overwhelm and our 
ability to cope reduces as the stress increases. 
 
The Stress Management Society in the UK claim that “stress is caused by two 
things. Primarily it is down to whether you think situations around you are 
worthy of anxiety. And then it's down to how your body reacts to your thought 
processes7”. 
 
I like to think that stress is our response to what is happening around us.  You 
can have two people in the same situation and one will feel stress, while the 
other will not.  In some situations stress can be positive: it can lead to action or 
motivation to respond and make changes; it can lead to improved 
performance; and it can ensure you keep yourself safe. 
 
One graph8 to demonstrate the impact of stress on performance is shown 
below:  
 



 
 
This shows that some stress can indeed heighten performance.  This fits with 
the well known research on ‘Flow’ by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in his book 
‘Finding Flow (1997).  Flow state is when the right degree of challenge is 
matched by the right level of skills.  Too little challenge (which could be 
interpreted as stress by some) can be demotivating and lead to apathy or 
boredom. 
 

 
 
So, stress can be beneficial.  It is not something we wish to remove completely. 
 
But - the stress I want to talk about here is the stress which you perceive to be 
damaging to your health and wellbeing (mentally and physically).  Stress that 
makes you question whether you can carry on and cope.  Stress which you feel 
is detrimental to you and you would like to reduce. 
 
That sort of stress begins with an internal response (we often call the reaction a 
‘fight or flight’ response) to something – a trigger or life event, internally or 
externally and the chemical shift in the body leads very quickly into a 
physiological reaction: 
 



 Your blood pressure will increase (and blood will be diverted to the 
body core to prevent excessive bleeding from any attack) 

 You will notice your breathing become more rapid (and you may feel 
short of breath) as your body prepares for an increased need for 
oxygen 

 Your heart will start to race 
 Your muscles tend to tense up 
 If sustained, your sleep may become affected 
 You may have a dry mouth due to reduced saliva 

 

      
 
Physical signs to look for in you and others to indicate you might be stressed: 
 
 Pupils dilate – looking for threat 
 Facial expressions change – you see ‘stress’ 
 Some people may show agitation and fidgeting 
 Over time you can lose or put on weight 
 Increased irritability 
 Loss of sense of humour 
 Depression 
 Low energy, tiredness 
 Recurrent infections 
 Hair loss 
 Gastrointestinal problems 
 In acute stress the level of pain experienced is reduced 

 
Other things you may not notice so readily, or they may appear over time in 
chronic stress: 
 
 Your digestion slows down (saving blood flow for your quick get away) 
 You become less able to fight infection as your immune systems 

becomes less effective 
 Surge of hormones (for example adrenaline and cortisol) to accelerate 

the heart rate 
 Increased blood sugar levels (to supply the energy needed to flee) 



 Difficulty in concentrating (though under acute pressure you can have a 
strong focus on the task in hand) 

 Loss of appetite over time 
 Decreased sexual activity 
 Recurrent headaches 
 Episodes of dizziness 
 Aching muscles 

 
The key to managing stress is to identify these changes as early as possible and 
to respond to them. 
 

 
 

 
Are you able to recognise what ‘relaxed’ and ‘calm’ feel like? 

 
Can you identify those signs and signals which may happen often, so we reduce 

our awareness of them and take them as our new ‘normal’? 
 

Can you set yourself an internal monitor or scale to give you early alert 
warnings when stress levels are rising? 

 

 
 

This is the first step to managing stress.  Be aware of your heart rate, your 
breathing, your feelings and score yourself out of ten on levels of stress.  By 
becoming more aware and monitoring this over time you well get those alerts 
sooner, thereby allowing yourself to change your response sooner to protect 
your health and to keep reducing that score to a level you are happy with. 
 
The second step is to make a choice to change how you are reacting. 
 

 



Common Causes of stress? 
 

 
 
Before we look at how we manage stress more effectively – let’s just take a 
quick look at some of the common causes, or triggers: 
 
Many of you will be working and triggers at work may include (but are not 
exclusive to): 
 
 Not feeling happy, satisfied or fulfilled in what you do 
 Have a workload that is either too heavy or too light 
 Having responsibility that is too much or not enough 
 Expectations placed on you by yourself or managers to work long hours 
 Poor work relationships, even conflict or bullying 
 Not being involved in decision making processes and having no felt 

ownership on what you do 
 Poor or unsafe working conditions 
 Risk of redundancy 
 Constant restructuring 

 
In addition, none of us work in isolation – we all have a life outside of work.  
For some people who do not work, life pressures can be all consuming.  
Common triggers outside of a formal work context include: 
 
 Inability to get work, or loss of a job 
 Relationship issues, conflict, divorce 
 Bereavement 
 Even positive events such as moving into a new home or getting married 

can be a trigger for stress 
 Managing chronic pain or illness 
 Facing life threatening illnesses 
 Caring for others 
 Children’s behaviours 
 Juggling multiple competing commitments 
 Trauma (eg car accident, natural disasters) 



 Long standing issues (eg personality issues, poor self image, lack of self 
belief, carrying hurt, anger or unforgiveness) 

 Changing life circumstances (planned or unplanned eg moving countries, 
birth of a child) 

 Worrying about something that has not even happened or setting 
yourself unrealistic expectations 

 
As humans we are amazingly resilient and able to carry and manage a huge 
number of stressors.  Over time we adjust our ‘normal’ to accommodate – 
gradually building that recurring level of stress up – and barely noticing.  And 
for many, there comes a tipping point, where something small can tip the 
balance to the other side where we feel like we cannot cope.  In fact it is now 
known that long term smaller stressors can be more damaging to health than 
one large acute stress event. 
 

 
 
A key point to remember at this time is that it will pass.  And this free ebook 
will share some of the most effective ways of managing yourself while it 
passes. 

 
 

Remember there is a choice to be made – hang in there! 
 

Other impacts of stress 
 
On top of the ‘fight of flight’ response, stress is also reported to have a range of 
other impacts on personal health: 
 
The Stress Management Society9 says 'Yes'. Study after study shows that 
prolonged severe stress has a negative impact on health  



 
They claim that links between stress and poor health include: 
 

 Allergies      Asthma 
 Colitis       Constipation 
 Depression      Diabetes mellitus 
 Hay fever      Heart attack 
 High blood pressure    Indigestion 
 Menstrual difficulties    Migraine 
 Overactive thyroid gland    Peptic ulcers 
 Rheumatoid arthritis    Skin Disorders 
 Tuberculosis 

 
In the workplace10 stress is reportedly evidenced by: 
 

 High absenteeism and sickness levels 
 Poor morale amongst staff 
 Customer complaints 
 Long-hours work culture 
 Employees not taking their full holiday entitlement 
 Unhappy work environment 
 Low productivity and efficiency 
 Negative impact on bottom line profits 
 High staff turnover 

 
It makes sense then, that investing some time and energy to reducing stress 
and its impact can only be time and energy well spent. 
 

Managing Stress Effectively – 10 Top Tips 
 
The good news is there are lots of techniques to help you manage stress.  This 
list is not exhaustive, but offers you a range of suggestions so you can have a go 
at a number of different ways of reducing your stress response, and find one 
that best suits you and has the greatest impact. 
 
The very fact you are reading this ebook shows how strong and capable you 
are.  Once you put these steps into action you will start to notice you feel 
better and your mood improves: you will start to get things back under control 
and feel on top of things again - so you can start to do more of what you want 
to in life. 



 
Step 1 – Looking after yourself physically 
 
Exercise and diet are extremely important in managing stress.  Good nutrition 
is essential, as is attending to your probiotic intake to ensure your gut health is 
optimal.  Recent research has shown that the gut brain has a much more active 
role to play in mood than we previously thought.  The release of serotonin is 
largely from the bowel and disruption to bowel function can have a direct 
impact on mental health. 
 
Avoid foods which are high in caffeine (which increase the stress response) and 
processed sugar, which disrupt your energy release processes.  A balanced diet 
with plenty of natural foods (such as fruit and vegetables) is ideal, with a supply 
of healthy snacks (such as nuts) to help you sustain your energy throughout the 
day. 
 

 
 
Exercise is also a great reliever of tension, as well as increasing your overall 
fitness levels.  It does not have to be excessive (or expensive) a 20-30 minute 
walk three times a week can be enough.  And, if that is done in beautiful 
scenery, while looking up at the sky and enjoying the fresh air, you will notice a 
difference within a couple of weeks of establishing that as your new healthy 
exercise plan. 
 
Think about making yourself accountable, especially in the early days to ensure 
you do what you say you will do – even better recruit someone to come with 
you – to make it even more fun. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE:  
If you have not been doing any exercise – talk with your GP about how best to 
implement a new plan to ensure you are safe.  Start at a level appropriate to 
where you are and work from there.   
 
 



Step 2 – Taking time out to relax 
 
When was the last time you took time out just to care for yourself?  Maybe had 
a rest at the weekend, or booked yourself a relaxing massage?  Spent time just 
sitting with a friend or read a book?   
 

 
 
Relaxation is essential in our busy lives.   
 
You already know what gives you that sense of relaxation – so what will it take 
for you to build that into your weekly or fortnightly schedule?  You are worth 
it…. 
 
Step 3 – Connecting with others 
 
David Rock, a neuroleadership coach, is re-writing what we thought we knew 
about motivation.  Many of you will have heard of Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs.  It places basic physiological needs at the bottom of a triangle – ie if you 
have not got food and shelter, you will not progress up towards the ultimate 
peak of self actualisation.  Rock11 is now showing, through his research, that 
the need to connect with others is also extremely important – enough he 
claims that it should also be part of the basic needs at the bottom of the 
triangle. 
 
Whether you prefer to re- energise with, or separate from, people, Rock claims 
you need to connect with people in some format.  How do you get those close 
connections on a regular basis?  Who do you share your thoughts with and 
share time with?  It is important to surround yourself with positive people, 
people who believe in you and support you and who will support you 
unconditionally regardless of what is going on in your life.  Especially during 
times of stress – find people you can draw extra strength from. 
 
Step 4 – Helping Others 
 
Interestingly there is a lot of research that shows that helping others can give 
us a great sense of fulfilment.  If part of your stress is about not having job 



satisfaction, not feeling valued  or fulfilled etc, then finding a way to help 
others can fill that hole. 
 
What local cause could you give time to and enjoy it?  What gifts could you 
offer that would make a huge difference in the community?  Find a cause you 
can get behind and get passionate about – and give and receive ….. 
 
Step 5 – Stress Management Courses 
 
For some people, being taught some skills in a safe environment, where those 
skills can be practised, can be a very effective way to begin the process of 
managing stress.  Get advice and recommendation of which courses are seen to 
be good quality.  Related courses may include Time Management courses, 
Conflict resolution, Learning to be assertive, Managing change … pick the right 
skill base that will have the maximum impact on your environment and reduce 
your stress. 
 
Step 6 – Gratitude 
 
Studies have shown that gratitude is an effective way of relieving stress.  There 
are many ways you can express gratitude, but one way I have found works 
really well is to purchase a diary and put it by your bed.  At the end of every day 
record at least three things you are grateful for.  This can be ANYTHING!  
Getting through another day, the colour of a flower you noticed while out on 
your walk, a soft breeze against your face, the way someone smiled at you at 
work, something you achieved or completed, enjoying a cup of tea … just three 
things – and make a note in your diary and watch how things begin to change 
as you focus on the good things in life. 
 

 
 

Some people choose to do this using an ipad, or facebook – loading gratitude 
pictures daily, which is a great way of doing gratitude with others 
 
 
 
 



Step 7 - Meditation 
 
Meditation is also very effective to reduce the stress response.  It might be 
worth getting assistance when you start meditating, but an easy way to start is 
to put 5-10 minutes aside where you can sit comfortably and quietly and not be 
disturbed. 
 

 
 
Sit, so you are well supported and close your eyes. 
 
Become aware of your breath – in and out – and as you follow the rhythm of 
your breathing turn your focus inwards.  Notice where you are holding any 
tension in your body (often the jaw, neck or shoulders) and consciously relax 
those muscles as you breath out.   
 
As you feel yourself relaxing, bring to mind a word or phrase that you wish to 
concentrate on, maybe an affirmation such as those listed in step 8 below – 
and say it over and over – thinking whatever you think, feeling whatever you 
feel. 
 
I often imagine I am in a beautiful place as I do this.  Somewhere that is relaxing 
in itself and where I feel completely safe. 
 
As you settle, let any distractions come and go – recognising them and letting 
them flow past you.  Consciously slow your breathing into a nice even rhythm 
noticing your whole body settle. 
 
Initially you may only do 3 minutes or so and gradually this will get longer as 
you become more comfortable treating yourself in this way. 
 
Step 8 – Affirmations 
 
Often when we are stressed we are our own worst critics.  Language is 
incredibly powerful and we need to deliberately ensure we are giving ourselves 



good strong positive messages constantly.  Affirmations can be a great way of 
doing this – set one as your phone greeting, or screen saver, put them on your 
fridge and mirror in the bathroom, wherever you will see them regularly, so 
you constantly reinforce positive messages that you need to hear. 
 
Examples of affirmations include; 
 
 I am more than enough 
 I will get through this 
 I have everything I need within me to be successful 
 Loving myself heals my life. I nourish my mind, body and soul 
 I choose to make positive healthy choices for myself 
 I am my own unique self - special, creative and wonderful 
 When I believe in myself, so do others 
 I love and approve of myself 
 I focus on breathing and grounding myself 
 I am unique and have great value 
 I have a huge amount to give the world 

 
You can create your own or there are plenty of websites which will suggest 
others for you. 
 
Step 9 – Balancing the Autonomic Nervous System 
 
Stress impacts on the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) in many ways.  A 
nervous system which is overly sympathetically stimulated will produce the 
fight or flight response (and is like driving a car with your foot full down on the 
accelerator).  You can however react against that and go into a 
parasympathetic response (like driving with the brake full on), where you feel 
flat and depressed, withdrawn and having no energy.  Some people even try to 
drive with both accelerator and brake both on, which can cause you to freeze 
and feel helpless.  Others switch quickly from one to the other and are in what 
we call a ‘meta stable’ state.  You will recognise those people, they are the 
ones who run on a very short fuse, with regular and significant mood swings 
which are out of their control. 
 
Any of these situations is less than ideal.  What we want to work towards is a 
balanced ANS, where you experience a calm alertness.  This is the ideal place to 
make decisions from and live life form. 
 



So how do you get a balanced ANS? 
 
It is surprisingly easy and something we teach in mBraining.  Fundamentally 
you use a ‘bridge’ to the autonomic nervous system – a physical part of the 
body where you can access both muscular innovation for deliberate movement 
and unconscious stimulation.  The diaphragm is a great example and is the 
bridge we use in mBraining. 
 
It can take as little as 2-3 mins to bring your system into balance – and has 
enormous health benefits from doing so.  Once you have learned how to do 
this you will find it becomes part of everyday practice.  I use it before a difficult 
meeting for example, to ensure I enter the meeting grounded and balanced. 
 
Sit or stand comfortably – with a good posture, so your muscles are not tense 
holding yourself up.  Have your head well balanced, so your neck holds it 
naturally and relax the muscles of your shoulders, neck and jaw.  Tilt your pelvis 
so you have a healthy curve at the base of your spine. 
 
Now become aware of your breathing and begin to settle into a rhythm of a six 
second in breath and a six second out breath (if this is too long to start with 
reduce it to 5 or 4 seconds – the important point is it is the same length of 
breath in and out to balance the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems).  
Take note of your abdomen – it should rise as you breath in – and it should be 
relaxed. 
 
TOP TIP – you can download a free sound guide to assist you with the rhythm 
from mBraining.com.  Under Resources and mp3s – balanced breathing pacer.  
These can be useful to keep an even rhythm and allow you to focus inside, 
rather than counting the duration of each breath. 
 
As you settle into a relaxed, smooth easy rhythm, you can begin to add in other 
components such as breathing in compassion or gratitude, breathing out any 
negativity or tension.  The key point though is the balanced breathing.  
(Ultimately in mBraining we teach people to access all three brains, which is 
incredibly empowering and would certainly be useful for anyone who wants to 
know how to exquisitely manage stress.) 
 
BONUS TIP:  Supplement this process with hugs to release oxytocin, either 
from someone else – or by yourself by placing the flat of the palm of your hand 
over your heart area for 20-30 seconds minimum.  Hugging releases the 



chemical oxytocin and oxytocin works to reduce the effects of cortisol which is 
released as part of the fight or flight response. 
 
Step 10 – Seeking Help 
 

 
 

Sometimes things can feel so stressful we need to seek help.  There is a false 
perception that this in some way is a sign of weakness.  This could not be 
further from the truth.  People who seek help are strong, self motivated, hugely 
able people, who have made a decision to make changes in difficult life 
scenarios.   
 
You do not have to do this alone – it is just a case of finding the right people to 
support you. 
 
Sources of help can range from: 
 
Friends and family who can sometimes be that extra source of support and 
advice, or a listening ear, which is just enough to make the difference.  
Someone who has your best interests at heart and who sits outside of the 
stressful situation slightly and can often be a good first option. 
 
Workplace advocates, conciliators, harassment officers and EAP programmes 
can often provide in-house services to tackle stresses which are impacting on 
your workplace. 
 
Coaches can help with specific issues, for example, related to motivation, 
understanding yourself better or making decisions.  Coaches walk alongside 
you for periods of time and hold a safe space for you to explore more deeply 
what is going on and how you are reacting to it. Seek advice on the credibility 
of the coach, the qualifications they hold and the model of coaching they use, 
to ensure it meets your needs and expectations. 
 



Counsellors also offer a fantastic service to listen to you and act as a sounding 
board, allowing you to work through issues which may have been running wild 
in your head.  Again, do some research on who is highly recommended in your 
area and what style of counselling they offer. 
 
Spiritual advisers who fit with your spiritual beliefs can support you in 
exploring how any issues surfacing fit with your wider life beliefs and purpose.  
Finding someone to pray with for example can be enormously beneficial in 
helping you to stay grounded, knowing then you are not alone. 
 
Sometimes more therapeutic work is required, dealing with longer standing, 
deeper issues and psychotherapists can provide that higher level of support to 
help you make changes in your life.  Your GP can probably advise you of 
services in your area. 
 
There are a range of alternative therapists who offer excellent support, 
including: acupuncture, massage, homeopathy, Chinese or herbal medicine, 
yoga, aromatherapy to name but a few.  Ask around and see what appeals to 
you and your belief structures. 
 
Medical Advice.  Sometimes you may feel you need medical advice and a trip 
to the GP is called for to get you on the right track for sorting out the stress in 
the short term.  Remember seeking help is a sign of strength.  Take someone 
with you if you need extra courage, but you will be met with a sympathetic and 
understanding ear and it might be just what you need to get you started.  If at 
any point you notice health effects, or you feel you cannot cope, then you 
should definitely build in a GP visit as part of your healing journey. 
 
What we know does NOT HELP 
 
Self medicating – if you are using drugs, alcohol, or other inappropriate self 
medications – including excessive shopping, eating, physical violence etc, then 
seek medical advice at the earliest possible opportunity.   

 
 
 
 



A final thought: 
 
Stress is a huge issue in modern society and it is not something we are taught 
how to manage.  The good news is there are many effective, simple, 
inexpensive ways to manage stress.  This book has given you some suggestions 
– have a play and see what works best for you. 
 
I wish you happiness, health and success in all you do… 
 
Suzanne Henwood  
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