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INTRODUCTION

Let me introduce you to the Cupboard of No Return. It lives on my kitchen wall. Open the door and you’ll see three deep shelves, each crammed top to bottom with the shrapnel of everyday family life. Looking at it right now, I can see a golf ball, two hammers, stacks of unopened envelopes, a passport, an academic paper about mitochondria that should have gone into my previous book but didn’t because it was stuffed in here, a broken screwdriver, two taxi receipts, a lightbulb that may or may not be functional, plastic pieces from a board game, a child’s glove and an electric toothbrush charger. The chaos in that cupboard is the cumulative result of dozens of isolated stressful moments in the daily life of me and my young family – from when my daughter lost her glove, to when a picture fell down and I was too busy to put the hammer back in the shed, to when I was running late for work and didn’t have time to put the mitochondria paper in its appropriate folder.

Here’s why the Cupboard of No Return is such a problem. It isn’t just the result of stress, it also has the power to generate stress. Pretty much everything in there has the potential to sprout fresh moments of anxiety and frustration – when we want to play a board game and can’t find the pieces; when we’re rushing to get out and my daughter has only one glove; when the electric toothbrush has run out of charge and we can’t find the charger; when we’re rushing for the airport and we’re down one passport. Even looking at the cupboard is the cause of stress. I can feel it glowering at us as we eat at the kitchen counter, its presence a constant reminder of all the things we haven’t done. Even though I may not always feel conscious of it, it’s broadcasting information to my brain. It’s suggesting, in a surprisingly powerful way, that my life is out of control and that there are problems in my environment that I’m just not on top of.

This is just how the stresses in our everyday lives work. The very existence of stress in our lives, minds and bodies has the power to generate more stress. The more that piles up, the less we’re able to cope and the nearer we move to that threshold at which we simply stop managing our lives successfully. That’s when we become overly reactive, emotional, weary and, eventually, sick. People who are stressed are more likely to fall out with others, binge on bad food and alcohol and fill up cupboards with problems that will inevitably tumble out on top of them at the worst possible moment.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF STRESS

Stress can have devastating long-term consequences for health. Too much of it contributes to the development of obesity, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, strokes and Alzheimer’s disease. Stress is also a key player in insomnia, burn-out and auto-immune disease, as well as many mental health disorders such as anxiety and depression.

Despite these risks, many of us are blasé about stress. We think we can get away with burning the candle at both ends for ever. The reality is very different. Every day I see patients who are literally stressing themselves to an early grave. I know a local accountant who is go-go-go the entire time. He never switches off, and his wife is worried. But because he has no serious symptoms at the moment, he won’t listen to either of us. He assumes nothing’s going wrong and that the stress isn’t harming him. But it’s probably damaging his body so much that, within a few years, I suspect he’ll be hit with a serious health crisis.

Make no mistake, we are living in the middle of a stress epidemic. In fact, the World Health Organization calls stress ‘the health epidemic of the twenty-first century’. Up to 80 per cent of all GP consultations are thought to be somehow related to stress. In this book I’m going to give you a series of practical solutions to help you de-stress your life. Most of them are simple and some take less than fifteen minutes a day. I’ve seen these tools change the lives of thousands of my patients. I know they’ll do the same for you.

MICRO STRESS DOSES (MSDs)

We’ll never completely rid ourselves of stress. It’s unavoidable, especially in this day and age.

We’re living in an era of information overload and work overload and sugar, alcohol and sitting-on-our-backsides-all-day overload. There seems to be more and more pressure on us as individuals and less and less support. Think about something as simple as booking a holiday. Twenty years ago a travel agent would have arranged it on our behalf and spared us all the hassle. Today, many of us choose to do it all ourselves, and this is the way so many things are going. We’re bleeping our own shopping through at the supermarket, having to work out how to fix our own computers by digging around on baffling online forums and poring through endless FAQ lists. Particularly with the recent tech explosion, we have more jobs to do, which is creating more stress in our lives. I call such individual portions of stress Micro Stress Doses, or MSDs. Whether they come from the tech in your life or they’re just the standard stresses that come with being a husband, a wife, a parent, a boss or an employee, there’s not a day that goes by without you experiencing plenty of them.

Take a typical hour in the life of Alexandra, a working mum. She’s had a late night and her smartphone wakes her up at 6.45 a.m. (MSD1). She flips it on and checks her Facebook feed, where she sees that a work colleague is watching the dawn on a stunning Greek island (MSD2). She flicks to a news site and sees some horrible photos taken in the wake of a mains gas explosion (MSD3) and a headline about a hate crime thousands of miles away in Canada (MSD4). She gets a text message from her phone provider telling her that her bill is ready to view (MSD5). Her husband tuts at the pinging of her phone (MSD6). She realizes she has a heavy stomach (MSD7) and a blurry head (MSD8) after last’s night treat of a pizza and an extra-large glass of wine which she had allowed herself after her stress-filled day. She notices there are paw prints on the duvet as Muffles has been sleeping on the bed again (MSD9). She goes to rouse her son, who yells at her (MSD10). Feeling groggy and irritable, she yells back (MSD11). She goes to the kitchen, sees through the window that it’s raining (MSD12), registers how dirty the windows are (MSD13), remembers she has to track down a plumber to check out the weird dripping noise that’s coming from the hot-water tank (MSD14), has another quick look at her phone (MSD15, 16, 17, 18) as the kettle boils, sees the chocolate biscuits that are left over from last night and thinks, ‘Sod it, I’m eating one’ (MSD19). She realizes her son has still not got out of bed (MSD20) and, now feeling really frustrated, barks up at him to get bloody moving (MSD21).

It seems I’m going to have to stop Alexandra’s typical hour after about eleven minutes. And if I were to list every MSD she suffers over an entire day, it would probably take up more space than I have in this book. So you get my point – MSDs are constantly flying at us from all directions, even when it seems that nothing especially stressful is happening to us. While none of us can avoid MSDs completely, this book is going to show you how to deal with their effects more successfully and, ultimately, how to orientate your life in such a way that you’ll experience far fewer of them.

EVERYTHING IS INFORMATION

Taking a deep dive into stress is going to mean introducing you to a new way of thinking about life and health. During every moment of your life there’s a constant interplay of information between body, brain and environment. Your brain is always monitoring what’s going on with you, checking everything from your breath, to your hormone levels, to what’s happening in your gut, to the things that are happening to you in the outside world. It’s treating all this activity as information that’s telling it what kind of state you’re in. In a similar way, your gut is taking information from the food you eat, seeing if you’re in a place of feast or a place of famine. Your immune system is taking information from what’s happening to you physically and emotionally.

Humans exist within an ecosystem of information. All those sources of information talk to each other and ultimately produce just one simple question: am I safe or am I under threat? One of the big problems with the way we treat stress right now is that we often try to tackle it from a single direction. Attacking psychological stress from overwork by practising meditation or by booking and going on a break, for example, might have only a limited effect if the lifestyle choices we’re making in the kitchen, or the fried-chicken shop, are generating constant stress signals in our body through our gut. In this book, I am going to tackle psychological stress, emotional stress, dietary stress, physical stress, technological stress, life stress and much, much more. My goal in The Stress Solution is to impact the entire ecosystem, from every direction, so that the information you are receiving is that you are safe, and not under threat.

STRESS STATE VERSUS THRIVE STATE

When your ecosystem of information decides that you’re in danger, it switches you out of your thrive state and puts you into a stress state. When you go into a stress state, two separate biological systems are activated. The first one is called the autonomic nervous system, which controls all the automatic processes in the body, the ones we don’t have to think about, like breathing and digestion. This system has two branches, the sympathetic and the parasympathetic. When the body receives information that we’re in danger, the sympathetic branch releases the hormones adrenaline and noradrenaline. This sends signals to the rest of the body to actively change its functioning, for example to increase the heart rate so that more blood and oxygen are pushed out into our muscles. This is a stress state. Only when these processes go into retreat does our default parasympathetic branch – or thrive state – come back in control.
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The second biological system that is activated when you are in a stress state is what we call the HPA (hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal) axis. We can think of the HPA axis as our stress broadcast service. Stress, whether it’s physical or emotional, is detected by a part of the brain called the hypothalamus. When it detects stress the hypothalamus releases a hormone that sends a stress signal to another part of the brain – the pituitary gland – which in turn releases a hormone to send the signal all the way down to your adrenal glands, which sit on top of your kidneys. Your adrenal glands then release a hormone called cortisol.

Cortisol, along with the hormones adrenaline and noradrenaline, are your body’s primary stress response hormones. They put you into a ‘fight or flight’ state so that you’re primed to deal with danger.

THE UPSIDES OF STRESS

But the stress state isn’t all bad. Far from it. Your fight-or-flight response has been developed over something like 3 million years in order to protect you. Back in our evolutionary pasts we had all sorts of threats to deal with, not least the fearsome big cat, the dinofelis, which evolved to feed primarily on humans, its jaw and teeth perfectly designed for cracking adult skulls. When we were running from a dinofelis we needed to become a peak version of ourselves.

To achieve this, our stress hormones would kick into action a series of processes in the body designed to give us our best chance of survival. Our pupils would become dilated and sugars would be released into our blood so that we could run faster. At the same time, muscle and liver cells within our body would become resistant to the hormone insulin, so that more sugar would remain in our bloodstream, rather than being diverted to our muscles for storage, and thus be available for the most important organ of all, our brain. Our heart would start to beat faster and our blood pressure would rise to ensure that we could move blood quickly and efficiently around the body. Additionally, our concentration would become heightened and our brains hyper-vigilant to any possible threat. Our immune system messengers, or cytokines, would become ramped up and start sending stress signals all over our body, and our blood platelets would become activated, to prevent clotting from any injuries that might be coming our way. At the same time, our libido would plummet and our digestion would be switched off. In that moment, we didn’t need to be working on digesting breakfast or, for that matter, procreating – the priority was survival. Anything deemed non-essential would be turned down or off.

And these changes would not just help us escape; if we were to get injured by the dinofelis, or had tripped and fallen during the chase, they would have been life-saving. Let’s say we sustained a cut: the immune system, whose activity would have already been ramped up, would be primed and ready to help us fight infection. If we had a bleeding wound, the increased blood pressure would ensure that our brain’s blood supply was prioritized over the rest of the body’s and we’d be less likely to die from a haemorrhage, as our blood was more prone to clotting.

These effects are the phenomenal creations of evolution. But they’ve been designed to work for us only over short periods of time, as we were dealing with an immediate threat, whether it was from a dinofelis or an aggressive human being. We’ve evolved to live most of the time in the thrive state, punctuated by brief moments of stress. The big problem in modern society is that we’re surrounded by stress triggers we haven’t evolved to cope with. These continually activate the stress state, meaning we spend more time in a stress state than in a thrive state. This can have serious consequences for our health.

HEALTHY STRESS RESPONSES AND THEIR DANGEROUS LONG-TERM EFFECTS



		Healthy short-term stress response
		Long-term harmful effect



		Raised blood pressure in the short term helps transport more blood to the brain
		Chronic high blood pressure increases the risk of many diseases, such as heart disease and stroke



		Increased blood clotting will help save your life if you have a bleeding wound, as the bleeding will stop more quickly
		Long-term tendency for the blood to clot will increase the risk of having a stroke, heart attack or DVT (deep vein thrombosis)



		Increased insulin resistance in the short term means that your body won’t store any sugar in your liver and muscle cells. It will result in more sugar staying in your bloodstream, which means that more will be available for the brain
		Long-term insulin resistance contributes to the development of type 2 diabetes, obesity, high blood pressure and the production of harmful types of cholesterol, like VLDL



		The body’s resources are directed at making the stress hormone cortisol to help deal with the immediate threat, at the expense of the production of sex steroid hormones, such as oestrogen and testosterone
		Long-term diversion of resources to make cortisol will lead to hormonal imbalances and contribute to a wide variety of hormonal issues such as lack of libido and menopausal symptoms



		The body’s resources are directed away from digestion, as this is a non-essential function for survival at that moment
		If attention is diverted away from digestion for too long, digestive complaints will result, such as constipation, bloating, indigestion and IBS



		Small amounts of cortisol improve our brain function, which allows it to function better in a short, stressful situation, e.g. being attacked by an animal, or even to perform well in an exam
		Prolonged release of cortisol starts to kill nerve cells in the hippocampus (the brain’s memory centre) and may increase the likelihood of developing Alzheimer’s



		The emotional brain being on high alert to look out for threats is a very good thing if you are in danger
		If this becomes long term, it will make you more prone to anxiety, as you start to worry about everything and see danger when no danger is present



		Short-term inflammation is the result of your immune system firing up to help you deal with the threat and prepares you to recover quickly in case you have a wound that becomes infected
		Inflammation that becomes chronic and unresolved increases your risk of most modern chronic diseases, including type 2 diabetes, heart disease, obesity and many cases of depression



SICKNESS BEHAVIOUR

Over the past few years it has become clear that chronic inflammation can be the underlying cause behind many cases of depression. Much like other stress responses, inflammation can be life-saving in the short term – for example, to help an infected wound heal – but it can start to become toxic when it is not switched off. If the body is receiving regular information that it perceives as stressful and dangerous, the inflammation becomes chronic, ongoing and unresolved, and the body starts to think it is under attack. It’s long been known that one of the clever ways that inflammation fights off bugs is by making us feel tired and reducing our appetite. Back when we were evolving, weariness and nausea would have made us retreat to the back of the cave, in the dark, away from danger, encouraging us to rest until we had recuperated.

It’s now theorized that many cases of depression are in fact activations of similar protective mechanisms. Some of the hallmark symptoms of depression include low mood, indifference and anhedonia (an inability to experience pleasure). In my surgery, these are some of the most common complaints. Take forty-eight-year-old Emily, who used to love walking her dogs, was extremely vivacious and self-assured. Recently, she has been coming into my surgery complaining of feeling down on herself, of lacking self-confidence, motivation and energy, having no desire to go out with her dogs, and that she no longer enjoys seeing her friends. These are the same symptoms we might experience when we’re suffering from inflammation. The body reacts as if it is being attacked by a virus or chased by a dinofelis when, in fact, it is under attack from the modern world. The inflammation seems to be having a psychological effect, pushing us to the back of the cave – or under the duvet with the curtains drawn.

YOUR EMOTIONAL BRAIN

Such cases of depression will likely be exacerbated by specific changes in the brain. We have two large neurological systems which, very loosely, we can talk about as the rational brain (which makes logical decisions) and the emotional brain (which processes our feelings and fears). You can think of these systems as being in competition with each other, each one constantly vying for the top spot. Normally, when we’re in a thrive state, our logical brain is in control and we can make sensible decisions. But when we’re stressed our logical brain steps aside and the emotional brain takes centre stage.

This is entirely the correct response when we’re in dangerous territory. It means that the brain is now hyper-vigilant for threats, which complements the physical fight-or-flight response that primes the body to react. But once the stressor has gone, the logical brain should take back control. The problem is that the brain is ‘plastic’ (that is, it changes its form over time), so the more frequently you feel stressed, the more powerful your emotional brain will become. The more Micro Stress Doses (MSDs) you take on, the more your rational brain will be deskilled, while your emotional brain will grow ever stronger.

The amygdala is a key component of that emotional brain and consists of two small, almond-shaped areas. They grow when we experience repeated MSDs over an extended period of time. The amygdala is an alarm system for trouble. The more it swells, the more powerful it becomes and the more sensitive it is to detecting warning signs in its environment. If your emotional brain has grown too powerful, you’ll start to sense danger even when there’s no danger present. The smell of a summer barbecue is misinterpreted as a house fire. A rushed email from your boss is interpreted as a prelude to sacking. An innocent glance from a friend seems sarcastic and hostile, full of hidden meaning. Your emotional brain is reigning supreme.
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THE FEED-FORWARD CYCLE

The barrage of MSDs that modern life throws at us means that all these exquisitely balanced biological and neurological systems become disrupted. Your brain changes itself and becomes more aware of threats generally, increasing your susceptibility to them. As well as this, your stress broadcast service starts to misfire, sending alarm signals when it should be sending happy signals. Like my Cupboard of No Return, this is a feed-forward cycle. The stress you’re experiencing makes you more sensitive to threat as your body and brain prime themselves against what they’ve decided is a dangerous environment. The more stress you experience, the more sensitive to new stresses you become. Your dominant emotional brain may make you come across as paranoid and defensive. You’re also likely to make bad food choices, have less sleep and drink more alcohol. The physical stress state will begin to damage your body, as it tires of always running in fifth gear, and you may become unwell.

MACRO STRESS DOSES

While this book is primarily about dealing with Micro Stress Doses, I absolutely recognize that some people come into my surgery who’ve had significant Macro Stress Doses in their life – and experiences they’ve had in the past are impacting their behaviour, their psyche, their personality and their health. Over the last few years there’s been some fascinating research carried out on what scientists call Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). It’s been found that people who have had these ACEs are much more likely to have various unwelcome conditions, including auto-immune disease and heart trouble. But people also suffer from Macro Stress Doses in adulthood. Some lose children, or are the victims of violent crime, or have had bad experiences while on active service in the armed forces, or some other form of adverse experience that has left a permanent mark on their wellbeing. If you’re one of these men or women, I believe this book can be even more helpful to you. There’s a strong likelihood that you’re living your life much closer to your stress threshold than most, which means it takes fewer daily MSDs to cause you problems.

My wife, Vidh, has experienced the lasting effects of a Macro Stress Dose. When I was away for work, she used to struggle to sleep. Even though we live on a very busy street, with lots of people around, for some reason she’d become extremely scared and anxious. She’d take the kids into her room, repeatedly make sure all the doors and windows were locked and jam a chair against the bedroom door. Then she’d be up for much of the night, hyper-alert for any unusual noises. Vidh was raised in Kenya. During the coup in the early 1980s, when she was a young child, people were marauding the villages, attacking and killing people and ransacking houses. On one occasion, when intruders came to her family’s door Vidh’s mum put her and her brother in a kitchen cupboard and told them to be silent. Her father used to barricade the doors every evening with large sofas and heavy furniture. She doesn’t consciously remember this happening, but when the story was told at a family dinner one night everyone became extremely emotional. Vidh was in tears. Once she recognized that her behaviour now was rooted in an experience that had been stamped into her subconscious, she spent time talking to a post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) specialist and is no longer so anxious when I am away from home. In addition, since her Macro Stress Dose is now being addressed, she is much less susceptible to all the MSDs that used to ‘stress her out’ because she is now living life much further away from her own, personal stress threshold.

COMFORT INSTINCTS

Of course, stress, whether it comes in micro or macro form, is nothing new. And humans are a unique animal in that, as well as our evolved biological systems, we also rely on culture to help us and shape us. Humans have been coming up with cultural treatments for stress for thousands of years, and I think it’s extremely useful to look at the solutions they’ve come up with down the centuries with an open mind. You don’t have to be a religious or spiritual person to understand the comfort that, say, prayer or practising gratitude or meditation has been for people for generation after generation. Science is just catching up with some of these and is ambivalent or even openly sceptical about others. The good news is I’m not a scientist, I’m a GP, and it’s my job to understand all the latest research but also to take into account what’s worked for my patients over the seventeen years I’ve been treating them.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The Stress Solution is broken up into four pillars: Purpose, Relationships, Body and Mind. Each one represents a stress superhighway that, if you’ve bought this book, you probably need to get under control. In the first pillar, I introduce a big idea that is often not spoken about in the context of our health – meaning and purpose. The second pillar looks at our relationships and how the modern world is affecting them and putting them under strain. The third pillar deals with stress as it manifests in the body, in poor diet, in taking the wrong kind of exercise and keeping unhelpful daily routines. And the fourth pillar looks at our minds – how twenty-first-century living is tormenting our minds and giving us no respite, with a devastating impact on our mental health.

Importantly, each stress superhighway works both ways. A lack of meaning in our lives stresses us out, but too much stress makes it harder to find meaning. A lack of nurturing relationships causes stress, but stress itself can damage relationships. Abusing our bodies with poor lifestyle choices is a significant stressor, yet stress makes it harder for us to make those beneficial lifestyle choices in the first place. And not prioritizing the health of our minds will absolutely raise our stress levels, and vice versa. Just like the Cupboard of No Return, it’s not only a result of stress, it is a source of stress as well.

In The Stress Solution I am going to give you practical solutions that you will be able to apply in your life immediately. Each pillar contains a wide selection of solutions that will help change the information that’s being delivered to your brain and body. I’d like you to start slowly, picking one or two of the easier interventions from each of the pillars, before slowly building up. It is not about perfection in one particular pillar – you are aiming for balance across all four.

You absolutely do not need to do every recommendation. You can personalize this to what you deem most relevant in your life at this particular time. However, the more you do, the easier it becomes to do the rest. It is a feed-forward cycle, just like stress. If you are not sure where to start, pick the one thing that you feel you can do immediately and try it for the next seven days. Bit by bit, little by little, you will start to take control of all the stress in your life. You will learn how to change each stress superhighway from being a Friday-evening-rush-hour commute into a relaxing Sunday-morning drive.

The first pillar, for me, is the most crucial. I believe that the major elements missing from the lives of most people are meaning and purpose. In order to tackle this, you’ll need to have periods of calm space to stop and think and then pursue one or more new activities that you are passionate about. Filling your life
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