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INTRODUCTION
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Hands up who feels stressed?

I’m pretty sure most of you raised an arm or maybe just nodded your head. And if you didn’t, I’m almost certain you will have felt stressed at some point in the last couple of weeks or months. Stress is ubiquitous, and can be found in all corners of life. Often it can feel like there is a constant undercurrent of it, present when we’re moving through the day. It can also crop up when we are triggered by things from the past, be it an irritating buzz of background noise or an all-consuming bombardment that blindsides us. We all feel it, yet none of us want it. Not only does it sting in the moment, but it can have a very real and long-lasting impact on our mental and physical health.

Writing this book has been a bit of an emotional roller coaster. More so than any book I’ve written before. The roller coaster began with an urgent ascent of enthusiasm and excitement to tackle such a huge subject. This quickly turned to worry that I wouldn’t be able to do this gargantuan subject justice. That worry ironically turned to – you guessed it – stress. Reaching that point felt like a dead end and the nearest I’ve gotten to writer’s block. This dead end led to me stepping back, reassessing how I was responding to that stress and remembering my mission.

The point of this book is not to eliminate all the stressful situations in your life – sadly, that’s usually not possible, as we all suffer stress in differing ways, whether it’s at work, in our relationships, with our finances, our family or in navigating all of these things. Instead, I want you to get curious about stress, notice what it is telling you and bring focus to how you respond to it.

When I have had big moments of stress, it is always the little things that help shift my perspective and stop me from drowning in it all. If we are presented with big, life-altering solutions, we often feel overwhelmed and are more likely to quit before we’ve even started. What we do not need in moments of stress is another thing on our list to worry about, so in this book I promise not to burden you with huge life-changing proposals. I want us all to move gently and slowly towards little changes that will help us better understand our own emotional roller coaster and be able to cope when faced with stress. I’ve gathered these little nuggets of advice over the years from my own lessons learned and therapies I’ve tried, as well as the numerous incredible conversations I have had on my podcast, Happy Place. I’ve harvested as many helpful little things as possible and have weaved them throughout these pages.

When plotting out this book my starting point was to create a map of stress. With a deep desire to get curious about the triggers around stress, I needed to have conversations that I hadn’t previously had with the people I know. Strangely, I hadn’t asked my friend Fran, who is an air steward, how she handles the stress of her job. I hadn’t asked my friend Abbie how she copes with having a disabled son. I hadn’t asked my own mum about the physical symptoms she experiences from unprocessed stress. These conversations, many of which are peppered throughout this book with their subsequent learnings, were profoundly interesting and taught me a lot. I interviewed friends and acquaintances with differing backgrounds, set-ups, living arrangements and triggers, which helped me decipher how I would divide up this book.
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The five categories of stressful situations that I talk about are:


	1 Demands. This assesses the everyday demands we face – from others, from society and the pressure we put on ourselves.

	2 Health. Here we look at how stress directly affects our health and how health issues can themselves cause a lot of worry and stress.

	3 Control. Whether you find comfort in controlling every step of your day, or currently feel wildly out of control, this section will explore how each end of the spectrum can lead to stress.

	4 Relationships. Tricky dynamics, intimate relationships, friendships and work colleagues can cause great joy and also stress, so we will dive into managing those relationships better.

	5 Change. Often when great change is afoot, we feel vast amounts of stress. From moving house to dealing with loss, our emotional response will often land in stress. We will also look at how stress can manifest when there isn’t enough change and things become stagnant.






UNDERSTANDING STRESS
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Stress appears to be more ubiquitous than ever. It may seem that way because we now talk about it more openly and understand its consequences with more clarity. Perhaps stress has always been this prevalent but previous generations felt less inclined to discuss it. Or maybe we are more stressed than ever as we attempt to keep up with the pace of modern life – every change in technology, rising prices, societal pressures, and the lack of support for those suffering.

Normalising stress is both relieving and problematic, so we need to stay on the right side of the paradox. Personally, I like to discuss stress. It can be a lonely place to assume everyone else is coping when you’re not. Yet if we just sit back and accept that everyone everywhere is stressed, are we less likely to spring into action to make the little changes that can help us? We don’t want to ignore the stress in our lives, but equally we don’t want to acknowledge it and assume we have to put up with its relentlessness.

As Dr Gabor Maté has professed in his book The Myth of Normal, feeling stressed is a very normal emotional reaction to the abnormal conditions of the modern world. We are over-using technology and diluting true face-to-face human connection. We work longer hours and are not taking proper rest. We are lacking support with childcare, as the nuclear family set-up reigns in the West: where once it took a village to raise children, we are now expecting parents and single parents to cope alone. And we have an increased propensity to compare ourselves to others through social media. These are just a few examples of the many changes we have faced as humans in the last couple of decades that increase our general stress levels. All of these newer societal quirks have been normalised, but we are yet to find the appropriate coping mechanisms to deal with them.

Little Things is my attempt to collate as many supportive ideas, tools and coping modalities as possible, for my sake and yours. I am certainly not sitting here in a lotus pose professing to have all the answers to living a calmer, less stressed life. Please call my husband for clarification that I am not naturally a calm human. I jump to stress quickly, often look for the negatives and flap when it all gets too much. Just this morning my husband sent me an Instagram video of a cat climbing the walls, having been shocked by another cat. The cat was ping-ponging across the room, scratching at windowsills and running without direction. He knew it would resonate, and it did. I am often that cat when faced with stressful situations. I need this book just as much as you do.

I will work through the everyday stresses that most of us feel, but also the monumental stresses – the ones that feel colossal and very permanent. One of the reasons I am authoring this book is because I have certain stresses in my life that at times have almost derailed me, and the aftershock of those moments still echoes in corners of my life today. When it comes to big stress, I cannot make promises to extinguish those circumstances or make your life run entirely smoothly, but I hope Little Things becomes a comforting mate you can turn to in tricky times. This book is your safe space to express how you feel, to vent and rant, and to help you gain awareness of what is causing the stress in the first place. I hope it helps you to spot behavioural patterns when it comes to looking at how you react to stressful situations, as well as the recurring themes that make you feel stressed out.

It is important when reading the interviews within these pages not to condemn yourself for having it easier than others. Do not compare yourself to those in the book. Your stress is valid and so are your struggles. The interviews are there to give you hope, new tools and a little solace too. Each one of us experiences stress in a different way. Our triggers, reactions to stress and general coping mechanisms will all differ. Use this book to get to know yourself and your stress that bit better.

I’m also keen to not exclusively throw shade over stress, as sometimes, just sometimes, it can be a helpful response to what is going on around us. We might feel stressed before we talk in front of a group of colleagues at work. That stress could give us the adrenaline-fuelled focus we need to nail our presentation. Sometimes stress can act as a warning sign, signalling for us to make changes, get out of a situation or pivot in life. At other times it can make us stop in our tracks and reevaluate our lives and how we are behaving. See? Stress isn’t entirely the bad guy.

All stress is welcome here. My aim is that we stop seeing stress as the enemy, get to know it much more intimately, and have a creative, expressive time along the way. Whenever I do deep-dive therapy, and I have done a hell of a lot of it, I learn so much about myself. If that little judgy voice is popping up again, telling you that self-exploration or self-reflection is indulgent, then silence it immediately. You are worth every bit of time and effort. Give yourself the space and time to get to know yourself better. It might feel uncomfortable at first, but through the process of reading and working through this book you might start to learn something about yourself and how you can take back control when it comes to stress.

The most empowering lesson I’ve learned in regard to stress over the years is knowing that we have more of a choice than we believe we do. It’s not always easily practised, but having the knowledge is a great start. When we feel stressed, we tend to react rather than respond. When we react, we don’t give ourselves time to pause and think clearly. We let emotions and past experiences inform how we react and often fall into negative habitual patterns of behaviour. Instead, we can choose to respond. Responding requires a thoughtful pause, a moment of awareness and a considered choice that will better serve us.

I’m not here to extinguish all stress, or to tell you simply to ‘stress less’ about something that’s causing you harm, but I do believe the little things in this book will give you a neat toolkit you can rely on when things feel too much.

Right, are you ready to get stuck into stress? I promise we’ll go as slow and gently as possible. It’ll be interesting, explorative and potentially quite fun. Expect honesty, storytelling, moments for you to reflect and hopefully a sigh of relief as we all attempt to understand stress a little better together.




AN EXPERT LOOK AT STRESS

To examine stress thoroughly I thought we would kick off with a few deep-dive chats with some great minds who know their onions, starting with Dr Jud Brewer, a psychiatrist, bestselling author and thought leader who specialises in habit change and the science of self-mastery. He has spent years studying the habits we form, often in times of stress, and how we can use mindfulness to help with creating new thought patterns and behaviours. I’m keen to learn more about what is going on mentally, physically and emotionally when we experience stress.

[image: ]

Interview with Dr Jud Brewer

Dr Jud, obviously we know that there have been very challenging times throughout history and that certain communities during these times will have endured huge amounts of stress. Do you believe we are collectively more stressed now than ever before?

DJ: In the modern world there are a lot more things to be aware of, and we need to get a good balance of what information is helpful for survival and what is not. There is disinformation and misinformation out there, which can lead to overwhelm. Our fear mechanisms are helpful for survival but can also be very unhelpful. Our ancient ancestors might have heard rustling in the bushes outside their dwellings which would lead to them needing to go and retrieve information to gather whether they were safe or not. That information is helpful, but if you look at how much information there is today, knowing everything that’s going on in the world, it’s not necessarily helpful. Seeing all of the bad news out there doesn’t always help and gives us a lot of anxiety for the future. That overwhelm and stress turns into anxiety. That anxiety can then turn into fear and dread for the future. We are so used to looking into the future.

What is the difference between stress and anxiety?

The biggest difference is that stress has a clear object or precipitant, while anxiety doesn’t necessarily have one. Anxiety is a feeling of nervousness about an event or time in the future.

How is stress impacting the physical body?

It’s hard to quantify but the consensus is that the mind and body are connected, and that stress has a big impact on the physical body, but it is also reciprocal. If we are enduring physical stress, we are then more susceptible to mental stress. There is no clear physiological benefit of experiencing anxiety in the short term or the long term: it can raise blood pressure and it can cause cardiac issues, as well as a host of other problems. The reciprocal relationship between the body and mind is significant and we are still early on in our studies as to how badly the body is affected by mental stress and vice versa. I don’t think the details of how stress affects the body are important: we know it’s bad and that’s all we need to know.

We will all experience stress in our lives, but how we cope with it will differ. Do you think our coping mechanisms are purely down to where and how we grew up?

I don’t think it’s that simple. It can certainly influence our conditioning. The modelling from our parents absolutely affects us; yet some people are just born chilled out and that could be down to our genes, and we have no control over our genes. What’s important to remember is that we do have control over our minds, and that’s where we can really start to see the results of the moments where we are reacting vs responding to stress. We can train our brains to get in the habit of responding to stress differently.

When we are stressed, one way we might react to that stress is to fall into bad habits. We don’t make the best choices and bad habits usually equal a quick fix of pleasure. How do we begin to break bad habits, so we respond rather than react to stress?

We found in our studies that there is a three-step process for behavioural change. The first step is being able to recognise what the habitual behaviour is. The moments where we are turning to social media, alcohol or where we get into a bad habit loop of worrying; whatever behaviour distracts us and makes us feel like we are in control. So, acknowledge these actions; if you’re on autopilot you might not even be aware of your reactions.

The second step is to hack the brain and understand that the only way to change habits is through adjusting the reward value of a behaviour. We might assume that once we spot a bad habit we can just choose to stop doing it, but it doesn’t really work like that. Willpower alone won’t work. It’s not how our brain operates. Willpower is more myth than muscle. Neuroscience tells us the brain wants to do things that are rewarding. We have to ask ourselves a simple question: ‘What am I getting from this?’ We have to drop in and see how rewarding the experience actually is. If it’s not rewarding, we are going to become disenchanted and then step out of the process of doing it. Using an app, we studied overeaters and saw how quickly the reward value changed when we asked participants to focus on how rewarding the experience was. We found that it only takes 10–15 times for someone paying attention when they overeat for the reward value to drop below zero. It doesn’t take a lot of time; it takes awareness. It’s the same with worrying. You start to become aware that the worrying is doing nothing for you. It’s a critical step, as you have to become disenchanted with the bad habit once you see how unrewarding the behaviour is. You need a better offering, but it can’t be a substitute. For example, you don’t want to substitute candy for cigarettes. You have to find something that is intrinsically rewarding. You can bring curiosity to a craving and instantly notice which feeling is better. Worrying or curiosity? When you get curious you start to see that the cravings are just physical sensations and thoughts. When you are curious about a feeling or behaviour, the change part of the process is almost effortless, as awareness becomes the magic pill.

Neuroplasticity [the brain’s ability to form new connections through learning and other experiences] is deeply empowering, as each time you make a positive change you feel encouraged to do it again. Some of this is also surely about discomfort? It seems we are all becoming increasingly allergic to discomfort, but my belief is it’s imperative to sit with discomfort to move through loops of bad habit. Is this correct, Dr Jud?

I agree. I think in today’s world we are more and more habituated to this narrative that we should never be uncomfortable. Take a pill, use a distraction, et cetera. Even if you’re at the traffic lights you see people’s laps glowing as heads are craned down towards phones, as collectively we can’t even deal with a three-second wait for the lights to change. That’s the level of distress tolerance that we now lack. That’s now being modelled to kids, which is not good.

I had a patient who came in and told me his head was going to explode if he didn’t have a cigarette. I used a whiteboard and a marker and diagrammed what it felt like for him. We created a graph which illustrated how his craving grew and grew and then crested and dived back down. The patient looked at the graph and realised that, at the crest of the craving, he always smoked, but that he didn’t have to as the craving peaked then troughed naturally. He had just never waited long enough to find that out.

How does mindfulness weave its way into the conversation of stress reduction?

The short answer is that if you look at that three-step process we talked about earlier, you can see it in play. I think of mindfulness as awareness, but alongside curiosity. You have to be aware if you’re in a habit loop – you’ve got to be aware of what the results are – but you also have to be curious about that awareness. The curiosity helps us just be rather than constantly do.

Yes, it seems we need to see how short-term discomfort could stop us from experiencing long-term agony and more stress, perhaps.

Yes, but I have to bring up what’s known as ‘delay discounting’ here. The further away the long-term detriments are, the less likely we are to do something about it. If it’s too far away to be a driving force, then little action will be taken. The craving in the now is stronger than the worry about the long term. That’s why we have to tackle behaviour in the now rather than the future. This is how we create positive change.

Meditation is a big part of your life and it’s known to help people when it comes to stress reduction. How does it help us?

I think meditation itself helps us have a dedicated time to practise mapping out how our minds work. We can start to notice our own behaviour around stress and quieten our surrounding noise, so we can look internally more clearly. It is one supportive way of becoming more aware. Informal practices are often equally as powerful as meditation. Whatever piques your curious awareness is enough. You can even just practise being aware of your surroundings for a few moments, but do so regularly throughout the day.

I guess that could also lead to other benefits, such as experiencing awe. We sometimes bypass awe, as we are rushing about and in habit loops.

Yes, I like to think of awe as openness, whereas stress and anxiety feel closed. You cannot be closed and open at the same time. It’s a binary contradiction, so look for what helps you feel open as it will be a lot harder to be stressed out in those times.


One of my big goals while writing Little Things has been to explore the difference between stress and anxiety. At times in my own life, I have found it hard to see where stress ends and anxiety begins, as they’ve felt inextricable from one another. Dr Jud’s explanation has unpicked the psychology and allows us to differentiate between the two. As a recap: stress has a clear precipitant whereas anxiety doesn’t. To get even more granular, this means that when we are stressed, we can clearly notice the situation, person or problem that is causing the emotion, whereas with anxiety the catalyst may be untethered and unrelated to one specific and acute cause. Knowing this gives us a better chance of finding the little things that can help reduce both. If we know the causes of our stress, we can dissect them and potentially make changes to the situation or our response to them. We may notice our anxiety naturally and subsequently lessening. We may also have the ability to get clearer on why we feel anxious.

I love that Dr Jud also spoke about that feeling of openness. Maybe you have experienced it while looking at the undulating sea, or when gazing at the night stars? It certainly feels a lot nicer than feeling closed and restricted. Think about something that makes you feel that way. I feel closed when I think about overwhelm, gossip and unkindness. It’s a clear way to distinguish the difference between curiosity and stress. Curiosity is an openness, a willingness to explore, whereas stress is a dead end with little room for movement. It’s a brilliant way to bring the physical body into the equation, too. When I feel openness, I feel relaxed, comfortable and alive; whereas when I feel closed, I feel tense, uncomfortable and lethargic.

Throughout the rest of your day today, or tomorrow, come back to this page and note how many times you felt closed versus open. Write down what causes you to feel both.
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Interview with Owen O’Kane

Someone who knows a thing or two about managing stress is my good friend Owen O’Kane. As a psychotherapist, speaker and bestselling author of books Ten to Zen and How to Be Your Own Therapist, he has a lot to share on the subject. I have not only collaborated with Owen professionally, I’ve also worked with him to help understand my own thought patterns and responses to stress. What I’ve learned from Owen has changed my life and given me a lot more mental peace, so I was keen for him to share some of his advice here.

Owen, do you see themes in the causes of stress in your patients? Are there common themes that are universal?

OO: Despite the uniqueness of people’s stories, I do see themes that are common in the causes of stress. These tend to fall into four categories and I believe they are universal, especially in western society:

People generally struggle with the uncertainty and unpredictability of everyday life and its challenges. If anxiety is an intolerance of uncertainty, then we are an anxious, stressed population. But my preference is not to label this diagnostically: rather, I like to view this through the lens of humanity. To be human is to sometimes struggle.


	1 Many people are overwhelmed with the volume of life’s demands and don’t find a balance that enables them to cope better.

	2 We live in a world that is increasingly busy, noisy, polluted, divided, threatened, discontented, virtual and disconnected. This is creating an experience of destabilisation.

	3 The human mind is ‘hard wired’ to be vigilant for threat, which is the healthy side of stress. That said, it is not equipped to be on high alert all the time, which many people are.



Do you think we collectively underestimate the physical impact stress has on us?

Unquestionably, yes. Neuroscience, modern medicine and psychology inform us that prolonged or chronic periods of stress have a detrimental impact on physical health. We cannot separate mind and body; they are interlinked. There is always two-way communication between both. If the mind is depleted or struggling to function well, then it will communicate that clearly to the body. Consequently, a highly stressed mind will mirror in the body through illness.

I think of this as nature’s way of trying to force someone to stop, slow down or reregulate. Mind and body are in a constant state of trying to find a place of balance and equilibrium. Of course, the same is true during periods of illness or physical neglect, when the body communicates with the mind in the same way. There are constant feedback loops of communication between both worlds. Learning to listen and work with both is crucial.

Why do some of us cope better with stress than others?

Some traditional research links ‘coping well’ with two personality types: Type A and Type B personalities. It is thought that Type A personalities are more likely to be predisposed to stress than their counterparts, Type B. While this makes sense to a point, I don’t entirely agree.

I believe the reasons why some people cope better are more varied and complex. In my experience there is never a single factor. People come with a story. That story may include negative experiences such as adversity, trauma, deprivation, family dysfunction, poverty, crime, sociological factors, cultural norms and learned experiences. The list is endless. It is also worth remembering that someone’s ability to cope isn’t a linear process. It may change during certain periods in life, for example with bereavement, loss or any period of major transition.

I think we need more focus and research on the ‘how’ we can help people cope rather than the ‘why’ they aren’t coping. People aren’t one thing or the other. We will never have a definitive answer to the question of why. But we can find breakthroughs in helping people move forward.

What do you believe is the difference between stress and anxiety?

For me this is almost like the ‘you say tomato, I say tomato’ thing. Sometimes it’s just linguistics.

Stress itself isn’t considered a mental health disorder under DSM [Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the principal guide to psychiatric disorders used in the US] guidelines. That said, acute stress disorder is. This is said to be linked to specific fear behaviour after a traumatic event.

Anxiety disorders can fall into several categories: for example, generalised anxiety disorder, social anxiety, health anxiety, OCD and so on.

I believe we need to focus less on pathologising people with labels that include the word ‘disorder’. You are not disordered if you are stressed or anxious. Likewise, I don’t think it matters too much whether stress causes anxiety or vice versa. My interest is human distress.

To be human means that sometimes we will all struggle. There will be times when the human mind will work harder than it needs to and enter a hypervigilant, protective state. Yes, it’s trying to help and protect us! When we realise that, we can begin to negotiate with the mind and learn ways of quieting the noise and functioning better. It’s really quite simple. But I do appreciate it takes time and practice.

What can stress teach us about ourselves?

I think the message of stress is clear and it doesn’t need to be overly complicated. Stress is an internal barometer that is communicating to you that you are not in a state of balance. Every person’s responsibility is to listen to that message and find their way back. Sometimes support and help will be needed. But there is always a way back.

Here are some other things I think are worth bearing in mind when we look at stress.


	[image: ] The links between self-compassion and stress. How we treat and talk to ourselves is everything. Techniques don’t work if your self-talk is unkind or critical.

	[image: ] When you see stress as an ally, not the enemy, everything changes.

	[image: ] Diet, lifestyle, food, and everyday boundaries can’t be ignored or excluded when managing stress. They are the essential foundation of wellness.

	[image: ] To be connected to others in a time of stress is a must. Loneliness and disconnection feed stress.




As Owen says, the physical body usually responds when we are mentally stressed, and we will dive into this further in the Health section of the book. I love the idea that we can learn to listen to the body and see stress as an indicator that we are out of balance. I’m also glad that Owen brought up the need to talk to yourself kindly. Negative self-talk is a bad habit that most of us are in, but we often don’t realise how damaging it is. While we work through the different themes and exercises in the book, bear in mind the tone of voice you use towards yourself. Are you in the habit of being your own worst critic? Keep coming back to those questions as we explore stress.
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