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			The key to managing stress at work

			
					Problem: Say NO to stress in the workplace! Take control of your reactions!

					Uses: Respond thoughtfully; stay calm; avoid fight, flight and freeze responses in stressful situations; learn how to improve yourself; stop surviving and start being creative.

					FAQs:	What is the purpose of stress?

	How can we recognise stress?

	What are the causes of stress?

	How can we work with stressed colleagues?

	How can we relieve stress?




			

			As an essential part of survival, stress is an integral part of the functioning of animals and always has been. On a wider scale, it acts as an indicator of danger and can have powerful effects on those experiencing it. 

			In the modern Western world, the level of stress faced by the majority of workers has undeniably increased. It pushes each individual to maximise their performance and subjects employees to the threat of feeling devalued, not being able to reach impossible targets, losing out on bonuses or even having to repay part of their salary for not having achieved results, being compared to other colleagues, and so on. These requirements put people under enormous pressure. Unfortunately, it is not surprising to hear of more and more cases of depression, burnout and the use of anxiety medication.

			But why do we get ourselves in such a state? In this guide, we will try to understand how to control stress and turn it into a positive source of self-improvement. 

		


		
			Stress at work: the basics

			What is the purpose of stress?

			Stress is information sent by the brain to warn us that we are in a situation that is beyond our capabilities, makes us uncomfortable and/or makes us feel insecure. Although this feeling is not pleasant, it has always existed and is very useful. It comes from the most primitive part of our mind: the reptilian brain.

			
				
					DID YOU KNOW?

					In neurocognitivism, the brain is split into several parts:

					
							the reptilian brain, the most primitive or instinctive;

							the paleo-limbic brain, which controls our positioning within a group;

							the neo-limbic brain, the ‘library of memories, experiences and information’;

							the prefrontal brain, which controls creativity and adaptability.
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			When faced with stress, all living things (animals and humans) can react in three different ways:

			Fight

			
					An animal growls and shows its strength to impress its opponent and convince them to back down.

					With humans, this reaction results in anger, shouting, banging fists on the table, frowning, violence and insults to confirm their own power and potential and dominate the situation.

			

			Flight

			
					An animal runs away when it senses danger.

					Humans react in a similar way: their instinct makes them feel this same desire to run away. Who among us has not felt the sudden urge to leave before an important meeting? Who has not wanted to go to the bathroom just before an interview or exam? This is more than just a feeling. This kind of behaviour has a physiological cause: quickly escaping makes us feel better.

			

			Freeze

			
					When in danger, an animal does not move. It stays frozen in the hope that it will go unnoticed and be forgotten. Have you ever turned on a lamp to see a spider completely motionless on the wall? When driving at night, have you ever been shocked when a rabbit notices your headlights but stays frozen on the road?

					Humans can experience such shock in some situations that they become disorientated and literally paralysed. They are sometimes unable to respond when, for example, a cabinet falls on a colleague who is standing near them. Similarly, some will remain speechless while their boss shouts at them and ten minutes later, once they are out of this state of inertia, will find the arguments and excuses they should have used. Finally, sometimes humans feel such despair that it causes them to abandon everything. 

			

			Stress: an indicator of personal limits

			As we have already mentioned, stress acts as an indicator. It sends us a message and tells us when we are at our limits.

			When an event or conversation throws us into a state of tension, this external element clashes with our sensitivity. It reminds us of our vulnerability, a bad experience or a memory, and our mind goes into stress mode as a survival reflex, because we do not want to relive the situation. The reptilian brain takes over our reactions to protect us and spare us from having to relive these difficult memories.

			Whatever our reaction (fight, flight or freeze), we eventually start to wonder about the nature of this stressful event. Is it the environment that causes stress, or is it the emotion or memory it awakens in us? 

			Feeling stress allows us to recognise our limits and get to know ourselves better. By observing the mechanisms that send us into survival mode (stress), we realise that bad memories or even fears (wanting to avoid something at all costs) will constantly arise in our lives in several different forms. This means that you need to know yourself: if you try to get rid of your stress without confronting it, you may end up trapped.

			 “I resented my father’s authority but I never dared to tell him. Throughout my childhood, my mother would put herself between us to stop us arguing and calm me down. I never knew how to communicate my limits or my feelings. I blamed myself and waited until I could move out and get away from him.
After graduating, I found a job with an authoritarian boss. This makes me uncomfortable and I can’t face him. He senses my weakness and respects me less and less.
To protect myself, I either pretend to be indifferent – but it’s eating me up – which agitates my employer even more, or I put my heart and soul into doing an impeccable job to avoid reproach. The hours spent on the job affect my judgment: my managers point out my mistakes and the criticism kills me. I feel under pressure, less and less like myself, I lose my feet and start to doubt my abilities. I’m afraid of cracking, the noose is tightening…
In my relationship, I don’t like confrontation. I tend to take my wife for granted, which she hates and which makes her feel neglected. She complains, blames me and I remove myself from the situation. Our relationship is falling apart because I leave to avoid her, and return later on without warning. Her frustration makes her say hurtful things. Even though my intentions are good, I feel like everyone is against me. There’s nothing I can do.” (Louis, 36)

			This pattern will repeat itself for as long as Louis chooses not to address the facts and understand the source of his stress.

			
					What lies behind his behaviour? Why does he react this way?

					What is replayed every time, confronting him with the same problems?

			

			He must find a suitable way to cope with the situation, get out of this pattern and take action. Sometimes, certain steps require the support of a professional to effectively help us as we work to liberate ourselves.

			
				
					SELF-REFLECTION

					Take the time to observe yourself after a stressful situation:

					
							How do you feel?

							What do you notice about the patterns in your life? Are there things that are repeated or dynamics that reappear in different scenarios?

							Are you able to identify the first domino that causes the others to fall?

							What could you do today to escape this tension, without hurting yourself or other people?

					

				

			

			Overcoming stress and being yourself

			Not only can stress stop you from being yourself, it can also stop you from fulfilling your potential and developing your skills.  

			Indeed, when faced with a cause of stress we naturally respond with an emergency mechanism: when in an uncomfortable or difficult situation, we flee, get angry or remain speechless and frozen. Whatever our reaction (fight, flight or freeze), we lose control of ourselves and disconnect from our desires and needs, which are important to us, and lose our uniqueness. We are in survival mode and this tense situation has an impact on our body, making us mentally and physically tired.

			A meeting can become a more productive, efficient discussion and we can manage it better if we stay calm and are in full control of ourselves. Our posture will be friendlier and we will talk more fairly. Solutions will also be put in place sooner if we work on them ourselves and we will be less exhausted by the process.

			Stop surviving and start being creative

			The action-reaction relationship

			To help us understand this survival mode and the ways we can change it, it is worth bearing in mind that we inherited behaviours from the animal kingdom. When faced with a stressful situation, we act based on instincts or reflexes:

			You speak.
I answer.
You act.
I respond.

			With this type of action-reaction relationship, responses just burst out. We see external elements and events as attacks that we must fight against. At this point, we convince ourselves that we must be on our guard and ready to react before we are destabilised. A rapid response seems to be our best way of protecting ourselves, like an unstoppable force against the unpredictable outside world.

			Watch out: by reacting this way, we distance ourselves from who we really are and forget our values. In reality, we only take a short time and space to find a behaviour appropriate to the situation. Our responses are often limited and rarely targeted. The noose is tightening and this leaves little room for manoeuvre. We have reacted without thinking, and our words and actions may not reflect our true self. 

			Isolation

			Following this logic, we also tend to seek a comfort zone, which makes us feel safe, and follow a routine with our thought and actions. This makes our judgments relatively rigid (which ensures internal stability) and we begin to simplify the facts – good or bad – and to categorise people – good or bad. Our minds are closed by certainties, leaving little room for other perspectives. If we repeat the same attitude on numerous occasions, we risk no longer being able to think of other options. Finally, our actions are guided by what others may think of us: fear of being misjudged, fear of rejection by others, and so on.

			This mindset closes us off from everything. We isolate ourselves, restricting and hardening our vision of life and our perception of things and others. Beyond this, we are put under pressure and feel constant stress. Life, work and other people seem like a weight that we have to carry and it takes more and more effort to go on and be efficient. With this burden weighing heavily on our shoulders, we fade away.
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			But why be on Earth if we are not going to exist as human beings, able to love, accept each other and ourselves and assert our strengths – which everyone has – at work and in society?

			From survival to creativity

			To get to this reality, we must imagine the following situation:

			
					a ‘self’, surrounded by limits (the body);

					an external element (a situation, a person), which is also limited.

			

			When this exterior comes to us (in other words, when something happens), the boundaries of this element join with our own, like two joined hands.

			Between the two entities in contact, there is a dedicated meeting point. This is a neutral zone, a kind of no man’s land, where everyone takes the time and space they need to find their inner selves. At this stage, it is important to ask the right questions in order assess the best answers and work out how to behave in the situation, based only on your ‘self’:

			
					What is important to me?

					What do I want?

					What causes me discomfort?

					What do I want to say or do?

			

			This meeting lets us see what is happening outside without feeling invaded so that we can then decide how to react more effectively. Through this meeting, we learn how to connect with ourselves and determine what affects us personally. Taking a step back also allows us to respect ourselves. Previously, our behaviour was dictated by the fear of being judged or rejected. Now, this meeting area enables us to get in touch with our personal opinions, meaning what we think and what constitutes our unique ‘self’.

			Stress in the workplace

			Social context

			According to the American sociologist Hudson, the changing social context seen over the last few decades has caused increasing pressure on businesses today. Stress is a feature of the daily lives of many workers, whose superiors constantly expect a high level of performance from them. At the root of these changes in mindset, there are various factors that weaken the individuals:

			
					Time for learning. Before, the time spent learning a trade was very limited – a study period usually came before a second phase where we chose a specific trade. Nowadays, we are constantly learning. After leaving school, it is not uncommon for people to specialise, take additional training courses or embark on a career change. There are even some senior citizen schools that offer free courses. Our learning never stops, and we even learn how to learn!

					The phases of life. Life used to be split into two periods: childhood and adulthood. Today, our lives are like books with chapters organised according to our experiences: studies, time abroad, marriage, divorce, career change, moving house, making new friends. The routes are varied and the resulting changes structure our lives in different ways.

					The pace of life. Older generations worked hard and tirelessly in the hope of better days later on; it was clear to them that the future was a source of happiness, joy and health. Nowadays, this view of life is losing ground: people want everything, and they want it now. They no longer want to wait, as the future is too uncertain, things are changing and fashions are changing so quickly. Today’s society constantly pushes us towards consumption, telling us that we can have a perfect life if we buy a particular product. A promise of happiness is often far removed from what we feel in reality. This also puts us under considerable pressure because achieving and maintaining a certain standard of living always requires more spending. The market is relentlessly creating new products, which then create new needs and desires.

					The organisation of society. The importance of patriotic, religious and family values once brought some stability. People had careers in the same company and the feeling of security came from external structures. Today, there are constant crises in the world, religious beliefs are not shared by all and everyone lives according to their own ‘philosophy’ of life, inspired by spiritual or philosophical sources and personal experiences. Families are breaking down, international openness is encouraging more and more people to relocate, companies are making people redundant, and so on. In this situation, people’s sense of security has to come from within.

			

			These societal changes are difficult for some people: they weaken their perception of life and they prevent recovery from certain events. Moral fatigue then set in because they believe that they are constantly sat on an ejector seat. We can also add the beliefs and insecurity experienced by some workers in their professional environment:

			
					Staff are put under pressure, because this makes them more productive for a short time.

					Nothing is ever certain. We no longer necessarily have a career in society, nobody is indispensable and only the most motivated people have a place. 

			

			
				
					SELF-REFLECTION

					
							Are there specific beliefs in my workplace?

							What are the sources of stress at work?

					

				

			

			The symptoms of stress at work

			If ignored, stress is like a storm that sweeps away the things in its path.

			
			
					Initially, the stressed person ignores their discomfort and convinces themselves that it will get better in time. They overcome their anxieties and are more careful to not make mistakes.

					In the next stage of stress, they become aware that bad things happen all the time. They realise that this puts them under pressure, distracts them, prevents them from sleeping, undermines their relationships with others and isolates them. They will constantly fight against the bad events when they return home.

					If the situation gets even worse, their work will suffer more and they will risk making bigger mistakes. This person is lost, mentally and physically. They struggle to keep up and everything requires more energy.

					Then comes the despair and the desire to give up on everything. What good does it do if everything is dull and lifeless, without joy and motivation?
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