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‘This book is dedicated to our loved ones lost to the stresses of the modern world. It’s our mission to help one million people to become unstressable every year.’




This Is Not an Introduction

You are stressed. Aren’t you? If you live in our modern world with all its madness and relentless pace, then you must be. If the title of this book got you to flip a page to read this, then you must really feel it. You did well. You acknowledged how you feel. You seem curious as to what you can do about it; being curious is the most crucial step on the path to recovery. Welcome! You’re in the right place.

Yes. I did say recovery because stress, as in modern-day stress, truly is a disease. In fact, it is the most prominent disease, wearing humanity down and leading to many of the other diseases that we scramble to treat while letting their underlying cause thrive.

Unstressable is a book with a mission. We are not writing it to help you become calm regardless of what life throws at you. This is as much a book about prevention of future stress as it is about healing you from your current stresses. Alice and I have committed ourselves to creating a community that aims to help a million people every year live a life that is stress-free—#OneMillionUnstressable—a movement that we hope you will be a part of.

All of us—regardless of how easy or hard our lives may seem—face challenges every day. Whether it’s a global economic crisis, an argument with a boss or loved one, or a bit of illness or hardship, we all face hardships, but our reactions differ. Some of us feel overwhelmed and stressed, even depressed, while others find a silver lining in their individual challenges.

Could reality actually be far more enlightening than what we were made to believe? Although the challenges that litter our path through life are forced upon us, could it be that feeling stressed is a choice? Could we develop skills and resources to de-stress? Could stress be prevented? The answer is a resounding yes.

[image: ]It’s not the events of our lives that stress us. It is the way we deal with them that does.

Don’t be alarmed if you’re stressed. You’re not alone! We’re all entangled in this complicated, stressful, fast-paced modern world, expected to handle it flawlessly, without the simplest education on how to make the stressors work for us, not against us. This expectation is as silly as asking you to jump into a supercar, race it around a Formula One track in the pouring rain, win the title, and make it off the track alive without ever being taught how to drive.

SERIOUSLY EPIDEMIC

Most of us believe that the only pandemic we needed to face in our lifetimes so far was COVID-19, but this is not true. For many years now, the World Health Organization has dubbed stress as “the health epidemic of the 21st century.”

Research shows that 70–90 percent of all doctors’ visits in the US are reported to somehow be related to stress.1 According to the American Institute of Stress, one of every three Americans lives in extreme stress, 77 percent suffer physical health issues due to the stress they feel, and stress negatively impacts the mental health of 73 percent of all Americans. One in every two Americans has trouble sleeping because of stress2—and those kinds of stats are surely not just a US-specific phenomenon. The global sleeping aids market was estimated at $64.29 billion in 2019 and is expected to reach $101.7 billion by 2026.3

In the UK, studies showed that 74 percent of Brits are so stressed that they feel unable to cope with life; 51 percent of those also reported feeling depressed, and 61 percent reported feeling anxious.4 Stress has overtaken musculoskeletal problems (our aching backs from sitting at our desks too long) as the top reason for work-related absence, with 17.9 million working days lost in the UK alone to stress every year.

What is more concerning is that more than 120,000 people in the US die every year due to work-related stress, and this is despite spending more than $190 billion on treating illnesses that are associated with stress at work.5

How about the rest of the world? Tokyo has been reported as the most stressed city in the world, and Greece, a place we normally associate with a relaxed lifestyle, fresh food, and sunshine, has taken the prize for the most stressed country. Though we couldn’t find stats there, it is fair to expect they will be worse than the US and the UK.

Gone are the days when youth was carefree. The younger you are, the more stressed you are likely to be: 61 percent of Gen Z adults (ages 18–23) report they felt stressed during the immediate prior month. This is significantly higher than for all other generations: 56 percent for millennials (ages 24–41), 52 percent for Gen X (ages 42–55), 40 percent for boomers (56–74), and 33 percent for older adults (75+).6 This could be attributed to the fact that we learn to deal with stress better as we age or that we become more established in terms of resources to make our lives a bit easier.

No matter if you’re young or old, if you live in the sunshine or in the cold, it seems that . . .

[image: ]If you’re part of today’s modern world, stress will have somehow found a way to reach you.

There is no doubt that stress has affected us since the cave-human years. The difference, however, is that it has gone from being the very thing that allowed our ancestors to survive in a life-or-death situation to becoming the silent killer of our health, happiness, and well-being in the civilization we have created.

If we are to view stress as a pandemic, I believe it would be very interesting to trace its roots in an attempt to find . . .

PATIENT ZERO

If our ancestors—the cave people—were not regularly stressed, we would not be here today. Stress was a necessary ingredient of life to avoid danger and keep safe. If a saber-toothed tiger were lurking in the bushes and ready to pounce on you, your stress response was what stopped you from approaching it with a smile, saying, “Aww, cute kitty.” Instead, stress would have set off your fight-or-flight response, which made you run for your life or attack to save it.

Those split-second responses were, and still are, the result of a highly orchestrated set of biological machinery. The amygdala detects the threat and alerts the hypothalamus, which then activates the sympathetic nervous system by sending signals to the adrenal glands, which instantly release the stress hormone cortisol into your bloodstream, acting like the extra octane you need to prime your body to do whatever it must to deal with the present danger.

[image: ]Unwarranted, lingering, unchecked stress surely behaves like a disease.

But it is not a disease without a cure.

Our genetic makeup hasn’t changed much since the era when we lived in caves. Our world has become a lot safer; yet our minds perceive more of what surrounds us as dangerous. As we hunt for jobs, social media likes, material possessions, or a suitable mate instead of hunting for the calories that support our daily diets. As we commute through airports or busy streets to find coffee and movie theaters instead of warmth and shelter. As we plan for retirement, redundancy, and the weekend party instead of storing food for the upcoming winter, the stress keeps mounting until it all becomes too much. So how do we respond? We learn to become . . .

COMFORTABLY NUMB

Stress is pervasive in our lives, spreading exponentially as we stress one another out, and yet, we rarely even acknowledge it as such. Many of us hide it, and many even wear it as a badge of honor. To say how stressed out one is has become the shorthand way of saying, “I’m needed. I’m wanted. I’m invited. I’m important.” We stay alive while it slowly kills our ability to feel joy. We learn to disguise our stress. We try to ignore it, to brush it off and carry on. With time, it grows into a monster, which makes us even more afraid to face it. So we hide our heads even deeper in the sand and pretend that nothing is wrong at all. We learn to accept feeling stressed as normal. We learn to accept feeling tired, even exhausted. We learn to settle for a life lacking in passion and excitement. Somehow we believe that if we’ve managed to live with it so far, then we can live with it a bit longer.

If it’s not fully broken, don’t fix it, we reason.

It’s ridiculous, if you think about it. It’s like being at the top of a high-rise building during a serious earthquake but refusing to leave until you see the concrete cracking.

[image: ]Society’s collective stress is vigorously spreading, but our acknowledgment of its magnitude is steadily dimming.

Pink Floyd, in what I—Mo here—consider the best song ever written (and surely one of the best guitar solos of all time), brilliantly described how we numb our emotions and constantly try to ease the pain just to get on our feet again and keep walking through the show of life. Despite the pain, the song imagines a doctor’s visit where an injection is prescribed to remove all the stresses of life. The lyrics convey how the injection gives enough relief to keep going but only for a short while; it’s a stepping stone and not a solution.

It’s all a scam. It’s time for you, and everyone, to sing it out to the top of our lungs. This stressed-wreck version of me is not how I am.

[image: ]Most of us are comfortably numb.

Alice and I decided to write this book because we firmly believe that the damage stress causes is preventable. One reason we believe is because we’ve both experienced it ourselves, and as we found our paths to a calmer life, we felt the urge to share and benefit others.

Our stress responses are so predictable, they can fit into mathematical equations. Anxiety is a programmed response. The point at which we reach burnout and fatigue can be predicted with as much accuracy as the physics that help us build resilient machines. I use those equations, in a simplified form, to help you redesign yourself as that resilient machine that you have the potential to become.

The equations will show that stress is not just the result of the circumstances of your life, at least not entirely. The stress you experience has a lot to do with the abilities, skills, and resources you have at your disposal to handle the challenges you face. It’s something like the way an obstacle course of many challenges feels easy to a trained athlete who practices regularly, while a walk in the park might feel hard for someone who is not in shape.

Worry, fear, panic, and anxiety too can be studied algorithmically. When we understand the parameters that magnify them, we learn how to address them.

To understand burnout, we will explore a concept known in physics as fatigue—the reason why most objects eventually break not when subjected to a powerful force but to an insignificant one repeatedly. It may sound odd, but there is a lot to be gained from looking at stress in humans similarly to how we study it in physics.

Stress, biologically, too can be described as a predictable machine. It can be viewed as a factory process. Our biological machines control us by pumping chemicals through our bodies. Those drive us to take certain actions that are beneficial for our survival and performance in critical situations. Once a challenge is addressed, the chemicals are supposed to dissipate, switching the stress machine off so that you can return to a normal, healthy life. Sometimes the machine gets clogged and requires maintenance. Like good mechanics, we intend to show you what clogs the machine and prevents it from performing as intended and introduce you to healthy habits that will keep it in good working order thereafter.

[image: ]Stress, being predictable, is also mostly preventable.

Yes, it’s preventable, not just manageable. If you know what you’re doing, you won’t even need to suffer from stress in the first place. This may make you grind your teeth a little (a typical stress response), because this is a big expectation. But we will get you there with one simple model and one (rather intensive) language course.

We will call the model the three Ls—limit, learn, and listen. Limiting the stressors that you let into your life is easier than you think. It’s a bit like driving your precious car carefully so that it stays in good shape and continues to take you where you need to go. Learning is the process of preventive maintenance. It’s all about learning the habits that you need to increase your ability and resources when it comes to dealing with the stress that you cannot limit. Finally, listening is just that—to keep observing the signs so that you know when something is about to go wrong or when the signs are telling you to do something differently. You would do that with a precious car and stop to take care of it when you heard an unexpected rattle.

To listen attentively, you will need to learn four new languages that correspond to the different ways in which stress affects us. You can feel stressed mentally, emotionally, physically, or spiritually. Based on the gate through which stress grabs hold of you, the signs will differ, and how you need to deal with it will differ.

Mental stress is triggered by your thoughts. It happens in your brain, which speaks to you constantly but never, ever tells you the truth. Emotional stress lives in your heart, which speaks in subtle, blended ways that need your complete attention to decipher. Physical stress is felt in the body. The language it speaks is aches and pains that turn into illnesses when ignored. Finally, spiritual stress can only be sensed by your intuition and cured by the balance you need to seek between your true purpose and actual existence.

Ignore the language of stress and it will fester. It will grow to take hold of you and all that you hold dear.

BECOMING AWARE, COMMITTED, KNOWLEDGEABLE, AND SKILLED

The reason our modern world is so stressful is not because of the challenges it presents. Any which way you look at it, our lives today surely present fewer threats to any of us than the lives of our ancestors or even grandparents not too long ago. The reason we are so stressed is because we let our stress fester, accepting and even wearing it as a badge of honor to signify our importance and success in a world that only celebrates those who do, earn, and “influence.”

Stress is our new addiction. One has to wonder why we are so obsessed with being “busy,” instead of being obsessed with feeling amazing.

The reason is four gaps between the joyful state of being calm and the painful state of being stressed. This gap is made up of awareness of the stressors within oneself as well as the environment we inhabit, commitment to change, knowledge of what is needed to live a stress-free life, and the practice needed to build new habits and solid skills.

Let’s start with the first gap: awareness. Please take a couple of minutes now to write a short list of what is currently stressing you. There must be a few reasons why you picked up this book—challenges at work, relationship issues, a pain in the back, a feeling of loss, or the constant demands of life. Whatever it is, write it down. We will call this list your Stress Inventory, and we’ll use it to reflect on later in the book.

Be honest with yourself. Unless you know what’s wrong, there is nothing you can do to make things better.

But awareness is not enough. There is no way you will feel better until you choose to bridge the second gap: commitment.

No one wakes up in the morning thinking, I know how I want to feel today—STRESSED!

The problem is, however, very few of us wake up thinking the opposite. When was the last time you woke up thinking, It is my highest priority to feel calm all day today.

It is this kind of commitment to doing what it takes to remove the stressors from your life through regular practice, to find a path to a calmer life, that changes everything. I can tell you right here and right now that making fitness your priority and working out four or five times a week will make you fit. If you’re an able-bodied individual, I guarantee it. Only when you actually make fitness your priority do you choose to skip that brownie and only when you show up at the gym will you ever start to see results.

Make that promise. Right here, right now. It is worth your commitment.

[image: ]I will do what I can to live my life stress-free.

Living unstressable, however, takes one more ingredient beyond awareness and commitment. It takes knowledge and skill. Just look back at things that stressed you just a few years ago, that you now know how to handle with ease, to remind yourself of the value that your skills and experience bring to reduce your state of stress.

Knowing something is useless until you know how to apply the knowledge practically. You could read a hundred books about how to ride a bicycle, but you will not get a single step closer to learning until you put your foot on the pedals and give it a try.

This is not a five-magic-tips-to-end-stress kind of self-help book. This is a book for someone who is able to understand what needs to change and commit the time to practice making that change. If you find yourself thinking, But I’m busy, remind yourself of the truth. No one truly is that busy. We just like to be seen as busy because it makes us feel important. If your favorite band showed up in town tomorrow, you would make the time to go to the concert. Make the time to save your own life. You can transform yourself in as little as five to twenty minutes a day. You are likely wasting more time feeling stressed every day.

UNSTRESSABLE.COM

To help you maximize your learning from this book, we’re happy to offer you a discount of fifteen dollars on the cost of the first month of subscription to our exclusive community at Unstressable.com. This discount will hopefully amount, more or less, to what you paid for this book (which varies depending on which country you bought the book in). As part of the Unstressable.com community, you will learn about the concepts of this book in video training form as we hold your hand through the practice and reflection exercises one by one. It also gives you access to our community of members, who are committed to living unstressable. There you can meet like-minded people, create a support network, and share your progress and challenges while you learn. As a member, you can also join our monthly live webinars where you can ask your questions directly to us and get inspired by the stories of other members.

Use the gift code IAMUNSTRESSABLE as you register. You can cancel anytime if you so choose, though we would love for you to stay and be part of our family.

Take a minute to do this now before you read further.

MORE CONTENT ON SOCIAL MEDIA

While you’re at it, please take a moment to follow us and the official Unstressable accounts on social media. There we will be posting regular tips and advice to keep you on track with your lifestyle change as you become unstressable. Follow Mo @mo_gawdat on Instagram or @MoGawdat on LinkedIn. Follow Alice @alicelaw._ on Instagram or @unstressable_alice on TikTok. Unstressable itself is @unstressable.official on Instagram and www.linkedin.com/company/unstressable/ on LinkedIn. We look forward to seeing you there.

THE WAY THIS WILL WORK

Our intent with Unstressable is to give you a comprehensive model to surround the topic of stress from every relevant direction. The book will be split into three parts. This is part I—the basics, where we have already covered why this topic matters. In the next chapter, chapter 2, we will discuss the actual machinery that causes us stress—first the biology, then the physics. In chapter 3, we will cover all the different types of stressors—a concept we call a TONN (trauma, obsessions, noise, and nuisances) of stress.

[image: A list includes three parts: Part 1 covers the basics, such as stress matters, the stress machine, and all different stressors, including the 3 Ls mode in action. Part 2 is the language course, which includes mental stress, emotional stress, physical stress, and spiritual stress. Part 3, putting it all together, includes habits of the unstressable.]
In part II of this book, you will start your stress language course. We will take you through the four languages in which stress speaks. We will start with a quick survey to help you take stock of how stressed you actually are and which of the corners of your stress are leading. Then we will flow through the languages: mental stress in chapter 4, emotional stress in chapter 5, physical stress in chapter 6, and spiritual stress in chapter 7.

Finally, we will bring it all together in part III, chapter 8, with a summary of the habits of the unstressable among us.

This is not a quick read. It is the kind of handbook that is intended to give you every tool you need for the task at hand—becoming unstressable.

Before we take the stress machine apart, I think there is one more small thing to cover. I feel we may have not been properly introduced, so allow us just a few more pages to tell you about Alice and myself—our qualifications and why we chose to write this book. If you are already familiar with our work, please feel free to skip directly to chapter 2.

Otherwise, we’re pleased to meet you. Here are a few lines about who we are.

THE MODERN-DAY PROFESSIONAL

I’m no stranger to stress (it’s Mo here, by the way). As a matter of fact, I am the ultimate example of that naive, wild racing driver that threw himself in the race. I remember vividly how it all started with falling in love.

As a young man, though I graduated with honors as an engineer, I wanted to be a carpenter. I wanted to spend my mornings in peace, building beautiful things, and I did. I started a small workshop and made a bit of money, but then came a day when, like all the rest of us, I needed to grow up.

I wanted to start a family with my college sweetheart, Nibal. In Egypt, where we lived at the time, this meant that I needed to ask her father for her hand in marriage—a rigorous interview process for which a carpenter who’s living for his art, surely, was not going to cut it. I needed a real job, and with a bit of luck, I got much more than just any job. I was hired at IBM, which at the time was, by far, the leading tech company in Egypt. This came with good pay, a prestigious title, and a lot of work and stress. But it was all worth it. I got the prize. Her dad approved.

Nibal is a very, very wise woman. She instinctively understood that my hard work enabled us to build a life for ourselves and our future family, and yet she not only encouraged me to slow down to limit my stress, she also did what she could to wipe my stress away. She flooded me with love, created wonderful experiences on the weekends, kept us close to our friends, and planned fun times and vacation. Because of her, we lived a wonderful life with barely any noticeable stress until that all changed.

It was the first time I laid eyes on the face of my wonderful son, Ali. I was in the delivery room when Nibal gave birth, holding her hand when the doctor held up this crumpled little pruny thing, and my heart skipped a beat. I was overwhelmed with love, and like many other responsible fathers, I instantly committed to dedicating the rest of my life to providing for his every need.

I’m sure you can guess where the story went from there. I worked harder and harder to make more money, but still attempted to stay sane until the day when it was time to send my wonderful daughter, Aya, who joined us the following year, to kindergarten. I could afford to send Ali to one of the best in town, but my income then was not enough to send them both there. That was when I willingly agreed to sacrifice myself for them. I stopped taking care of myself and worked every possible hour to earn more. I gained fifty pounds, stopped working out, felt aches and pains all over my body, and suffered persistent headaches that often lasted for weeks on end. I had moved away from being the happy artist that I once was to become the typical example of a stressed modern-day professional.

Things were not any easier for Nibal either. She, now a mother of two, was navigating a new environment where everything was alien and more expensive, with no friends and no family to rely on and with a husband who was stressed, unavailable, and unhealthy, let alone grumpy. She had given up her career to focus on the kids and had to be a true superwoman to keep the complex project we call family on track, and keep the children shielded and happy while everything around them was becoming tense and difficult. As I look back at my life then and how frequently I snapped, I can surely say that this was the most stressed I have ever been. I was a disaster waiting to happen.

Sound familiar?

I will never forget that day. Aya must have been five. It was a Saturday, and Nibal had planned a fun day for us as a family. When Aya woke up, she could not contain her excitement. She was literally jumping up and down as she described the day ahead—“Papa, we’re going to the yummy pancake place, and then we will go to the kids’ park and then to Toys ‘R’ Us. Can we please buy Coke and popcorn before we go to the movies?” I, on the other hand, was anxiously reading a work email, feeling more and more irritated with her interruption until I responded in an angry voice and said, “Can we please be serious for a minute here?”

Serious? What serious? She was five!

And, of course, she reacted as a five-year-old would. Tears poured from her beautiful little eyes as I witnessed with my grumpy gaze the heart of my daughter breaking. That was my wake-up call.

That day, I realized what I had become. I could no longer live with that version of me. That day, I started a journey that got me back to my old happy self until, as many of my readers know, life took me through the ultimate test.

On July 1, 2014, my wonderful son, Ali, left our world due to a medical error during the simplest of all surgical operations. It was sudden and preventable, a devastating tragedy that can break down any loving father, but my response was as unexpected as the loss.

Seventeen days after Ali left us, I started to write Solve for Happy—which was published in thirty-two languages, sold hundreds of thousands of copies, and became an international bestseller—and assigned myself a mission—OneBillionHappy, which aims to deliver Ali’s message of happiness to a billion people and which has already reached and affected tens of millions around the globe.

I left my job as chief business officer of Google X, wrote two more books—Scary Smart and That Little Voice in Your Head, which topped charts and got international recognition—and launched my chart-topping podcast Slo Mo to invite listeners to slow down and disconnect from our stressful world as they listen and learn about happiness from some of the wisest teachers in the world for free. I chose to dedicate the rest of my life to the mission until I join Ali wherever he is right now.

As soon as I committed, I started to recognize the fierce warrior I had always been against unhappiness, depression, anxiety, burnout. Like most of my readers, listeners, and followers, I believed that my journey to being happier started with breaking Aya’s heart and that my commitment to the mission started with Ali’s departure. It wasn’t until Alice asked me to write about stress that I remembered a deep, older wound. It goes back to the only person I remember to have loved as much as I did my ex-wife and kids—my father.

My dad, also named Ali, was a brilliant engineer and, unlike the typical Middle Eastern man of his generation, a bundle of love. Throughout his career, he became a very distinguished engineer in our home country, Egypt, because he led the development of the road and bridge network that became the country’s main economic backbone of the time. He was straight as an arrow, and he fought corruption, which was rampant in the industry when he started, which benefited the country in very visible ways. Later in his career, however, organizational politics led by those who benefited from a corrupt environment forced him to step aside and away from his leadership role. That single moment devastated him. He felt helpless and unjustly treated, and as a result, he fell into deep depression. He spent the last few years of his life in his living room’s chair with his face in his palms, obsessively thinking about what came to be.

I loved my dad dearly, and as I often sat in the chair opposite him silently, it hurt me to witness his pain. He was no longer the happy, full-of-life role model I had grown up knowing. My dad faded away, day by day, as I sat there trying, and failing, to bring him back.

On the last day of March 1991, as I was leaving home to pick up my brother from the airport, he insisted on joining me. That was very unlike him, as he didn’t really like busy, crowded, messy places. I, of course, jumped on the opportunity to take him out of the darkness of that living room. I spent the whole time on the drive to the airport and as we sat waiting for my brother to arrive entertaining him with stories. He did not speak a word back. Instead, he sat there in silence as if he were waiting for something. When my brother showed up, he stood up and hugged him. Then he said, “That’s it; we’re done. I’m ready to go home.”

Those were his very last words. I didn’t know back then that he meant another home away from the pain of depression he had suffered for so long. As I drove back, my brother and I caught up and laughed about a hundred little stories, but Dad did not speak a word. When we arrived home, he went straight to his living room chair and sat down as if he were calmly waiting for something. When my eldest brother walked in with his family, Dad hugged and kissed every one of them. As they left the room to say hi to Mom, he lay on the floor with a sense of calm I had not seen on his face for so long. I didn’t comment. I thought he was stretching his back, but then a minute later, he suffered a heart attack. He looked into my eyes while I held him in my arms, and he quietly left our world.

I spent the whole night in his room reflecting. I didn’t know if I should feel sad to lose him or happy to see him free of the stress and depression that consumed him. In the following weeks, I went back to my usual routine, not knowing the gravity that his departure had had on my life. Recently, I realized that over the years I’d spent next to him in his depressed state, I had subconsciously made up my mind who the real enemy of humanity was. I marked the enemy as the stress that cost my dad his happiness and the depression that took him away from me.

Stress is the enemy. If I had the means, I promised myself, I would do what I could to make sure no one ever suffered what my dad had to suffer. My mission, OneBillionHappy, was set in motion then—the day my dad left our world. I put in the work to qualify for it when I broke Aya’s heart and was triggered, more than twenty years later by my son’s departure, to leave everything else behind and make the mission real.

Now, let me hand the keyboard over to another fierce warrior against stress—Alice.

NO PARTIES IN MY TWENTIES

I was lucky to be brought up in a family where my parents were together and happy. My dad was an entrepreneur who had built successful businesses in property development and renewable energy. He worked hard but always made sure he was also around to give us the proper attention and love a child deserves. My mum is as kind and caring as a mum could possibly be. She dedicated her time to us fully, and as such, growing up, I felt safe, cared for, and very loved. Even when my dad got diagnosed with kidney cancer—I was three then—my parents covered it up so well that neither I nor my sister, Georgina, had a clue what was going on.

Life until nineteen years old was easygoing and trouble-free, mostly, but then it was time for another plan.

After the credit crunch of 2008, my father, like many with money tied up in investments, grew concerned about his business and his family’s financial future. Typical of my amazing dad, he felt he needed to solve it all by himself and carry the burden alone, so we rarely felt any issues at all. But I could sense a different energy. It was the first time I had encountered real worry and stress, even suffering, despite him changing the topic when we asked. We were slowly losing our security, the first of a long line of stressors that flooded my way.

He gradually became unlike the dad I was used to. He started drinking more, and he was laughing less. He was losing his lightness and joy of life.

Not long after, my dad was forced to put the company he had spent years building up into receivership or face bankruptcy.

On top of the work pressure that the company administration process demanded, my dad’s mental health was suffering—the irrational shame, grief, and worry that came into play were eating at him from the inside. Having been brought up in a time where “men provide,” his very identity was shattered, and I was starting to lose the dad I knew.

Heartbreakingly, he was forced to sell personal assets, including our family home, which I had known my whole life. Life was tense, but it was about to get a lot worse.

One evening out of nowhere, we got the worrying news that Suzanne, my eldest half sister, whom I loved very much, was diagnosed with cancer. An amazing woman, a loving mother, and an entrepreneur herself, Suzanne found her life instantly changed and, with it, my dad’s deepest trauma was triggered. It wasn’t just that he feared losing his eldest child; my dad knew cancer all too well, having lost his own twin sister to cancer at the exact same age as Suzanne was then, and coincidentally a mother to children of the same age too. Having struggled with cancer himself, it seemed all too real. We could see this deep worry for his daughter, as well as the stress of his company and financial concerns, was all starting to wear him down. As it was to us all.

Suzanne recovered, giving us some hope that the tide would turn, but the cancer returned and we watched her suffer bravely through different treatments. Her relentless strength overrode her cancer once again, and she was back in the first stages of being all clear. Relief had flooded over us all until, out of nowhere, what was meant to be a weekend of family celebration at her home turned into a new nightmare.

I was driving to her house from London when she rang me and asked if I could pick up our dad from the village pub on the way in. I merrily walked in to find my dad sitting quietly, having a drink with a family friend. I smiled and walked to hug him, but something was clearly off. I sat down in my blissful ignorance as my dad looked down momentarily when I asked merrily, “How’s Suzanne?,” while our friend Nick replied to me, “Oh God! Has no one told you?”

My body froze, and I was instantly filled with that feeling of nausea, looking at my dad’s face for an answer as he quietly replied, looking down at the floor, “Suzanne wants to tell you herself.”

I later listened to Suzanne in disbelief as she told me her cancer had not only come back but that the doctors had now said it was terminal. This must be a joke, I thought. How can someone be clear one moment and terminal the next? We were not only losing her, but by now, I was starting to lose faith in life itself.

Then, in my early twenties, I dreaded looking at my phone because I feared more bad news from my family. I was consumed by hidden anxiety. At work, I would spend my days distracted, worrying about my father’s mounting depression and his escape to drinking, worrying about my sister’s pain, sensing the suffering of my mum trying to hold everything together for my dad, worrying about finances and the sale of our home. Worrying about my entire family. I was clearly not doing the best I could at my job, but I still did okay. As the double assistant for the MDs, it was quite literally my job to remember things for someone else, and my suffering memory and focus surely added more stress.

Then there was the social pressure. When I met friends, I was smiling on the outside, while dying on the inside. I would be totally in my mind as they chatted about normal, silly, twentysomething post-university concerns. Which made me feel totally disconnected and alone. Just one more weight to add to my mounting stress.

To make the suffering complete, my then long-term boyfriend had moved to Singapore. Because I couldn’t deal with having to process anything else at the time, I hadn’t ended the relationship before he left. Even though I knew in my heart that we were no longer meant to be together, I held on to the relationship at this point out of fear and desperation to keep just one thing in my life feeling comfortable and familiar. I attempted a long-distance relationship that was, clearly, not working, gradually dwindling away, and causing me even more stress from the unknown date of his return. My efforts went unrewarded and eventually ended in a broken relationship, only a few months after we devastatingly lost Suzanne. Shattering her own family, her husband and two children, and the extended one of our own.

It was in the height of my dad’s pain of knowing he was about to lose his eldest child that a lawsuit was filed against him by people we had once considered family, for a loss on investment from years and years before. They wrongfully went after him at the most horrific time of his whole life, breaking what was left of his already crushed spirit.

He didn’t have the mind, or the financial ability now, to hire the best lawyers, or the piece of evidence he needed at the time to prove his innocence (which was only found in his final hour), and the looming legal battle dragged on and on, draining his finances while the mounting depression drowned him deep into more drinking to try to numb his pain.

I was devastated to watch my dad disappear in front of me. I felt so alone. I was worried, grieving, and in a constant state of anxiety. I had lost faith in the life I once knew, and then came the final straw.

We had returned home just a few days after Suzanne’s funeral when we had to call an ambulance to rush my dad to the hospital, where they found a blood clot in his leg. The blood clot was resolved, but having taken a full scan of his body, the doctors also found that his cancer had returned, this time in both his pancreas and his lung.

By this point, it was clear that he had given up. He refused to treat his cancer and had no interest in spending any more time in hospitals. So, there I was again, now watching my father, my hero and best friend, not even wanting to fight as he faded away. I, on the other hand, refused to surrender. I tried to demand answers and a decisive plan, but he would simply brush off my questions, changing the topic. He had made up his own mind already. He had decided he wanted out.

Loss, in all its varieties, by this point was becoming more prevalent in my life than life itself, and then there was my loss of control. I was trying to design an outcome that wasn’t mine to create and imagining the worst, because blow after blow, I was now conditioned to believe that life will keep failing you. I had lost all sense of faith. With no more hope, my stress and anxiety had reached their peak.

Soon, my body started to wear down and add its own physical stress to my long list. I developed a severe case of irritable bowel syndrome with symptoms so bad that doctors feared that I too might have colon cancer. The pending unknown for my own health naturally reinforced the cycle, causing me even more stress. And to add a few more things, my latest romantic relationship had suddenly ended, leaving me heartbroken at the same time my company needed to leave the UK market, so I was made redundant and lost the last bit of stability and routine my job and the people I worked with every day, whom I loved, provided.

It was my rock bottom. All my old emotions that I hadn’t dealt with from all this loss and stress were trying desperately to come to the surface. So what did my twenty-some-year-old self do? Numbed the pain with as much distraction as I could find. Went to as many parties as my friendship group were having. Numbed it out with alcohol and drugs. While so many people I knew at the time were doing it for fun, I was doing it out of fear. The fear of feeling.

I was sliding down the playbook of stress, not skipping a single detail. Loss of loved ones, loss of control, financial challenges, heartbreak, losing my home, being jobless, incomeless, worrying, anxiety, insomnia, physical pains, illness, fatigue, unable to focus, distractions, alcohol, and drugs. You name it, I was there. My whole world felt like it was crashing down around me, while on the outside, I appeared “fine.”

I don’t blame you if you’re thinking, What can someone so lost teach me today? Well, I can surely tell you what stress is like, in almost every one of its different variants, but I can also tell you how to leave it all behind.

It didn’t take a genius to realize that something needed to change and that life was not going to help—at least that didn’t seem like its intention at the time. It was time for me to revert to reality, painful as it was. I couldn’t bring Suzanne back, I couldn’t help my family’s financial situation, I didn’t have the resources to stop the sale of our home, I couldn’t make my dad’s lawsuit go away, I couldn’t make him happy or get him to accept treatment or even to stop drinking, no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t wish my most recent relationship back, bring my job back, or magically wish my dad’s cancer away.

I couldn’t do anything about the outside stressors in my life—but what I could do something about was me. The one thing I could change was how I dealt with the stress life threw my way. The one thing I could choose was my response. So I had made it my mission gradually over this period of time to learn how to do just that.

I was reading everything I could find about stress. I watched and listened to every documentary, podcast, or YouTube video. I went to talks. I submerged myself in research from the moment I woke up until I was in my bed at night. Every time my bosses were out for lunch, I hit the computer or read under my desk.

There must be hundreds of different approaches to attacking stress and anxiety, from the spiritual to the scientific, from the mind to the soul, the physical body to our energetic forms, from the logical to the holistic, from our thoughts to our emotions. I researched them all.

I practiced what I was told, trying out different things and testing what worked for me. Slowly, I moved from being constantly anxious, fearful, overwhelmed, and sad to becoming more like the calm, happy person I had been growing up. The person I naturally am came back to life.

Just by putting in the effort, doing the work, I began to recover. Nothing was changing in my external environment, and yet, what I was learning was allowing me to not just stay afloat above the stress but to start to enjoy living again.

Being redundant became a gift in disguise. I was being guided by life, the life I thought was against me, to my next step—the work I now do. With the support of my former employers, I set up my business.

Noticing the paradox of how I felt, despite the lingering challenges in my life, I made the commitment to help others feel the same. I started to move to formal learning and trained in some of the different modalities of stress management that I knew from my own experience worked. Mindfulness, EFT, Reiki, meditation, and eventually Akashic healing. I studied spirituality, read the traditional texts and more modern books. I went to study kabbalah and chatted about Buddhism, Sufism, and other faiths with everyone that offered to teach me. I took keen interest in learning about psychology, coaching, neuroscience, and worked with a great coach myself. And yes, I even read books written by an engineer about the topic of happiness—I mean Mo.

When I felt I was ready, I allowed myself to learn by teaching. From this combination of a deep life experience, training, and an ever-evolving learning, I designed programs for my expanding client base that were focused specifically around stress and anxiety, which allowed me to consult for some of the most stressed-out executives and speak to groups at large corporations. The variety of our human experience expanded my horizons even more.

I guess I was being trained for the ultimate test. This test came when out of the blue, my mum messaged my sister and me to say, “On the way to hospital with Dad, ambulance here. But don’t panic, I will call you later. Love you lots. Mum.”

Despite what she was saying, something inside me said, You need to go up to see him right now. So, I got on a train and went straight to the hospital. My dad looked every bit as exhausted and frail as I had feared. I knew it was probably time, but somehow I remained calm.

I did what I could to make sure the doctors and nurses were fighting for him as much as we were in the weeks he was hospitalized. Bad medical mistakes were made, and my mother, sister Georgina, and I spent all our energy on just trying to make sure the right things were being done for him at the right time, while staying positive for him. Still, nothing had been solved, and he continued to deteriorate. It was only after he had a sudden cardiac arrest in the hospital that doctors eventually found the answer, while he was now fighting for his life in the ICU: a large stomach ulcer had burst, causing severe complications. His sudden departure a week or so later, after finally spending one night at home under palliative care, was the result of this ulcer and the cardiac arrest it had caused—the result of stress, the silent killer that took him from us in the end.

Like Mo’s dad, my father had suffered a health complication due to stress. Mo suffered the stress of surprise and confusion that results from sudden loss, while I suffered the prolonged exposure to adversity. We came to the same conclusion, the same mission, through different paths.

At that moment, I made my choice, consciously, for what my life was going to be about as I stood next to my father’s body in the funeral chapel. He looked more peaceful than I had seen him in over eight years. In that moment, I knew my mission was to try to help as many people as I could find that peace while fully alive.

I promised to make the chronic stress that took my father away, both mentally and physically, my nemesis. I committed to sharing all that I learned through my harsher experiences with illness, love, loss, grief, and need, and how I found my own path back to being calm. This book is part of my effort to fulfill this promise.

While all the work I do will not give me back the years I lost with my dad, it makes me feel that I’m helping others that are suffering like he did. As he struggled with his own stress, grief, and gradual depression, no matter how much I tried, I was not able to help. Now, when someone comes to me, I feel that I am helping to guide someone else’s dad or loved one to saving themselves. It fills me with happiness to know the effect this has not just on an individual but on their family, even if I couldn’t pull my own father back to being his true self.

As I look back at that time of suffering now, I feel grateful. Yes, grateful that I embarked on learning what I now teach—that not only did it bring me back to myself, it also saved my relationship with my dad in the last couple of years of his life. As I became more aware, I stopped trying to control his health decisions, and I tried to enjoy the time I had left with him in the best ways I could, as he was. I feel grateful that what I experienced, not just what I know, is what gives me the right to tell those that struggle that there is another way.

If I could renew my own life in my twenties, then no matter what you are going through right now, you absolutely can do it too. You just simply need to understand how.

So, let’s begin the work to make you unstressable. Back to you, Mo.




Part I



The Basics

To fix a machine, you have to understand how it works, what makes it break, what you input into it, and what the resulting outputs are likely going to be for every mode of its operation. To make it unbreakable, you need to learn every detail of its preventative maintenance and service process.

Stress is a highly predictable machine that is intended for a purpose.

Run it well and it will serve you. Let it run wild and it will break you down.




1

Welcome to the Machine

Have you ever imagined an easy-flowing and stress-free life? Can you remember a time when you lived that way? When things were not too complicated? There were not too many commitments to clutter your day, and when things became a little challenging, you rose to the occasion and handled them with ease? Is it even possible to live predominantly stress-free?

[image: A list is divided into three parts: Part 1 covers basics such as stress matters, the stress machine, and various stressors, including the 3Ls model in action. Part 2, the language course, addresses mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual stress. Part 3, putting it all together, discusses habits of the unstressable. A stationary pin is placed on the stress machine in the list, with text beside it reading, You are here.]
Well, this book claims that it is—that it is easy to achieve and that it is your absolute duty to make that a reality. Stress, as a cycle, is not difficult to understand, and when you get how it works, it’s not difficult to avoid and suspend. A bit of stress is needed to keep us safe and help us reach peak performance, but to be stressed all the time is not how things are supposed to be.

Our machines seem to be broken. We need to get them into the workshop and fix them. But before we do, like any good engineer would, we need to grasp the very details of how the machines work in the first place.

BIOLOGY, CHEMISTRY, AND NEUROSCIENCE

Feeling stressed is the product of a very complex process that happens across the nervous and endocrine systems of your body. Complex but highly predictable, as in it happens exactly the same way every single time you or I have ever felt stressed. That feeling we’ve become accustomed to in the modern world requires a highly synchronized interaction between biology, chemistry, and neuroscience for you to feel it. Several parts of your brain and nervous system work in tandem with your glands to get you there. Like with the turbocharger on a sports car engine, when mixing the fuel with oxygen in different ratios, a normal engine turns into a beast of a machine. Similarly, when you’re stressed, you’re a totally reconfigured machine, different from your normal self.

There’s been a bit of a debate across the scientific establishment for years around where stress originates. While the traditional view seems to imply that thoughts in your rational brain trigger your stress, lots of recent research points to the opposite—that your stress is triggered first, and then the emotions and physical sensations resulting from stress prompt your rational brain to think. Those thoughts would then help you calm down or boost you to become more stressed. I guess both scenarios apply depending on what stresses you. Let me explain.

FEELING STRESSED

Stress is an automatic response. Your stress starts with a trigger. An event that seems like a possible threat takes place.

The event stressing you is not even recognized by your thinking brain. For example, when that friend you never really liked sneaks up behind you and shouts, “Boo!” As he stands there laughing, you jump out of your skin, your heart beating fast, and you feel a version of the stress that you would feel if you were up against a saber-toothed tiger. In a fraction of a second, you feel the stress first, and then you think about it later. What engages instantly, in those cases, is one side of your autonomic nervous system (which, as the name implies, is responsible for automatic functionalities of your body, such as keeping your heart beating without you thinking about it). The side of this system that engages is normally referred to as the sympathetic nervous system, which is activated upon recognizing threatening events that demand a fight, flight, or freeze response. Your survival instinct does not have time to analyze what that apparent threat is all about. It reacts first to sound the alarm.

The security guard in charge of sounding the alarm is the amygdala. Located at the very bottom of your brain right before your brain stem, thus in the best possible position to communicate with the rest of your body, the amygdala truly can be considered the paranoid part of you. It’s constantly on the lookout for things it needs to protect you against (it also is responsible for feelings of pleasure when life is good, but we’re not going to discuss those today—just stress for now).

When the amygdala is engaged, emotion is in full swing, and that’s when the electrical signals passing through your nervous system hand over to the chemical side of your body. A highly synchronized trio, normally referred to as the HPA axis, takes over. The HPA includes a group of hormone-secreting glands—namely, the hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and adrenal glands.

Stressful emotions, felt by the amygdala, trigger the hypothalamus to release a hormone called CRH—or corticotropin-releasing hormone—which, in turn, signals the pituitary gland to secrete a hormone called ACTH—adrenocorticotropic hormone—into the bloodstream. The news carried by ACTH travels fast across the bloodstream to prompt the adrenal gland to release the infamous hormone called cortisol. Now it’s official. You are stressed.

Cortisol is a crucial hormone that protects overall health and well-being. Because most cells have cortisol receptors, it affects many different functions in the body. Cortisol helps control blood sugar levels, regulate metabolism, reduce inflammation, and assist with memory formulation. It balances the ratios of salt and water and helps regulates blood pressure. Cortisol also supports the developing fetus during pregnancy.

That’s in normal, easy times. During moments of stress, however, cortisol serves one primary function—to get you out of trouble. To do this, it needs to direct energy to your brain, so you can think of a way out, and to your muscles, so you’re ready to run or fight if needed. The food your brain prefers to burn for energy is glucose. Cortisol’s clear instructions in moments of stress are for the fat cells to release fat into the bloodstream, and for the liver to release glucose. It tells the muscles to burn only fat so that all the sugar remaining in the bloodstream is available for the brain to burn. The result? A turbocharger that leads superpowered feats—all the energy and focus you need to get things done, save your life as you need to, then come back to your normal self.

This kind of reaction to the stress you felt is good (we call this eustress). It keeps you safe and enhances your abilities. It gives you what you need to overcome the challenge.

[image: ]A bit of stress is good for you.

Now we understand the biological cycle that triggers stress. A perceived threat. The amygdala panics. The hypothalamus orders the pituitary gland to sound the alarm. The signal is carried by the bloodstream to the adrenal glands, which release the booster that you need: cortisol, along with other stress hormones, such as adrenaline and norepinephrine. This enables you to perform the superhuman miracles you need to survive or overcome adversity. But this is not where the cycle ends.

Once the stress has served its purpose, your body actively regulates so that you get back to normal. What ends the stress? Well, that’s another cycle that is normally referred to as the . . .

NEGATIVE FEEDBACK LOOP

Your human machine is designed to deal with stress as a disruption to its normal chill self. It understands that stress is not supposed to last indefinitely. When cortisol levels in the blood are high, the receptors back in the hypothalamus and the hippocampus sense cortisol’s presence, so they keep looking for threats. If they find any, they reinforce the cycle so you stay at your peak abilities, then scan the environment again. Eventually, when they don’t find any threats, in the absence of a lasting reason for concern, they recognize the discrepancy between the state of your body—stressed—and the reality of the situation—safe—and shut off the stress response to bring you back to normal. The booster is removed from your bloodstream, and you’re back to the calm version of you. Simple, really.

Put together, the stress cycle and the negative feedback cycle form a full trip down the stress lane that looks something like this:

WHAT IS STRESS?

The term stress has had many negative connotations attached to it in our modern culture. This is a natural response to stories like mine and Alice’s as we each watched our fathers being consumed by stress, then dying from illnesses that resulted from it. Everyone knows at least one person who has gone down that path. Stress does not have to be negative. It can be good for you.

At the very top level, stress in humans is just another survival mechanism. It’s the turbocharger, the high-octane fuel, that provides you with the boost you need to survive challenging situations. When it works well, it’s awesome to be stressed. Like those days before a big proposal when you got together with your team at work and pulled an all-nighter, working hard, laughing, and feeling the camaraderie, or that day when you intended to ask her to marry you. Stressful? Yes! But enjoyable and rewarding still.

[image: A diagram centers around the human brain, illustrating a stress cycle. It begins with the hypothalamus producing CRH, which prompts the pituitary gland to release ACTH. ACTH then signals the adrenal gland to produce cortisol, known as the stress hormone. Cortisol instructs the body to operate in a stressed mode. The cycle includes a negative feedback loop, where the hippocampus recognizes high cortisol levels and the prefrontal cortex assesses the threat, leading to either heightened stress or suspension of the stress response. The amygdala detects anomalies, signaling that something isn't right.]
NONSTANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES

So what turns those pleasant, though stressful, experiences into burnout, depression, and even suicidal thoughts?

As an engineer, I learned that in order to understand a machine fully, I needed to observe its performance in all possible scenarios. I call that a full-cycle simulation. A well-designed machine—say, your mobile phone—will perform as expected as long as it’s operating within the environment in which it was intended to operate. Put it in extreme heat or extreme cold, or fill its memory with garbage data, and it will end up behaving very differently. It will be our task to identify those odd situations that get our stress machine to malfunction and observe how we behave as a result.

Let’s start with an accurate description of the normal working conditions that we have discussed so far—a stress-response cycle triggered by a threat to elicit a response, followed by a negative feedback loop that brings us back to calm.

[image: ]Stress is a biological survival response that reconfigures our bodies and enables us to react to situations with the best abilities those bodies are capable of.

Nothing more. Nothing less. In this normal-operating-procedure scenario, stress truly is your best ally.

Now let’s talk about other, unnatural operating conditions. That’s when things can go wrong. Very wrong!

STARTING WITH A THOUGHT

Our normal stress cycle starts with detecting the possibility of a threat. In the early days of humanity, no one really cared if they had acne on their forehead; that did not count as a threat then. Accordingly, what your stress response system scanned the world for then were physical threats, such as a tiger or a fire. We still experience similar stresses, such as being surprised by an approaching car when crossing the street, or when there is air turbulence during an otherwise comfortable flight. But generally, civilization has managed to reduce physical threats to our survival to a minimum. The way things more often go today is that our . . .

[image: ]Modern-day stress often starts with a thought.

This takes place at the very top of what makes our brains human, in the thinking bit of the brain known as the cortex. The cortex is where we analyze our life events. For example, the news networks start to cover a violent conflict in a country you have never even heard of before. They discuss the resulting casualties and the expected adverse impact on the economy over there. You listen to all this coverage while in the comfort of your home, no conflict anywhere near you, just around the time your salary hits your bank account. You’re not starving, not without shelter, and not in any real threat. You’re basically okay, and yet, you start to feel that things are wrong. Not because they are for you specifically but because your thinking plots out all the possible scenarios and recognizes that things could change for you too. You may not be in any immediate danger, but you sure are expecting challenges ahead. Your thinking brain—specifically, the prefrontal cortex—analyzes the situation, but it does not assign an emotion to it. It doesn’t tell you how to feel about it. At least not yet.

Feeling stressed about events that have not yet happened or events that are completely outside our domain of influence and control is not part of the standard operating procedure of our stress machine. The biological stress machine is capable of only one form of engagement: boosting your human physical abilities to deal with a physical threat. And while this same machine proved useful when it enabled you to boost your ability to concentrate during the short time available for an exam, it fails when a physical response won’t improve the situation. When your stress response is unable to fix the situation that is generated, not by a real event but by a thought, the negative feedback loop detects the continued presence of the cognitively generated threat and keeps you in a hyper-tuned mode of physical performance for hours, days, or sometimes years. When mentally stressed, there is no real danger to take on.

[image: ]The stress lingers for as long as the thought remains.

In a world where floods of negativity that are floating around in mainstream and social media, when we allow our thoughts to stress us . . .

[image: ]Our capacity for stress is limited only to our capacity to think negatively.

Which, sadly, unless actively kept in check, is infinite, with no solution in sight for most of the negative thoughts we generate. The volume of thoughts that can trigger stress in any of our typical days today far exceeds the number of actual physical threats our ancestors experienced, even in the wildest of all jungles.

Our stress machine was not designed to deal with an endless stream of negativity. We need to intervene before those thoughts are generated in the first place if we are to keep our stress response confined to its standard operating environment. Your high-octane stress response is not saving you. It is destroying your misguided biological machine.

STRESSED BY AN EMOTION

Another unfamiliar territory that our ancestors likely did not experience is the stress we suffer as a result of our emotions. Our thoughts trigger our emotions, and then those emotions trigger even more emotions. Think about it. When we are single, we may feel lonely, which—to the human psyche, because we are social animals—feels like a threat. That makes us feel down and inadequate. It makes us worry that we will never find love, and that too feels like a threat. Then when in love, we feel elated at first but then may feel jealous. Our need to protect what we have makes us feel possessive and obsessive. We feel worried and threatened that the relationship might end. No specific event triggers any of those feelings. Those feelings seem to take us over and overwhelm us as if coming out of nowhere. They stress us, triggering our survival response while we are not even aware what we are fighting against or running away from. You feel stressed as long as the emotion is felt, without even being aware, cognitively, of what happened—because nothing actually happened.

[image: ]Often, you are not even aware of the reason behind your stress.

My friend, and one of my true heroes, the neuroscientist Jill Bolte Taylor, says:

[image: ]We are feeling creatures who think, not thinking creatures who feel.

Not only are we capable of endlessly feeling emotions, but our internal mechanisms let emotions create more thoughts and more emotions. The feelings that we feel often precede cycles of consecutive remuneration that lead to more emotions, which in turn lead to more negative thoughts—an endless cycle that is in no way comparable to the kind of stress humans felt when threats were simply physical. The number of times some of us are likely to feel stress in a typical day of watching the news or roaming the modern dating scene far exceeds the number of actual physical dangers our typical ancestors faced in a lifetime. The magnitude of modern stress we deal with is way beyond the capability of our stress machine. Like our mental stress, emotional stress is not dealing with any specific present danger to take on. It is just raging in our hearts. It too lingers for as long as its



















[image: The stress spiral begins with a stress trigger, leading to a stress response. This response initiates a stress-reinforcement loop, where one searches for more reasons to feel stressed. This cycle can result in hypervigilance, an obsession with finding all that could go wrong, insomnia, anxiety, and more. Eventually, this state of being stressed becomes a way of life.]






































[image: A demonstration of force applied perpendicularly to a point on a surface illustrates the concept that the more surface area an object has to carry a force, the less stressed it is.]
















[image: Stress is represented as the sum of the challenges we face, divided by our ability to accurately perceive and deal with them.]

























[image: Trauma occurs when the intensity of the challenge we face exceeds our ability to handle it.]

















[image: Burnout occurs when the cumulative impact of the number, intensity, duration, and frequency of challenges we face surpasses our ability to cope effectively.]





[image: Worry transitions to fear, which branches into anxiety and panic. The text next to them represents dialogues: I am suspicious there might be a threat in my future; I expect a threat in my future; I doubt I have the ability to cope with the upcoming threat; and the threat I fear seems imminent.]





























[image: Your three accountabilities: Number, intensity, duration, and frequency of challenges we face surpasses our ability to cope effectively. Number and intensity of challenges: Choose to remove stress from your life or at least reduce its intensity. Duration and frequency of challenges: Don't let even the tiniest of stress linger or keep reoccurring. Ability to cope effectively: Invest in developing the skills you need to better handle stress.]


























[image: A cyclic diagram illustrates limit, learn, and listen.]
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