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Meet the author

 

Welcome to Beat Stress with CBT!

Most of us get stressed at some time in our lives. We may find daily life frustrating and stressful, too. Just travelling to work can be really irritating or using a computer that freezes or crashes can trigger rage. If we let it, stress can become debilitating. You may think that stress management just involves taking a jog or doing a bit of meditation. Of course, both activities may help us to unwind and relax, which is very useful. However, our view is: why get wound up in the first place? This is a question that this book examines and using our stress-busting thinking skills you will learn not only how to reduce stress but also how to prevent it, too, and even perform better at work, college and in social situations.

As a coaching and counselling psychologist [Stephen Palmer] and a psychotherapist [Christine Wilding], we work with people and organizations that suffer from stress triggered by overwork, demanding bosses and lack of time. On the home front, our clients may be stressed by relationship difficulties, unemployment and other live events. But it is how people deal with minor and major adversity that largely determines how stressed they become.

As professionally qualified practitioners, our job is to facilitate a person’s own resources to troubleshoot the problems and develop solutions, thereby reducing or eliminating stress. Like other skills, the techniques and strategies can be learned and applied, and in this book we would like to share them with you.

Stephen Palmer and Christine Wilding


In one minute

We all recognize the feeling of being ‘stressed out’ – heart palpitations, frayed temper and clammy hands. But can we do anything about this? And anyway, isn’t a little bit of stress good for us?

Well, no, stress is not good for us. It should not be confused with pressure, which is what motivates us to stretch ourselves both mentally and physically. Stress is completely different and ignoring it can lead to physical, psychological and social consequences that can all have damaging consequences for our wellbeing.

So, can we do anything about it? Well, the answer is ‘yes’. First, we need to recognize what our own particular stressors are – people are stressed by different things. Perhaps it’s letting a saucepan burn dry just as you are expecting your parents-in-law to arrive for lunch, or perhaps it’s being asked to give a presentation to the Board of Directors. What might be a challenge to one person can be a stressor to another.

Once you identify what stresses you, then you can start to develop some stress-management strategies by creating your own personal ‘de-stress tool box’.

A good place to start is recognizing that how stressed you feel is more dependent on how you think about what happens, rather than what actually happens. Telling yourself something is ‘awful’ doesn’t help lower your stress; it just elevates your stress levels.

Other useful tools include learning how to improve your communication and assertion skills, knock work stress on the head, relax, and cope with the stresses of parenting or personal relationships. Once you’ve learned how to use these tools, they will help you become more resilient and enjoy a more balanced, positive lifestyle.
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Introduction

For some people, being under pressure is a way of life; they seem to thrive on it, at least in the short term. For others, too much pressure triggers stress that can lead to health-related problems and interpersonal relationship difficulties at work and at home. The first symptom so many of us notice is that we are not getting good-quality sleep. We go to bed tired and we wake up tired. It’s no wonder that our performance at work can start to suffer.

The fact that you have taken the trouble to purchase and begin to read this book tells us that you may get stressed occasionally or are even suffering from chronic stress. Or perhaps you just want to learn more about stress management.

You have made a good decision! By the time you have worked through this book, you will understand more about the unhelpful thinking and self-defeating behaviour that can trigger stress. With hard work and practice, you will be able to tackle stressful events or too much pressure of work.

In addition to the main text, the book contains two key features. Insight boxes, just like the one below, relate to the section you are reading and provide key distillations of the topic in hand.
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Insight

We are largely responsible for how stressed we are.
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Most importantly, each chapter provides useful exercises to assist you in understanding and tackling stress. Sometimes these will be relatively easy to undertake – a series of questionnaires, for example, will help you to assess your own particular stressors and just how well or badly you are dealing with them. Other exercises, however, will be more challenging, amounting to practical assignments for you to undertake, perhaps as part of your daily routine. We are aware that this may impose a heavy workload on you. Nonetheless, we believe that the benefits will make the effort worthwhile.

The exercises are the most important part of the book, and it is essential that you take them seriously. In reality, what you do and achieve is your choice.
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Insight

To tackle stress it is important to undertake the exercises that provide you with insights into, and assist in changing, negative thinking and self-defeating behaviour.
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As in our Beat Low Self-Esteem with CBT book (also part of the Teach Yourself series), there is some further ‘bad news’ about the exercises. They are not always ‘one-offs’. Several of the points will be ongoing. This is because you will only internalize your new, more confident way of being by making your exercises your new default. In addition – something you will understand as you work on the tasks – we are looking for patterns that are personal to you, and this kind of detective work succeeds only when you have a good many samples to analyse.

The good news, though, is that – as we will emphasize in other parts of the book – nothing that we ask of you will take too long or be too difficult.

 

	What is CBT in a nutshell?


The Cognitive Behavioural Therapy approach to coaching and therapy is based on how our thinking influences the way we feel and behaviourally react to situations. By using CBT techniques, we can modify our stress-inducing thinking in order to feel less stressed and act in more appropriate ways. For example, instead of feeling anxious about giving presentations to our colleagues at work and wanting to avoid the situation, by modifying our thinking we may only feel concerned about giving the presentation and may even look forward to the event. CBT is an evidence-based approach underpinned by numerous research papers highlighting its effectiveness.
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How to use this book

First, you need some tools.

Do ensure that, before you start, you have purchased a notebook – preferably a hard-covered A4 lined pad – and that you have a safe, personal place to keep it. We ask you to use hard-covered pads as this will definitely give more cohesiveness to the stress-management work you are about to undertake. Of course, some readers may prefer to keep notes on their computer or mobile phone instead, as this may be more convenient and immediately accessible. However, if you are noting down personal experiences, thoughts and feelings on your computer, do keep them secure and preferably password-protected.

Once you have your tools to hand, take a look at the layout of this book. It is divided into ten chapters with a short final section entitled ‘Taking it further’. Each chapter deals with different aspects of stress and stress management. Some will be more relevant to your own life and ideas than others, so you may wish to focus on those aspects that seem most closely to reflect your own problems.

We promise you now:


	Understanding stress will be interesting.

	We will spell things out in a punchy, common-sense way that you will grasp speedily and easily.

	You will see excellent results quickly.

	You will become an expert on the skills you need to manage or prevent stress, and that these will hopefully last a lifetime.

	We will stay alongside you every step of the way.

	Life will be so much better by the end of all your hard work.



Let’s go!


1
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Understanding stress and its symptoms

In this chapter you will learn:


	to understand what stress actually is – what causes it and how to identify it

	about good stress and bad stress

	the different levels of stress

	the dangers of ignoring stress.
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What is stress?

The more you know about your enemies, the easier it is to overcome them. In this case, the enemy is stress. We talk about it, read about it, struggle with it – but what is it exactly? It is certainly one of the most commonly used words in the English language.

Does anyone not think they are stressed? In this day and age, we tend to look askance at the person who tells us that they do not suffer from stress. How can this be? Are they not living their life in the full-tilt, head-on, quart-into-a-pint-pot way that we are programmed to believe is the true way to fulfilment and reward?

While we hope you will find this book really helpful in assisting you in understanding and tackling stress, there are many other ways you can learn about stress. Stress advice proliferates in:


	bookshops

	television chat shows

	magazine articles

	chemists’ shops

	over the garden fence

	and, more and more commonly, in doctors’ surgeries.



What is your view of stress? Get out a note-pad (ideally, a hard-covered notebook that you can dedicate to being your Stress Journal), or use your computer or other electronic system for keeping notes, and write down what being, or feeling, stressed means to you.

Now see if your suggestions match ours. One way in which we can see stress is as a reaction you experience when you feel that, on the one hand, you have too much to cope with, but, on the other hand, it has got to be done, or life as you know it falls apart.
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Stress comes along when…
ability to cope = less than situations that must be coped with.
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Palmer, Cooper and Thomas (2003) suggest that ‘Stress occurs when perceived pressure exceeds perceived ability to cope.’
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Insight

Keep in mind the importance of that word ‘perceived’. (More on this later.)
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We also like the type of definition that you may already have taped up on your office wall, and which can be purchased on postcards in high-street shops (and of which there are many variations, we know), which goes along the lines of:
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‘Stress is created when your mind overrides the body’s natural desire to choke the living daylights out of an idiot who is driving you completely crazy.’
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However, stress can also be created by events outside our control, but to which we give a personal meaning that is at best negative, at worst catastrophic – that is, it is not our inability to cope that stresses us, but our lack of control over the situation.
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Insight

Stress tends to occur when the ‘to do’ pile exceeds our perceived coping skills.
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Exercise

Look back at any stressful situations in the last week. Jot them down if you have the time. (Shorthand will do.) Now write next to each one either ‘WC’ (within my control) or ‘OC’ (outside my control). Where does the balance lie? Are there more situations than you had imagined that were actually within your control?
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But I really can’t control the stress in my life…

Well, actually you can!

When we asked for your definition(s) of stress, did you find that your own definitions were not too different to ours? What this means is that you actually know quite a lot about stress already.

The key points in managing stress are:


	understanding that you have to take responsibility for the stress in your life

	applying what you learn as you work through this book

	believing that if you do these things, you will be able to manage and even eliminate stress from your life.



These points are vital to take on board because the most important element in relieving stress is simply increasing your awareness of how you react to certain situations.
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Insight

For the majority of us, the harsh truth is that a great amount of the inappropriate, unhealthy stress we encounter is self-induced.
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We can almost hear you becoming quite indignant about this particular insight, but think for a moment: if that weren’t true, there would be little point in us writing this book, and we would just have to accept that there is nothing we can do about stress.

The fact that reducing your stress levels is within your control is a bonus.

We are, of course, not talking about life’s genuine traumas, which are far outside the remit of this book. Here, we are considering, and intending to help you with, the common-or-garden stress that seems to blight our lives daily both at home and at work and which comes from what appears to be the world in general (and possibly the boss in particular) giving you grief.
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Insight


	Increasing our awareness of how we react to stress is half the battle.

	Much day-to-day stress in our lives is self-induced.

	This is good news for those (hopefully all readers of this book) who have decided to get rid of stress for good. It means it will be easier than you think!
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Exercise

Think of the most recent situation in which you felt really stressed. Write down what this was about and what happened. Now write down what you believe to be the cause of your stress in relation to that incident. Was it due to something outside




Stress profiles








	chronic (like a nagging toothache that we intend to find time to deal with, but almost learn to live with meanwhile), or

	acute (when we have such a severe bodily reaction to something that our coping mechanisms pack up immediately).





Exercise












Insight


	We all have personal stress profiles.

	This explains why we can get upset by something that doesn’t bother a friend at all.

	Learning about your own profile is key to dealing with your stress.







Exercise




How much does stress affect you?
















	Do you get more stressed at certain times of the day?

	Do certain people seem to make you feel more stressed?

	Do stressful situations arise more in your workplace, home or social situations?

	Are there any particular connections that you can make? For example: ‘I get more annoyed by events after a couple of drinks.’





Exercise







Is stress always bad for you?




	‘I thrive on stress.’

	‘Stress is what motivates me.’

	‘I do my best work when I am really stressed.’














 




Insight







Exercise








But I’m under more pressure than others…



 

	CASE STUDY












Insight







	The difference between pressure and stress (in regular, day-to-day situations) lies in our perceptions of the meaning of events, not the events themselves.

	We can turn our stress into pressure without avoiding stressful events.





Exercise






What is the cause of all the stress we see around us and feel ourselves?




MAJOR STRESSORS




	your job?

	your relationship?

	your health?

	your finances?

	your family?

	your social life?

	losing a loved one?







Exercise












Insight








Exercise







MID-RANGE AND LESSER STRESSORS



	your house being burgled

	your partner dumping you

	a minor car accident

	catching the flu

	having to cancel a holiday owing to a work deadline.





	your own frustration level, and

	your view of the importance of the event.






	the lateness of your train

	leaving your mobile phone at home (when you are at work, or vice versa)

	the length of the queue in the supermarket versus the number of open checkouts

	finding that the DVD recorder has malfunctioned while recording the programme you really wanted to watch

	the rudeness of shop assistants

	the amount of time you have to wait on the line for a call centre to answer

	the washing machine repair man failing to turn up when you have waited in specially.









Insight








Exercise






Is managing stress really necessary?







 




Insight







Exercise






Don’t ignore stress: you do so at your peril





	high blood pressure leading to:	increased risk of heart attack
	exhaustion



	weakened immune system leading to:	increased risk of illness



	while not proven, research is looking at links between stress and an increased risk of cancer





	low mood, with vulnerability to:	depression
	anxiety
	sexual difficulties
	impaired cognition (clear thinking)
	sleep difficulties







	relationship difficulties

	loss of self-esteem

	work difficulties including increased absenteeism that could lead to lower productivity or even job loses

	weakening of social links due to tiredness








Exercise







THE BENEFITS OF STRESS MANAGEMENT












 

KEEP IN MIND


	Stress comes along when your ability to cope is less than the situations with which you need to cope.

	Stress is often caused by our lack of control over a given situation.

	The first step in relieving stress is identifying how you react to certain situations.

	You will have your own personal stress profile – things that cause you stress may not disturb others you live or work with. This, of course, works in reverse.

	Develop a self-rating system for your stress. This will enable you to note and predict patterns in your stress profile.

	Stress is not always bad – good stress (‘pressure’) is what motivates us to stretch ourselves mentally and physically.

	In every situation we can choose how to react. Our reaction to a situation is more important than the situation itself.

	Minor stressors such as your train being late can often appear to be the cause of your stress. Usually, however, they are just the straw that breaks the camel’s back and you need to look deeper for serious causes of your stress.

	Don’t ignore stress. Its costs include physical, psychological and social consequences that can all be very serious.

	Feel confident that you can reduce stress. You don’t have to live with it but you will need to identify and accept its presence before you can start to get rid of it.
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