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1 Identify your stress triggers

Stress manifests itself both mentally and physically, and how exactly it manifests is different for every one of us. In order to help reduce stress, you need to find out where it is in your body and how it’s playing out for you. The key is realising your mind and body are one; they are not two separate entities as so many people believe. Once you can listen to your whole being, mind and body together, then you can start to make significant strides in helping reduce stress in the long term. 

Tuning into your body

For so many of us our mind and body are disconnected from each other. The belief is often: ‘It’s mind over matter, I can think my way out of this, I’ll push through this pain even though my body is screaming out to me to stop.’ In actual fact, the optimum way to function is to have a mind–body connection – so that with your mind, you can listen to the whole host of information that your body is giving you all the time. 

Have you ever noticed getting butterflies in your stomach before you’ve even realised you’re nervous about anything? Or started blushing about something you thought you were okay with? Your body is telling you something even before your mind has made the connection. Your body is sending you these types of signals all the time and once you learn to listen to them, then you can learn to work with them. 

And the best bit? Your body can’t lie. It is telling you exactly how you really feel in that moment, when your mind might be telling you otherwise. Your mind can lie to you about all sorts of things: ‘That person hates me’, when they really don’t; ‘I’m really bad at my job’, when you’re actually very good at it; ‘I’m never going to meet a partner’, when you have no idea if that’s true or not. If you can learn to tune into your body and start listening to what it’s telling you, you’ll have a much greater understanding of what’s actually going on for you, and you’ll be able to help yourself start to feel more grounded, calmer and less stressed.

How our bodies talk to us

When we are stressed our bodies can let us know in a number of different ways, but often we let our minds override this information if it is inconvenient. For example, your body is telling you need to rest but your mind is saying, ‘No, I don’t have time. I need to prep for this meeting, I need to leave work on time to pick up the kids, feed them and put them to bed. And then I need to work some more.’ What happens next is that, instead of feeling better that you’ve managed to squeeze everything in, tiredness takes over (which is your body resending you the signal that you really need to rest). But, again, instead of listening to your body, you start to fuel it with caffeine and anything else that will help you stay awake. In response, your body, in a bid to get heard, shouts louder and sends you other messages it hopes you’ll listen to; you start to get eczema breakouts on your skin, or your hair starts falling out, or you notice a part of your body that is slightly weaker starts to ache a lot more and starts causing you physical pain and increases your feelings of stress. Again, your body is using these physical signals to shout out to you to just STOP and REST. But you don’t, you push on through. This can go on and on with physical ailments getting worse and worse as our bodies shout louder and louder in order to get heard. 

If you can learn to tune into your body and pick up on the early signals and listen to them, then you can avoid everything escalating. Of course, you might not be able to rest in the exact moment that your body is telling you to, but you can acknowledge that resting is a priority, and that you need to slow down, give yourself a break and make sure you factor this into your weekly schedule wherever possible. 

Robert (35) was feeling very stressed trying to juggle work, a newborn baby and buying his first house all at the same time. He noticed his skin was flaring up, he constantly had an upset stomach and he was always exhausted. Our therapy started with helping him tune into his body – as he talked through various issues, we would check in and see what he was feeling in his body. We discovered that when he was talking about work he always held his stress in his stomach – he noticed his stomach would tighten and that it felt like a ball of thorns was twisting and curling in there. He started using the techniques included in this book and learnt to bring his stress levels down. He noticed the ball of thorns gradually softened and his upset stomach slowly cleared up. Once he was able to see how his mind and body were connected, he started to use his body as a guide to tell him how he was feeling. When his skin started to flare up, he would check in with himself and try and identify the stress trigger so he could work to bring those stress levels down. He would then notice his skin would start to clear up again. Over time, as his stress levels reduced significantly, he was amazed to discover how much stronger he felt in his body overall. 

Exercise 1.1

What are my physical stress responses?

The first step is learning to identify your own unique physical responses to stress. Once you start listening to your body you can start to spot what your stress triggers are.

■        Imagine a scenario that you know makes you stressed – it might be flying, presenting in a meeting, social gatherings, etc.

■        Close your eyes and, working in the present tense, imagine you are stuck right in the middle of your stressful scenario.

■        Notice everything that happens to you physically when you’re in that situation – you might be short of breath, sweating, stumbling over your words.

■        Try and connect with the physical sensations that are happening to you in that moment and this will tell you a number of your physical responses to stress.

■        Repeat the exercise with another, different scenario and notice if you have the same responses or if they differ slightly. 

With this exercise you are beginning to bring awareness to your body, which is the first step of being able to tune in and listen to what your body is trying to tell you. The more you practise, the easier it’ll become. 

Typical physical stress responses

■        Rapid heartbeat

■        Sweating

■        Rapid breathing

■        Feeling hot

■        Stomach ache

■        Hair loss

■        Skin scratching 

■        Eating junk food 

■        Drinking alcohol 

■        Smoking 

■        Headaches

■        Migraines 

■        Insomnia 

Noticing stress trigger patterns

Spend the next week or two tuning into your body and noticing each time you have a physical response to something and note it down. After a while you may start to notice patterns forming about when and under what circumstances your stress response gets triggered. You might notice that you always get hot and bothered before meeting a new group of people, or you may notice that you reach for the biscuit tin every time you have to ask for help. This tells you what your stress triggers are (new people, asking for help) – then, with this new awareness, you can start to work more deeply, with the techniques you’ll learn in this book, on the issues that trigger you. 

Exercise 1.2

What are my stress triggers?

Note down all the things that make your stress levels rise. Don’t worry if these overlap or repeat themselves. It will be helpful for you to see patterns forming.

Are your triggers external or internal?

Once you’ve got your list of stressors, you can break them into two categories, those that are external – things from outside of you that are making you feel stressed – and those that are internal or evoked from within.

Examples of external stressors:

■        Work – the number of emails you get every day, the boss you don’t like, your commute, speaking in meetings, deadlines.

■        Environment – loud noises, the weather, being among other stressed people, environmental disasters such as earthquakes, flooding, etc., the news.

■        Major life changes – getting married or divorced, becoming a parent, being in an accident, your child being in an accident. 

■        Socialising – speaking to strangers, going on a date, other members of your family, work events.

Examples of internal stressors:

■        Beliefs, attitudes, perceptions – thoughts and beliefs about yourself and others. Often when you’re stressed these are distorted and exaggerated. For example, if you’re stressed about meeting someone for the first time, afterwards you might only focus on the one ‘stupid’ comment you believe you made and totally disregard all the great things you said.

■        Fears and phobias – concerns about what might happen to you or your loved ones in any given situation. Again, the scenarios are most likely distorted from reality, making them seem a lot worse than they actually might be. 

■        Control – feeling the need to manage a situation or the feeling of being out of control of a situation. Many people spend their lives trying to control things they can’t, thus giving themselves a lot of undue stress. Superstitions are a great example of this – ‘If I do X then Y won’t happen’; this is just a way to feel as if you have control over something that in reality you have absolutely no control over. Instead, the superstition starts to have control over you, making you feel more stressed if you don’t meet its demands.

■        Unrealistic expectations – of yourself and others. When reality doesn’t match up to an ideal in your mind then it can cause stress. 

How to work with your stress

Knowing if your stress is external or internal is important as this can help you when you start to work with it. External stressors might have more practical solutions, such as limiting the amount of time you check your emails when you get home, or not allowing yourself to read the news after a certain time of day. Internal stressors are more complex, and they involve working to make your subconscious conscious so you can understand yourself better, which, in turn, will help reduce and relieve stress; the exercises in this book are designed to help you with that. 

The key thing to remember as you work through each exercise, is to keep checking in with your body. Not only will it tell you how you are really feeling, but it can also be used as a map. For example, you may find that when you felt stressed about a regular event last month, you felt extremely nauseous, but this month, although you still feel slightly unwell, it may be minimal compared to before. This indicates that your stress response has reduced and you are coping better with the situation. 

Projecting your stress onto other things

If it’s not manifesting as physical ailments, stress can often be projected outwards on to something or someone else as a way to relieve it. You might notice yourself getting unreasonably angry at inanimate objects, or shouting at the dog or your child about something they don’t really understand. If you notice that your reaction to something is disproportionate to what actually happened, then the chances are you’re projecting something else on to that scenario. For example, you might notice yourself getting unreasonably frustrated with your child that they won’t listen to you, but on reflection you realise you were angry and stressed at how your boss was ignoring you and wouldn’t listen to you at work. There, you were unable to speak up, and so now you’re reacting to your child in a much more dramatic way than the situation warrants – in effect, you are projecting the anger you feel at your boss on to your child as a way to get it out of your system. 

Projecting your stress outwards can mean it infiltrates many more aspects of your life than it deserves to, and it can mean you feel stressed a lot of the time and not just when you are confronted by your stress trigger. Understanding the ways you project stress can help you notice it, reflect on it and calm down, allowing you to put boundaries down around the stress trigger and stop it from overflowing into the rest of your life. This will immediately help you feel less stressed as the stress won’t be with you all the time, overwhelming everything. Understanding how you project stress will also make the real stress easier to manage as you’ll know exactly where you need to work on it. 

Johnny (44) had recently moved into a new place. He started to notice everything that was wrong with the house – the cracks on the walls, peeling paint, gaps above the skirting boards. This started to become an obsession every time he walked into his home. Were the problems getting worse? Had he made a
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