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I can’t stress how important it
is to deal with stress!

Following on from our last, extremely

successful series of Academy workshops

on resilience, it seemed appropriate to

write an article on stress. Stress costs

most sectors, including the NHS, millions

of pounds every year in lost productivity

due to poor performance from stressed

employees and an enormous amount of

days lost to sick leave. 

Is stress good or bad?       

Stress is actually a natural phenomenon

and, to a certain extent, it is a good thing.

It is your body’s way of telling you that

something is wrong. Stress has existed as

long as humans have. Our caveman

ancestors would experience the classic

‘fight or flight’ response to perceived

threats such as a sabre-tooth tiger or a

marauding Tyrannosaurus Rex (OK, in

reality man and dinosaurs were separated

by millions of years of evolution, but let’s

not get too pedantic here. That would be

stressful!). In addition, we can and do

experience the often forgotten ‘freeze’

response to stress. Have you ever been so

stressed in work that you couldn’t decide

what to do? 

A certain amount of stress is healthy.

It makes us more aware of our

environment and forces us to remove

stressors. The problems start when stress

becomes distress. Unfortunately, modern

life is full of many factors that cause us to

become distressed. In years gone by,

stress was a normal response to a

perceived physical threat (such as a sabre

tooth tiger). Nowadays, stress is often

caused by perceived threats that are

psychological, rather than physiological.

Modern society puts so much pressure on

us that our natural ‘stress buckets’ fill up

very quickly. Have you ever felt any of the

following pressures:

● To be loved?

● To be successful?

● To be decisive?

● To be wealthy, or at least financially

comfortable?

● To be married, or at least part of a

stable relationship?

● To be happy?

● To be healthy/slim/attractive?

The list goes on! 
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Have perceived psychological threats replaced the 
sabre-toothed tiger as a cause of stress?
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Where do the pressures

come from?       

Ask yourself - where do these pressures

come from? Do you put them on yourself

or are they the result of other people’s

expectations? I find that many of my

coaching sessions focus on the clients’

perceived need to ‘be happy’ via

whatever means and I never cease to be

amazed by the external factors that are

driving this desire. Many people seem to

think that happiness is a destination,

something that will be achieved when

other factors are in place (e.g. the right

job, house, partner, salary, etc) whereas

happiness is really a journey and it starts

internally, not externally through other

people or material things.

So, here are my top tips

on dealing with stress     

● Know what is important to you

In the last Academy we spent a lot of

time looking at the importance of

SMART goals. If you know where you

want to go in life, you will generally

find a way of getting there. And

should setbacks occur, you can deal

with them far more successfully as

your goals remain like beacons in the

dark, guiding you though the tough

times.

● Choose your attitude

Life is not smooth or fair. Stuff

happens that you have no control

over. However, you can choose how

you respond to unexpected events. I

am a huge fan of Dr Viktor Frankl. He

was a Jewish survivor of Auschwitz

and became a famous psychologist. In

his book ‘Man’s Search for Meaning’,

Dr Frankl describes how he survived

the most harrowing of circumstances

by choosing his attitude, which was

essentially ‘I will survive this’.

● Be selfish
You have to look after yourself first
and foremost. You are no good to

anyone else if you are unhappy, run
down and physically ill. Looking after
yourself includes eating healthily,
exercising and staying hydrated (very
important!). Healthy eating doesn’t
mean you have to permanently be on
a diet. But be sensible with your food.
Ensure you are getting an appropriate
mix of protein, carbs and fats and
make sure you listen to your body and
stop eating when you are full. Exercise
doesn’t have to involve hours in the
gym or out jogging around the local
park. A 20 to 30 minute brisk walk,
three times a week will do you the
world of good. If you do find yourself
getting stressed, get up and walk
around. That simple change of
physical state will do wonders for your
mental state. Drinking lots of water is
really important too. Most of us do
not drink anywhere near enough
water on a daily basis. Swap a couple
of those cups of tea and coffee for a
glass of water and see how much
better you feel.
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“Life is not smooth or fair. Stuff happens that you have 

no control over. However, you can choose how you 

respond to unexpected events.”

Look after yourself and chill out from time to time!
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● Chill out

It is important to take time out for

yourself and do the things that you

enjoy. Listen to music, read, watch a

movie or the latest soap episode. You

know what your guilty pleasures are,

so indulge in them from time to time.

As you enjoy them, remind yourself

that you have earned this period of

enjoyment.

● Laugh out loud (LOL!)

Laughter really is a great form of

medicine. As a child growing up, I

never got Monty Python. I could never

understand how it reduced my dad to

tears of laughter. Now I think that

Messrs Cleese et al are comedic

geniuses. If I want to laugh until it

hurts, I simply go on to YouTube and

watch the Spanish Inquisition scene. I

have lost count of how many times I

have watched this sketch. I can recite

the script word for word and yet it still

makes me laugh like a loon and I

always feel better for it. Indulge in

whatever tickles your funny bone

often - and laugh out loud !

● Talk to someone

No one is an island. It helps if there is

someone you can talk to about what

is concerning you, annoying you,

making you feel sad or any other

unwanted emotion. Try to pick

someone that will be objective whilst

listening to you. Tea and sympathy is

OK at times, but what you really need

is someone that will help you reflect

on what you are feeling, what is

causing these feelings and what you

can do about it. 

● Expect the unexpected

Accept that life can and does throw

curve balls at you. Don’t put pressure

on yourself to be able to deal with

everything that happens. With

reference to the Monty Python sketch

above, ‘Nobody expects the Spanish

Inquisition’ - but you can deal with

them should they arrive in your

parlour!

It’s not worth it!       

At the end of the day, getting stressed

just isn’t worth it. 

Remember, we are here

for a happy time,

not a long one.
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“Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition’ - but you can 

deal with them should they arrive in your parlour!”
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