DEALING WITH WORKPLACE STRESS.
John Tuite..

Stress is not the problem! 

Perhaps a surprising way to start a conversation on dealing with workplace stress. But we need individual moments of stress to raise our game and perform at our best. What is actually the problem is unrelieved stress, prolonged periods where the stressors keep crowding in, or when a single stressor will not be put down and keeps a tight grip on our guts and heart. 

It is important to get this diagnosis right, because trying to steer clear of any stress is both unrealistic and undesirable. What can be achieved, and even lead to increased engagement, enjoyment and performance at work is managing our selves so that, despite all the ‘incoming’, we find moments to powerfully affect our physiological condition and induce a relaxation response. In the “Dealing with Workplace Stress” workshops I show people how they can do this in five minutes or five seconds, or even in the midst of conflict and the everyday demands of the workplace. Here I will explain some of the thinking and ideas.

THE FUNCTION OF OUR STRESS RESPONSE.

All of us are here today because our ancestors survived countless perils. They survived because of the wonderful way our body responds to a stressing event. Throw a sabre-toothed tiger in the room and you want your body to do certain things. You want it to mobilise energy, deliver it to where it can save you. So it makes perfect sense to raise heart and breathing rate, to raise blood pressure. It makes sense to heighten our senses and memory functions, but to limit our reasoning abilities. We don’t have time to over-analyse the situation! It makes sense to turn off expensive physiological systems not immediately needed. Digestion shuts down. Digest your food later. Reproductive functions shut down. Ovulate or make sperm when you are safe. Growth shuts down. Deposit calcium and make growth hormone when you know there is a tomorrow. Suspend the immune system. White blood cells won’t help you now. Make them later. If there is a ‘later’. We don’t paint the house when there is a hurricane coming. 

It all makes perfect sense. It got our generation here. But this system, developed over millennia, is designed for 30 second or 30 minute emergencies. Our problem is that we switch it on for 30 days, 30 months or 30 years, worrying about the mortgage, the boss, the report we have to write. Raise heart, blood pressure and breathing rate, limit brain functions, cut digestion, growth, the immune system, and sexual functioning for this length of time and considerable damage gets done.

The body is designed to balance the stress response with a balancing, powerful relaxation response. The parasympathetic nervous system lowers heart rate, gets the digestion going again, switches back on our repair and reproductive functions. After the danger, our ancestors sat in the cave and let the parasympathetic system create recovery.

The good news for us is that there a some simple techniques we can learn that can kick start this response, and bring our physiology back down from its state of ‘condition red’.

Jim Loehr is a consultant and sports psychologist who had worked with some big players, particularly in the world of tennis. He tried to figure out what divided the players who won from the players that nearly made it. He spent a lot of time studying their games, but became convinced the difference could not be found there. So where was it? Eventually he focused on what they did between points. And there it was! The winners had consistent rituals they repeated between points and which calmed their physiology down. He hooked players up to machines. He found that top players could lower their heart-rates down by as much as 20 beats/minute in 16-20 seconds. Contrarily, the players that nearly made it tended to have permanently raised heart rates or permanently low heart rates. They were either over-stimulated or under-stimulated. They lacked a pulse, a cycle of arousal and recovery that the top players were able to ride towards higher performance.

This discovery is key to how we can deal with stress in the midst of our daily incoming and “to do’ list.

STOP! HOW ARE YOU IN THIS MOMENT?

The starting point is simply to become aware of what is happening inside you. This sounds obvious and simple. But in almost every “Dealing With Workplace Stress” workshop I ask; “How often do you tune into yourself?” The response is invariably a shaking of heads by almost every participant. Most people go through their day without checking in to the state that they are in. They are ‘too busy’. As the day goes on, the tensions accumulate in their shoulders, around their jaws, their eyes, or their stomach. But we just march on through all these signals. 

But you cannot deal with stress by ignoring it. So the starting point is becoming aware. There are many techniques we teach for deepening this awareness, or speeding it up. The more you practice the quicker and more effective you can become. 

THE MOST POWERFUL WEAPON.

Your most powerful weapon in initiating a relaxation response is your breath. To be more specific, the exhalation. When you exhale many different parts of your body dilate. Even the pupils of your eyes! So a deep breath, with a slightly extended exhalation will do wonders. The inhalation will energise you, and the exhalation relax you. If you inhale for two beats, then extend slightly the exhale for three. (But do not push yourself past what is comfortable. Here again self-awareness and responsibility is important.)

However, my experience is that for most people some work needs to be done on the art of breathing. About 80% of the participants in my workshops have learned to breath in a most inefficient way, with movement mainly coming from the top of their chest. Here, the blood circulation is low and the amount of effort needed to expand the lungs is considerable. In fact the muscle movement needed to breath from here can actually increase tension. 

The lungs are designed to be expanded by the diaphragm.  This expands and contracts, powerfully drawing in oxygen to the blood rich lower halls of the lungs. To practice this put one hand on your chest and one on your belly. Breathe normally and then take a deep breath. Where is the movement? Imagine that there is a balloon in your belly. As you breathe in it expands. As you breathe out the balloon deflates. Your hand on your belly should rise and fall. Your hand on your chest eventually stills. If this is not happening for you, gently practice. But do not try to force it. When you are at home, lying on the settee, put a book on your belly and raise and lower it with your breath. Eventually your body will relearn this more natural, powerful way to breath. You will already be on the way to enhancing your ability to de-stress. 

What is also powerful about the breath is that we can consciously exhale any time, even in the midst of a difficult situation or conversation. It does not have to be obvious, but it will be effective. 

VISUALISATION.

You can enhance the effect of the exhale if you add a visualisation to the practice. Each person can find something that works for him or her. It might be a sense of tension draining all the way from the top of our heads like water through our feet into the ground. Or a sense of the breath entering a tense part of our body, warming it, and dissolving it on the exhale. Each person can find a visualisation that works for them.

In fact, having a strong image available to us that induces a relaxation response is very worthwhile. It could be a picture of our children, of a place we feel in harmony with, or a piece of art. It does not have to be visual. A piece of music would work. Or a smell. But through consciously using this image, we train our bodies to respond more readily to it. 

THE PULSE OF LIFE.

The body has its own rhythms. Becoming aware of them is useful. As well as the circadian rhythms of sleep and awakening, there are shorter rhythms that pulse through the day. One important rhythm runs on a 90-120 minute cycle. On the alert phase of this cycle we are likely to feel attentive, engaged, and more energetic. But there follows a ‘recovery’ phase to this cycle. Here attention becomes harder. If we were sitting we want to stand. If we were standing we want to sit, or lie down. We yawn, we day-dream. We find it harder to engage, and our productivity goes down.

One of the ways we avoid this downward slope is to use various stimulants, like coffee. We keep our selves at the top of the cycle all day, and then can’t come down without the use of downers, like alcohol. Repeat this refusal to allow the body to pulse through its natural cycles day after day, week after week and we are “flat-lining”. We are subjecting our bodies to exactly that permanent stress that I warned of at the beginning of the article.

It is worth building in to the rhythm of your day recovery rituals. These rituals can be anything from 20 minutes to 20 seconds long. They can be the relaxing breath, or the walk around the local park at lunch. The more we practice, and make a ‘ritual’ of each practice the more the body will respond. Again, each person can design their own ritual. 

DE-CONVERGE YOUR EYES.

Another simple method of initiating a relaxation response is by de-converging your eyes. When we are engaged in an activity our eyes are usually converging on one point. By relaxing our focus, allowing our peripheral vision to come on line, our physiology gets a useful signal to calm down. This again can be done quickly and almost without any outward sign. It can be done inside a stressful situation to begin to limit the damage. And it allows us to suddenly ‘see space’ around a situation that before looked impossibly crowded.

PUT IT DOWN.

Even a relatively light weight can exhaust us if we hold it up too long. Learning to put aside the things that are bothering us can be demanding work. But we must learn it, confident in the knowledge that if it is a real problem it will still be waiting for us when we are ready to pick it up, and if it isn’t… well, we have not suffered too much.

CONNECTING WITH OTHERS.

These are very simple but effective ways to take responsibility for our own physiology and allow our selves a better chance of getting through the day without the accumulation of stress that is too often typical of our lives. There are other important considerations to think about too. Do we have predictive information about our work life? Leaders can help reduce stress by ensuring that surprise demands, or demands that have no time limit, are minimised. Do we have outlets for our frustrations? A person we can off-load onto, or a hobby we can loose ourself in? Do we have some control over the stressor? If there is a problem, do we wait for the line-manager to call us in, or do we take charge and go to them? How do we interpret events? Do we see them as worsening or bettering? The same event might fit into either pattern in our mind.

But perhaps the most significant of all these factors is how socially connected we are. Like in so many aspects of health, social isolation is a major factor in deepening the grip that stress has on our heart and mind. Developing friendships, and social connections is key to relieving stress in the workplace and our communities.

Stress is unlikely to slip out of our increasingly accelerated lives. Dealing with it positively and responsibly is something we can not afford to ignore. Above I have outlined just a few of the many practices that we can easily integrate into our working lives. We have choices, if not over the pace of the demands that are put on us, but how we respond to them. Effective practices for dealing with stress can begin to return some control, pleasure and even purpose into that large portion of our life and energy we give to the workplace.

JOHN TUITE runs a FREE introductory one hour workshops on “DEALING WITH STRESS IN THE WORKPLACE”, as well as more extensive training focused on moving from stress to peak performance and engagement.

John taught in and was in the leadership of challenging London schools for 18 years and is now a professional, consultant and trainer. He also has practiced a within a Chinese martial tradition for over thirty years, and it is from within this practice that he learned the art of being relaxed and graceful while under multiple incoming demands. He now helps people find their own ability to respond to stress through workshops and coaching.

He has delivered these in a variety of settings, including schools and hospitals. You can contact him on 07866564216 or jtuitelondon@yahoo.co.uk or through his website at www.clearcircle.org. 
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