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Introduction

I am writing this book with employers under more
financial pressure than ever, and managers having to
manage greater problems with fewer resources. But
you don’t have to wait for a bad year to make good
use of proven stress management techniques.

Over the last 20 years, businesses both large and small, have
retained me to deliver stress management training to their
senior executives and management teams. This book summarises
my experiences and conclusions about the management of
everyday workplace pressures, in order to successfully prevent
them hardening into stress.

Stress management is mostly to do with being able to recognise
signs of stress in oneself and others, and developing effective
anti-stress techniques to deal promptly with it.Whilst stress is
often perceived as being workplace or financially-oriented, you
will see that it can dramatically affect home and family life.

With the aid of this book, you will learn the basic tools and
techniques of managing stress and hopefully become a better
manager, colleague and family member.

Here’s to your stress-free living!

Carole Spiers
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How to Get the Most
Out of This Book

Stress Management:
An Intelligent Personal and Professional Investment

This book will give you instant access to strategies and tools
for you to include within your portfolio of management skills.
The “HOWTO” tools in this book
provide solution based skills to help
you deal with specific problems and
challenges that you may encounter on
a day to day basis.

The aim of this book is to:

1. Help you to identify your personal stress levels and give
you the necessary tools to manage them more effectively.

2. Learn how to recognise stress in others and how to offer
help to reduce it.

3. Discover the causes and effects of stress.
4. Develop personal management skills which, if used regularly,

will help reduce your stress and the stress within your teams.

A journey of a thousand miles must begin
with a single step!
Lao-Tzu

“ “
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Some of the techniques described may be familiar whilst for
others, they may be new.What is obvious to one person is not
necessarily obvious to another. Additionally, just because we are
aware of a skill or technique does not automatically mean that
we utilise it, successfully or at all, in our lives at home and at work.

Most workplace pressure is a usual and often positive part of
working life,motivating you to achieve a better and more effective
performance. However, when pressure becomes excessive and
prolonged, it can turn into stress and become destructive,
resulting in a spiral of unpleasant feelings and behaviour.

Over time stress can affect your mental and physical wellbeing
leading to your work performance falling well below your
natural ability and leaving you feeling unable to cope with
normal activity.

Relationships at home
and at work can also
be seriously affected by
stress.Your own
stresses can reduce
your ability to manage
your team effectively,
and your personal
relationships may
become strained.

Begin at the beginning,’ the King said very
gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end:
then stop.
Lewis Carroll

“ “
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Sometimes when people are under stress,
they hate to think, and it's the time when
they most need to think.
Bill Clinton

STEP 1
Spotting the Symptoms

“ “
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26 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

There are many myths and misconceptions about stress that could cause
you significant damage if you base your life on such inaccuracies.

Three of the most commonly quoted include the following.

1.‘Stress is Good forYou’

It is often mistakenly thought that stress is good for people, when in fact
long-term stress is invariably harmful. A certain amount of pressure can
indeed motivate and can therefore be useful, but stress is never so.

A probable explanation of the myth that people perform well under stress is
that they perform well under controlled pressure, i.e. when that pressure is
effectively managed.

Pressure is useful when the body and mind are finely tuned in a way that
enables them to achieve optimum results and performance. A feeling of
nervousness before giving a presentation will often result in increased
mental acuity and responsiveness, which will also stimulate the audience.The
relevant factor in this context is ‘pressure’ that is within your control.

True or False – the Facts About Stress
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We can think of stress as a light switch that our body turns on automatically
under specific circumstances.The essence of effective stress management is
the ability to know when (and how) to turn the switch off!

However, if you arrived late, inadequately prepared, and the laptop or
projector failed to operate properly, then the presentation would inevitably
be stressful.

The word 'stress' itself is often applied incorrectly. Many
people will use it when they have a temporary work
overload, whereas in fact, stress only occurs when a
person perceives (over a prolonged period) that he or
she has insufficient personal resources to cope with a
given situation.
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28 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

2.‘Suffering from Stress is a Sign of Weakness’

Individuals working in an organisation where, for example, there is the
possibility of imminent redundancies, may seek to cover up any sign of stress
in the belief that they may be regarded as unable to cope with their jobs and
might therefore be regarded as expendable.

Employees may be wary of any mention of stress being attached to their
work records in case it might prejudice their chances of promotion and so
will not be inclined to discuss the problem with colleagues.This is why it is
so important that workplace culture embraces the notion that to be stressed
occasionally is a normal human condition and that to admit to it, initially to
oneself, is the first step in modifying the situation or meeting the challenge.

3. ‘Stressors Affect Everybody Equally’

An employer or manager should appreciate that not all members of their
team will react in the same way to any given problem.What one person
perceives merely as pressure, another may perceive as stress.

Managers and supervisors need to be aware of the symptoms of stress and
have the skills and expertise to defuse or mitigate such issues before they
become potentially serious or disruptive.

You may think that if you admit to being stressed, it is a
sign of failure, weakness or ineptitude.
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The opportunity to talk through work-related problems and personal issues
can help those employees who are under excessive pressure.

Whilst managers can often provide the first line of support in encouraging
staff to take steps to combat the problem, it may be necessary to seek
further support through an in-house referral, from either Human Resources,
the line manager, Occupational Health Department or an external
counselling service sponsored by the employer.
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30 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

What Makes Events Stressful?

Negative events are more likely to be stressful than positive events -
although not exclusively so. Uncontrollable or unpredictable events are
more stressful than those that are not, and ambiguous situations are often
perceived as more stressful than those that are clear-cut.

Overworked people are invariably more stressed than those with fewer
tasks to perform and often have difficulty in balancing their home and work
lives.They frequently cannot set their priorities correctly and as a result may
only require something comparatively inconsequential to upset their
emotional balance.

Your key aim should be to maintain an appropriate
work-life balance, and that means (among other factors),
making informed choices, setting priorities and
employing effective time management techniques.
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Exercise # 1

How Stressed Are You?

This simple questionnaire will give you an indication of
your present stress level. Score each question with 3 for
‘always’, 2 for ‘sometimes’ or 1 for ‘never’.

I rarely allow enough time to complete tasks

I seldom arrive for appointments on time

I am impatient and interrupt when people talk slowly

I get really cross and irritated when I have to queue

I sometimes take on too many jobs at once

I often miss meals and just eat snacks as I work

My life is controlling me rather than me controlling
my life

I tend to always walk quickly

I am inclined to drive faster than I should

I am easily irritated by little things

I criticise others rather than give positive feedback

I do not seem not able to relax and switch off,
especially at night

If I want a job done properly, I do it myself

I am indecisive when it comes to making important
decisions
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32 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

I tend to avoid parties and social events

I will put off dealing with problems and hope they
will go away

I tend to internalise my anger when something or
someone annoys me

I am very competitive and try really hard to win
when I play sport

I want everything I do to be perfect

I know I am in denial about my major problems

TOTAL:

See page 71 for your results.
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Exercise # 2

Personal Stress Awareness

My definition of stress is…

Some of the stressors in my life, at home and work, are…
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34 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

From the time of the hunter-gatherer, about two million years ago, stress has
helped us to survive danger.

As soon as we perceive an impending threat to our safety, our possessions or
our space, our brain sends messages to our nervous system to prepare to
either stand and fight, or run to escape from the danger, i.e.‘fight or flight’.

Neolithic Man

When Neolithic Man went out to forage for food and came across a sabre-
toothed tiger with the same intent, he had to make an instant decision to either
fight with the beast (and possibly lose life or limb) or to make a quick escape.

In the split second that the body’s fight/flight response was activated, the
sympathetic nervous system would come into play and instantly kick-off the
‘fight or flight’ process.

Is Stress Good forYou? No it’s Not!

Stress is the adverse reaction people have
to excess pressures or other types of
demands placed on them. It arises when
they perceive that they are unable to cope
with those demands.
UK Health and Safety Executive (2001)

“

“
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These days, although we do not meet many tigers, we do meet a wide variety
of threats in many other forms and when we are suddenly faced with a
threat of danger, our innate survival reaction ‘kicks-in’ automatically as shown.

Repeated exposure to stress over a sustained period of
time may mean that our body is less able to recover.
This may eventually lead to the development of a stress-
related illness.



SH
O

W
ST

RE
SS

W
H

O
’S

BO
SS
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The challenges, threats and prolonged pressures we face today are often
long-term rather than the instant ones that our forebears were likely to
meet – and herein lies the difference.

We are probably more likely to be ‘threatened’ by late or delayed air travel,
long hours, overwork, harassment, bullying or the thousand and one other
causes of stress in our 21st Century workplace.

We currently live in a post-industrial period of transition, the so-called
‘information age’, which has introduced new technology systems and
innovative management philosophies.

These have brought about very rapid changes in the workplace and
increased expectations of those who work there.

Even the speed with which we are now expected to communicate via
emails, mobile phones et al, leaves us little time for reflection before we are
obliged to move swiftly on to the next task.

In addition to this, we are often required to work against a background of
corporate mergers, short-term contracts, downsizing and possible
redundancy which can pose very real threats to our day-to-day lives.

These developments clearly increase the incidence of stress, while on a
personal level, should we be unable to cope with our work, any prolonged
stress may influence the development of a wide range of medical complaints
and diseases.
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The word ‘stress’ itself possibly derives from the Latin ‘strictus’ meaning
tight or narrow, or more likely from the Middle English ‘stresse’ meaning
hardship or distress.

The originator of the biological concept of stress was the Nobel Prize
winner Hans Selye, a Canadian physician and medical educator born in
Austria – and a pioneer in the field of stress research.

Selye noted that a person who is subjected to prolonged stress goes through
three phases: Alarm Reaction, Stage of Resistance and finally Exhaustion. He
termed these responses the General Adaption Syndrome (GAS).

Alarm Reaction is the ‘fight or flight’ response when the body’s
resources are mobilised and includes the various neurological and
physiological responses that occur when confronted with a stressor –
i.e. anything that causes excessive pressure to an individual, whether it
be from external sources, interpersonal relationships or internal tensions.

Resistance: If we continue to experience stress, the body enters the
second stage, during which it is more able to cope with the original
stress but its resistance to any other stress is lowered. If the threat is
brief, there are usually sufficient reserves available to adapt.

The Stress Process

It's not stress that kills us, it is our
reaction to it.
Hans Selye

“ “
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38 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

Exhaustion: After prolonged resistance, energy reserves are
depleted and breakdown occurs.We do not have the energy to
continue with the adaptation to the stress and the body fails to
return to normal. Depending on the individual and the stressor,
continued stress can lead to ‘burnout’ (breakdown), serious disease,
organ failure or even death.
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What Causes us to be Stressed?

Fundamentally it is the way that we think about a situation rather
than the situation itself that causes stress.

Problems occur when the pressure we are under seems to be
overwhelming or out of control. We may perceive ourselves as not
possessing the necessary skills to combat the pressure, and so we feel
unable to cope.

Fig.1
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40 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

As this example shows, innate resistance and reactions to stress vary from
person to person.

CCase Study
Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff!
Craig and Molly are two Operations Managers who have each made
appointments to meet their General Manager at one of their
respective outlets.

Both encounter delays due to roadworks and an accident on the
motorway. Both have mobile phones and they each let their boss know
that they are going to be late. From there on, however, their reactions
are totally different. Craig does all he can with the resources that are
within his control. He listens to music on the radio and accepts that
there is little he can do to get to his meeting any quicker.

Molly, on the other hand, grasps the steering wheel ever tighter, jumps
from lane to lane in a desperate attempt to make up time and
constantly looks at the clock, watching anxiously as the minutes tick by. 

In the end, Molly arrives late and in a distressed and anxious state.
Craig, on the other hand, arrives late but in a much more relaxed state
of mind. Both were frustrated at being late but it is Molly who
experiences high levels of stress.

Does anybody really think that they didn’t
get what they had because they didn’t have
the talent or the strength or the endurance
or the commitment.
Nelson Mandela

“ “
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42 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

Exercise # 3

How do You React when Experiencing Stress?

Think of a stressful situation that has taken place in the
past. How did it affect you?

Psychologically, physically and emotionally.

For example, think back to the first time you had to give a
presentation before an audience - how did you feel…
how did your body react?

Situation

How did it affect you?

Think about how your reaction to this type of
situation has changed over time, and what has
influenced these changes?
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A useful way of looking at stress is to examine it in terms of the three key
types of responses through which it is expressed: 

Psychological – our mindset, how we think and feel.

Physical – how our body reacts.

Behavioural – how we perform and the signs we exhibit.

Psychological

The psychological symptoms associated with stress are relatively well
known and most of us will have experienced them at one or more points in
our lives. It is common, for example, to experience some anxiety before
giving a major presentation or attending an important interview. 

This is normal and soon passes once the event is over. What may be
considered abnormal is a persistent feeling of anxiety that is experienced by
many individuals who feel chronically stressed. 

Personal Responses to Stress
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44 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

This anxiety may manifest itself in irritation, impatience or anger and in many
cases leads to depression, a sense of hopelessness and other negative emotions.

Physical

In addition to its emotional impact, the adverse effects of stress on the
physical health of an individual should not be underestimated. There is
considerable research to suggest that there are links between stress and
serious illness, some of which may influence life expectancy. 

Stress can weaken the immune system, leading to an increased susceptibility
to illnesses such as colds, flu and other infections, in addition to a raised
blood pressure.
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When stress is prolonged, there is a tendency for minor ailments to develop
into more debilitating conditions – with migraine, irritable bowel syndrome
and chest pains being amongst the most common.

Behavioural

It is not just the effects of physical illness that can impact on an individual’s
ability to perform their job. Stress invariably causes changes in individual
behavioural patterns that may well prove to be disruptive in the workplace.
Anger and frustration can also be triggered when individuals are unable to
cope with pressure and these feelings can, in turn, impact on productivity
and general morale. 

A manager who is aggressive will fail to obtain the optimum output from his
or her team members who are likely to become resentful and possibly
stressed themselves. In this respect, stress is infectious and may be passed
on from one person to another if appropriate action is not taken to identify
and remedy the prime cause(s). 
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46 Step 1. Spotting the Symptoms

An intimidating management style or a culture of fear are just two of the
factors contributing to the increased incidence of workplace bullying. 

Individuals can become aggressive when they become frustrated or ‘out of
their depth’ and this can often result in bullying behaviour being exhibited,
from one level down to the next throughout a particular section of the
organisation – or within the family unit. 

For example, the normally calm manager may become frustrated and
aggressive when put under pressure (supposedly to ‘push’ him or her to
achieve the required results) and as a consequence, they may find it
necessary to apply similar pressure to others at a subordinate level.

It is also important to appreciate that stress can, in some instances, turn the
victims of bullying into bullies themselves both at work and at home. 

Stress ‘Carriers’

‘Stress Carriers’ are people, very often in a managerial or supervisory
position, who have the ability to cause stress in others by intentionally
raising the anxiety level
of all those around
them without suffering
any adverse effect on
themselves. 

Their behaviour is
often domineering and
others are reluctant to
confront them and
invariably feel a sense
of relief when not in
their presence.
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Of course, anger and aggression are not the only behavioural symptoms of
stress. Stress can also contribute towards an inability to concentrate, a
weakening of essential focus and a difficulty in effectively managing time.

Whilst these effects may give some indication of the impact that stress can
have on the individual, most people will only experience a limited number of
these in response to any one particular stressor.  Set out overleaf are some
of the most commonly experienced warning signs of stress listed under
either physical, emotional or behavioural (although this table itself is by no
means exhaustive).

CCase Study
Stress ‘Carriers’
Helen, an office manager, is in charge of the dispatch section of an
online retailing company. She manages her workload well but when
Rema, her boss, comes into the office she finds that her schedule is
completely thrown out by non-urgent tasks that Rema wants to be
completed immediately. Rema’s presence in the office creates an
atmosphere of panic, and her unrealistic deadlines and lack of forward
planning increase the working pressure throughout the department. 

Rema herself, however, is confident of her method of management. If
she can work under pressure then so can her team. ‘People need extra
challenges and it does them good to work under pressure. They need
to be kept on their toes,’ she says. She just cannot see that by
upsetting work schedules with her often petty requests she is passing
on her stress to the whole team. 
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Depending on the individual, stress can manifest itself in different ways.

PHYSICAL PSYCHOLOGICAL BEHAVIOURAL

Palpitations, Mood swings Susceptibility to accidents
awareness of heart 
beating, chest pains

Diarrhoea, Panic attacks Changes in eating habits
constipation, 
flatulence

Indigestion Morbid thoughts Increased smoking

Loss of libido Low self esteem Restlessness, hyperactivity, 
foot tapping

Muscle tension Irritability Over-dependence on 
caffeine

Menstrual problems Feeling of Changes in sleep patterns
helplessness

Tiredness Impatience Out of character 
behaviour

Breathlessness Anxiety Voluntary withdrawal 
from supportive 
relationships

Sweating Crying Disregard for personal 
appearance

Tightness in the chest Cynicism Loss of confidence

Physical, Emotional and Behavioural Effects of Stress
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PHYSICAL PSYCHOLOGICAL BEHAVIOURAL

Skin and scalp Withdrawal into Sullen attitude
irritation, eczema daydreams
and psoriasis

Increased susceptibility Intrusive thoughts Clenched fists
to allergies or images

Frequent colds, flu Nightmares Obsessive mannerisms
or other infections

Rapid weight gain Suicidal feelings Increased absence from
or loss work

Backache, neck pain Paranoid thinking Aggressiveness

Migraines and Guilt Poor time management
tension headaches

Fig. 2   Spiers C. Tolley’s Managing Stress in the Workplace (2003)
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CCase Study
Unhealthy Stress Response
Carrie is a 28 year old Sales Manager. 

She has a young son and when she returns home it is important for
her to spend time with him, in addition to having to manage the daily
domestic chores. 

Her store has recently been under scrutiny and several identifiable
problems have emerged. It is Carrie’s responsibility to resolve these
difficulties, but she feels she is not getting the support from Head
Office that she needs. 

Carrie has always enjoyed a glass or two of wine when she comes
home as it seems to help her relax whilst cooking supper.  Recently
she has found that she is drinking more than her usual two glasses and
is often finishing the whole bottle before going to bed. Unfortunately,
she now finds herself waking at 3 am, with a splitting headache and
unable to get back to sleep. In the morning she feels heavy-headed and
un-refreshed and starts the day feeling bad tempered and jaded.

When Carrie’s husband suggests that she might be drinking more than
is good for her Carrie angrily disagrees and says she feels that she is
completely in control of her drinking. She welcomes the relaxation
that she gains from it and basically feels that it is helping her to cope
with the problems she is experiencing at work. 

Carrie is adamant that she can stop drinking whenever she wishes. She
is not (at this point) able or willing to see that her wine consumption
is probably exacerbating an already difficult situation. 
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Although initially alleviating the symptoms of stress, and 
providing a ‘feel good’ factor, part of the physiological 
function of alcohol is to depress functioning on most levels. 
Hence performance goes down and, when sober, anxiety goes up. 

Carrie has unwittingly placed herself in the classic trap of allowing an
apparent solution to compound the original problem.

Individual reactions to stress can be easier to identify in
some situations than others.
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