
Things are so darn stressful right now. 
 
Don’t you agree that this statement, formulated in a range of ways but 
carrying the same kind of sentiment, is one of the most common phrases 
being uttered today? When I was at primary school I didn’t even know 
what the word “stress” meant. These days our children begin to use the 
term more or less from the moment they start first grade. Why is this? 
What does this change mean for us as individuals? What is stress, really? 
And perhaps most important, what action can we take if we no longer 
feel well? 
If you think you have a problem with constantly feeling worked-up, but 
always seem to have too little time, energy or know-how to recover 
properly - then this is a book for you. If you are experiencing the 
pressure of too many demands and obligations and can recognise the 
signals and symptoms of living under too much stress – this book is for 
you. Perhaps you are someone who is very well aware that life is not 
really working out presently, but you don’t quite know how to change 
the situation – this book is also for you. 
Many people live in environments of extreme high pressure. Examples 
of this might be having to endure constant poor finances, being 
consumed with anxiety over the prospects for a child with special needs, 
suffering unemployment or physical or mental health problems, or 
perhaps having to put up with dire conditions at work. Perhaps it’s not 
even possible to decisively change these circumstances. 
For people in these types of situations it is quite provocative to be 
confronted with brisk technical advice on how to breathe through the 
nose. 
Often when trying to alleviate stress, far greater resources and effort is 
required than can be found in technical advice briefly presented in a 
book. This current work does not claim to provide solutions for people 
suffering stress issues of a very serious nature, or who are experiencing a 
crisis. On the other hand some of the information and techniques 
described may prove useful when going through tough times and having 
to deal with these difficulties on a daily basis. 
“Sick of Stress” is not some all-encompassing tome which claims to 
address all areas of the subject in a comprehensive way. It was purposely 
created in a brief format, an easily digestible stress management manual 
for people who are experiencing stress, with the focus on several “hand-
picked” and concrete techniques that one can easily grasp and put to 



work without further delay, from day one. 
 
Anna Bennich Karlstedt 
 
 

Photos: Michael Ågren 
 

Stress and recuperation 
 
What is stress? 
 
Imagine walking out into the street and seeing a bus come hurtling 
towards you at high speed. Your response is lightning-fast and automatic 
– you jump to the side. 
This is not a conscious response, you do not need to think first that you 
must move or else something harmful will occur. Your body will make 
sure that you do what is necessary to survive. And this is where stress 
comes into the equation – it’s a vital stimulating response which enables 
us to deal with a variety of situations that we perceive as threatening. 
What happens when this stress response is activated is that our breathing 
speeds up and becomes more shallow in order to draw more oxygen into 
the blood. The heart beats faster to deliver more oxygen to the large 
muscle groups in the thighs and arms, so that you are more effectively 
able to flee, or fight if necessary. The tension in the body increases, 
small surface veins contract and the blood thickens, so that we don’t 
bleed so much in case of an injury. Digesting food, experiencing pain or 
tiredness, are de-prioritised as they are not required or rather become a 
hindrance in face of an acute threat. 
All of this occurs in the body without our needing to be part of a 
decision-making process. 
The diagram on the next page demonstrates in a simplified way what 
happens to us when we detect a threat and our level of readiness 
increases to deal with it.  
 
In the past human beings lived in the midst of many temporary physical 
threats. These days stress takes a form that is often longer-lasting and of 
a mental type. To have an increased flow of oxygen to the large muscle 
groups and raised levels of adrenalin is not strictly necessary when we 
are stuck in a traffic queue or wrestling with a malfunctioning computer. 



 

How do we recover? 
 

If an increased state of readiness is meant to protect or help us in 
threatening or challenging situations, it is the task of the recovery system 
to ensure that we survive in the longer term. 
Just as in the roused state there is an automatic switch at work to access 
the recovery response, it is not a question of an act of will. It happens 
naturally when we no longer experience any threat. It is also an active 
system, lots of things happen in the body also when we are in recovery. 
Among these are that the heart rate and blood pressure decreases, 
digestion is prioritised, the immune system is refreshed, the healing 
processes in the body improve and the production of sex and growth 
hormones is stimulated. Recovery always occurs when we sleep but also 
when we are active in various ways (see page 30). 
 

When does stress become a danger? 
 
The stress response can be described as an alarm system that quickly 
discovers and prepares us in face of a threat. The purpose is to protect us 
and improve our chances of survival. 
 
So how can stress then be dangerous? Isn’t it strange that we have an 
automatic response that is meant to help us, but which at the same time 
damages the body? 
It is customary to make a distinction between acute stress and long-term 
stress. To be triggered into a state of readiness in order to meet a 
threatening or challenging situation is not a problem for us, it is as we 
have already described a necessity that we’re able do so. Our body is 
ingeniously constructed to enable us to go from a roused state to a 
calmer state. 
But this is where the problem arises. The stresses we face often take 
multiple forms and the recovery is something that we must take 
responsibility for ourselves, which is in many ways a greater challenge 
these days than it has been previously. We live in a society in which we 
can remain active more or less constantly. We can be online around the 
clock. Our telephones sound and flicker, demanding our attention. 
We carry our work emails around in our pockets. We have a thousand 
choices to be made on subjects which have previously required few, if 



any, of the available alternatives (insurance, banking, electricity 
suppliers, pension schemes, telephone operators, the children’s school, 
you name it). 
We can shop on a large scale until 22.00 o’clock (if not later). The shops 
in town are no longer closed on a Sunday, and if they are closed we can 
shop on the internet. 
Good Friday is no longer a day of rest (yes, it really was before!). Our 
children have an enormous choice of activities to pursue and preferably 
they should be given the chance to try most of them. Many children have 
activities planned on several days of the week. It may of course be 
entirely positive, children like adults thrive on physical and stimulating 
activities. But there is a limit for when it becomes too much of a good 
thing, a limit that is to some extent individual. Time set aside for 
spontaneous play and rest is declining for many people. We live in an 
age that tends to promote and celebrate activity. It’s becoming more 
difficult to choose – and decline. 
 
We have a thousand choices to be made on subjects which have 
previously required few, if any, alternatives. 
 
Research has shown that the biggest health risk at work is partly the 
imbalance between effort made and the rewards connected to it, partly an 
imbalance between the effort that the work demands in relation to the 
control the co-worker is able to exercise over his or her situation. To 
experience a lack of support, on a practical and emotional level, is also a 
risk factor at work. 
 
 
Our workplaces have been transformed by many changes in recent years, 
some of which have been good and some bad, among other things from a 
stress perspective. Research has shown that work-related stress has 
increased in pace with the downscaling of organisations and a greater 
workload. Reorganisations are carried out at a higher frequency, which 
for many entails an increased insecurity, worry and ultimately more 
signs of stress. Certain forms of employment, for example temporary 
contracts and stand-in positions, are also experienced as insecure. With 
the advent of new technologies the boundary between work and leisure is 
becoming blurred around the edges. It may feel more flexible owning a 
portable laptop, but usually it leads to greater demands being placed on 
our accessibility. 



When do I stop checking my emails at home in the evening? Emails and 
other information, for example social media-based material, is there 
constantly in our telephones and often the very last thing we do before 
going to sleep at night is to scan it off. 
How often do we read of stimulating matters just before we go to sleep? 
Furthermore we have spent the last decade or so tearing down walls and 
now sit in open-plan offices. There are several advantages (perhaps of a 
social or financial kind) but many also find these environments to be 
more disruptive, making it harder to unwind and make use of periods of 
naturally-occurring rest. It was perhaps easier to do that in separate 
offices. 
 
 

Summing up: 
Natural opportunities to unwind are no longer “built into” our lives in the 
way that they were previously and it’s a bigger challenge for us to find 
moments of rest and recovery. 

 
How the human stress response differs from 
that of other mammals 
 
There is another problem as regards the stress response and that which 
triggers it. The part of the brain that regulates the automatic stress 
response in the body does not differentiate between a real threat: “I walk 
out into the street and a bus is coming”, or “I just lost my job” – and 
threats that only exist in the mind: “what if I make a fool of myself in the 
sales meeting tomorrow”, or, “I’ll never be able to manage this”. A zebra 
which comes upon a hungry lion reacts quickly and runs off to get away 
from danger. When the threat is no longer there the zebra can relax. The 
zebra doesn’t stand at its watering hole later that day, thinking back in 
time and dwelling upon what has happened: 
“Damn I’ve got so slow, I run so poorly”.  
Neither does the zebra think ahead and worry about that which may, or 
maybe will not, happen: “What happens the next time a lion comes 
along, what if I run slowly this time too?” 
The zebra is also unlikely to be thinking: “I wonder what all the other 
zebras think of me now?” 
We on the other hand might well think our stress response into action. 
Therefore it is not always enough to try to find opportunities in which to 



recuperate, for example, by resting on the sofa for a while. If we lie 
down on the sofa and think of all that we have failed to achieve today 
and must instead do tomorrow, and we experience all the frustration in 
this, our moment of rest is unlikely to help us recover. 
 
I wonder what all the other zebras think of me now? 
 
Exercise: 
When did you last think of something that triggered a stress response in 
your body? How often does it happen? (Did you really need the fight or 
flight response at that moment?) 
 
But isn’t there a difference between positive 
and negative stress? 
 
Often when I lecture on this subject I hear comments or questions on the 
issue of positive versus negative stress. By positive stress we mean the 
response that we have to situations and activities over which we have 
control, as we find such experiences exciting or challenging but not 
overwhelming - in short an emotional state that grants us pleasure and 
stimulation. Negative stress on the other hand is often characterised by 
the absence of any such control, where the demands in relation to our 
ability to cope are too great, resulting in discomfort as we neither have 
the time nor the support of our surroundings to deal with the challenge. 
This of course generates a range of negative emotions, for example, 
worry and anxiety. The fact is that negative stress if it is allowed to 
continue damages us. To feel worry, anxiety and constantly pressed for 
time (a sort of “hurry-sickness”) often leads to other negative 
consequences, such as being unable to sleep or wind down, ultimately 
resulting in feelings such as resignation and low spirits. 
At the same time positive stress, even if the experience is felt to be 
desirable, is also a form of stress. And in the long run too much of this 
type of stimulation can be damaging, regardless of how it is experienced. 
Many clients who I have treated have as a result rushed headlong into a 
condition of exhaustion: “What happened? But I love my job! I only 
wanted to make sure of securing the new contract, the kids’ ice hockey 
camp, my next deadline, planning the move…”, and so on. 
Unfortunately the pleasure we take in the activity is no guarantee that we 
do not reach a state of exhaustion. We can deal with far more, and for a 



longer stretch of time, if we are experiencing solely negative stress. 
Perhaps it is easier to miss the warning signals when most of the time we 
are taking pleasure in the process. 
 
Lesson: the need for recuperation time is unconditional and if it does not 
happen the body will finally protest. Regardless of how much fun we are 
having. 
 
What happened? I really love my job! 
 
Symptoms of long-term stress 
 
When the stress is short-lived the body has time to adapt. Short-term 
stress is not something about which we need to worry. But if stress is 
continuous it gives rise to an imbalance between that roused state and 
our natural recuperation. In the case of long-term, or chronic, stress the 
system ultimately breaks down and we become sick. Below are some 
common signals and symptoms indicating that we are suffering from 
long-term stress. 
 
Physiological (bodily) symptoms: 
• High blood pressure 
• Sleeping difficulties 
• Tense muscles – headaches and bodily pain 
• Dizziness, numbness, pins and needles 
• Poorly functioning digestion (stomach aches) 
• Lack of saliva and stomach acid (dry mouth) 
• Susceptibility to infections 
 
Cognitive (mental) symptoms: 
• Poor memory 
• Difficulty concentrating 
• Lack of focus 
• Slower thought process 
 
Emotional symptoms: 
• Irritation 
• Anger 
• Tearfulness 



• Low spirits 
 

Exercise: 
Do you recognise some of the above-mentioned symptoms? 
Which ones are most familiar to you? Make a note of them. 
 
Exhaustion syndrome is what we might suffer if we are never able to 
recover from stress. It may take the form of feelings of extreme 
tiredness, a physical and mental exhaustion that cannot be cured by rest 
alone. 
 

How can we recover? 
 
The key to dealing with all kinds of stress is to find a reasonable (and 
highly essential) balance between our worked-up state and recovery. 
 
In practice this means that we maintain focus on the recovery 
(generating that roused state is not really a problem for us…). 
What counts as effective recuperation varies on an individual level, but 
there are common factors which we all share. Sleep is the most essential 
aspect of recovery. Research shows that we also profoundly access 
resources for recovery by working out. It is part of our design: solving 
the challenge of a stressful situation involves “fight or flight”, in other 
words physical activity. Our recovery system is very effectively 
switched-on afterwards. It is stress then recovery, stress then recovery 
again, not simply the demanding work-out which is the key and a little 
daily activity can grant an effective remedy. Small windows of recovery 
are also effective, and they need to be incorporated into all the activities 
in which we engage. The time required does not have to be great, a 
moment of deep breathing and some reflection may suffice. 
Even so it is not so easy to remember and prioritise all this, as in a 
worked-up state we rush to complete our various tasks and obligations. 
As I mentioned earlier recuperation can take a variety of forms 
depending on the person. Seeing as our thoughts can trigger the stress 
response it is an important aspect of recovery to reduce those thoughts 
that contain demands, or require us to be in a constant state of readiness. 
Most important of all is that we engage in activities that are 
undemanding and enjoyable. 
 
Many people automatically think of recuperation as being in a state of 



rest or inactive, but research has shown that active recovery, exercising 
for example, often gives more effective remedy than merely remaining 
passive. Many studies have likewise shown that regular physical exercise 
helps to prevent various mental health disorders and stress-related 
problems, including depression. National guidelines recommend at least 
30 minutes of daily physical activity of moderate intensity. 
� 
Aside from sleep, physical activity and trying to limit strident and 
demanding thought processes, our recovery from stress is also facilitated 
by engaging in any of the following activities: 
• Playing with children 
• Pursuing leisure – working with something that does not impose 
demands, for example gardening, handicrafts etc. 
• Surrounding oneself with people one likes 
• Practising relaxation techniques (e.g. yoga and meditation) 
 
 

Exercise: 
When did you last engage in recuperative activities? Take a few minutes 
to note down activities that you find supportive in recovering from 
stress. 
 
Short summary 
Now we know: 
What we mean by stress and a roused state. 
When stress is at risk of becoming damaging. 
What signals and symptoms we should be aware of. 
What is characteristic of recovery. 
The importance of creating a balance between a roused state and 
recovery. 

 
Reactions to long-term stress – a practical 
example 
 
When for a long period of time we experience symptoms of long-term 
stress we naturally try to find ways of dealing with it. Sometimes we 
succeed well in this, but at other times we may act in such a way that is 
not helpful in the long term. To the contrary our stress symptoms may 
grow as a result of our efforts, causing more stress rather than less. As 



time passes this creates anxiety and our mood worsens. 
 
Methods  Long-term stress 
 
Sometimes it seems that this is simply how life works – and within 
certain limits we are very capable of handling stress. To an extent we can 
tackle our own problems and crises. The problem arises when the end is 
never in sight, when a deadline, either in a work context or private 
matter, is always only ever replaced by another one, and there is no 
“later”. The “to-do list” is constantly being added to with new demands 
and obligations, however much we manage to strike-off and tick, one 
item after another. And whatever we can do to deal with the situation, 
such as to work faster and for longer with all there is get through, the 
rewards to be had are strictly short term. The job is completed, the 
colleagues are pleased, I receive praise, the family is grateful, I avoid the 
discomfort of having someone be disappointed in me, and so on. But in 
the longer term we are trapped in a negative spiral, in which we do not 
get the rest that we need. Unfortunately we are motivated to a far greater 
extent by short-term rewards, than by the somewhat unclear, uncertain 
and diffuse idea of rewards at some point in the future. 
 
The to-do list is constantly being added-to with new demands and 
obligations, no matter how much we strike-off and tick. 
 
In pace with renewed demands and the consequent stress response in the 
body many fall into a sort of “hurry-sickness” – in a constant effort to 
save time. An example of this might be brushing one’s teeth in the 
shower, fetching out our front door keys ten metres before we reach 
home, or calling mum at the same time as we are running for the bus. 
There is nothing odd about this and sometimes it may be helpful to us. 
But when we experience stress we also risk developing tunnel vision – 
we do all these things even when they are not strictly necessary. Neither 
are they as time-saving as we might like to think. By adopting all these 
types of stress behaviours (more on that in the chapter on behaviour) we 
also stimulate the body to the same state of arousal and signal to 
ourselves that we must continue to rush. 
When we jump at each and every “must, should and ought”, and there 
are of course so many of them, it often means that we also cut out the 
“less important” activities of our day. All that which is not a must. The 
lack of time and tiredness means that we stop exercising, stop seeing 



friends, don’t turn up at a party, or skip those leisure activities that we 
usually engage in. Every little thing that makes life worth living loses its 
priority status, one after the next. It feels incredibly liberating to cut 
down on things when we’re under stress, but in the long run are we 
making the right choices? There is a risk of life becoming finally one 
long list of troublesome demands and poor sleep. 
 

Mapping it out 
 
Some of the things that we do seem to happen all by themselves, 
automatic kinds of behaviour that we engage in without paying any 
notice. We cycle, switch on the computer, and go pick up a coffee 
without putting much thought into it. 
 
We should be grateful for this, imagine if we had to pay attention to 
everything that we do – it would be incredibly time-consuming! 
But some of these automatic habits are unfortunately less useful to us, at 
least in certain situations and periods. For example, performing a whole 
range of tasks at the same time, or checking our emails in the evening 
can lead to more stress (not less as was our intention) in the long run. In 
order to have a chance of changing this it becomes very important to pay 
attention. Otherwise it is very hard to know what it is that we are 
supposed to be changing. Charting the course of our behaviour is simply 
essential if we are to do anything about problems that relate to stress. 
 
If you put into practice any of the short exercises to be found at the end 
of every section of this book, you will have already made a start on your 
analysis. Perhaps you know a bit more of what triggers your stress 
response, perhaps you can sense the signals and symptoms, or what in 
your case might ease recovery and how often you might access this in 
your daily life etc. It’s now time to broaden and sharpen the analysis a 
little. To register the way in which it is all connected will make the 
necessary adjustments at a later stage, that much easier to achieve. 
You will be able to, more clearly, distinguish the patterns. 
It will also be easier to compare the current situation with how things 
appear, after you have put into practice some of the strategies presented 
in the book. 
Sometimes what we will need to do is very concrete, for example, we 
must change our job, or pull out of a spare time activity which has 
become more demanding than it is enjoyable. Sometimes it comes down 



to changing our attitude to certain situations. This is especially true when 
we are unable to affect the predicament in which we find ourselves. 
Our attitude may be described as our style of response, expressed in the 
four pieces of a puzzle. If we simplify matters we might argue that this is 
what it comes down to – how we respond as human beings. We think; 
we feel; we have a body which responds; we behave in a variety of ways. 
Each dimension has an affect on the next. For example, if I am waiting at 
a bus stop, and I think: ”Help, the bus is late and I’ll be late for the 
meeting and this will cause problems”, such a thought will generate 
specific feelings (frustration, anxiety), bodily reactions (higher pulse, 
tense muscles) and behaviour (sighing, staring towards the junction from 
which the bus is expected to arrive, pacing around, clenching my jaw, 
checking on the time). The way in which I behave will in turn have a 
bearing on the other dimensions and so on. Compare this with how 
matters might turn out if instead I was to think: “The bus seems to be a 
little late, it’s fortunate that I have sympathetic colleagues, it’s unlikely 
to cause a big problem”. The body would not launch its stress response 
system, and instead of pacing around and taking shallow breaths I could 
take a seat and listen to some music, or read something. 
Of course we cannot always get by on an attitude of “it doesn’t matter” 
to all that we come across in life. Being late for a meeting can sometimes 
have unpleasant consequences. But an important question that we must 
ask of ourselves, is; how often do I respond as if there is a fire next door, 
even when there really is not? Some responses happen just naturally and 
it might be worth considering how often it occurs. 
 
Exercise: 
Use the ‘mapping it out’ principle to analyse your response to classic 
stress-inducing situations and try to write down what happens in each 
respective “piece of the puzzle”. You will discover a formula to register 
events the next time that you find yourself in a similar predicament. 
 
How often do we respond as if there is a fire next door, even when there 
really isn’t? 
 

Feelings 
 
Feelings are much like the weather, they are what they are and will not 
be dictated to by willpower. The emotions triggered by a given situation  
are regulated by our earlier experiences and the way in which we alone 



interpret the situation. 
 
Our emotional response has in the same way as the stress response 
evolved over a long period of time and it is necessary to allow us to 
navigate in a variety of situations. It provides us with information about 
what will be good for us and what dangers may present themselves. 
Occasionally our emotions are disproportionate to the situation in which 
we find ourselves. We may for example feel concern over something that 
actually presents little danger. We can’t help it, but it may cause 
problems for us. 
Usually we try to deal with negative emotions by trying to modify them 
– for the moment. The diagram on page 38 is an illustration of this. 
Growing demands lead to feelings of anxiety, stress and guilt. To be rid 
of these difficult emotions we take short-term measures to reduce them, 
for example, by working overtime, skipping lunch or bringing work 
home in the evening. The consequence – for a short while – is to reduce 
the negative emotions. In the long run, however, our stress levels 
increase and for most of us it simply becomes a matter that we must deal 
with later. Quite often we do that which gives us a short-term emotional 
reward, or which diminishes unpleasant emotions. Sometimes it is the 
right thing to do. But – we put up our best fight in the here and now. 
 
To rid ourselves of difficult emotions we act in a way that reduces them 
in the short-term, for example, by working overtime, skipping lunch or 
bringing work home with us. 
 
Sometimes we are led astray and suddenly find ourselves in the position 
of putting out fires, or acting in ways that are far from the ideal manner 
in which we wish to live our lives. In the next section I will describe 
various sorts of behaviours and ways to deal with them in circumstances 
that have become problematic. I will address the issue of breaking 
habitual behavioural patterns and how to deal with the long-term 
consequences of our actions. 
 

In the long run our stress levels increase and this becomes an issue we 
must deal with later. But – we put up our best fight in the here and now. 
 

Behaviour 
 
Sometimes a misunderstanding occurs when we speak of behaviour, 
which is that first of all we must change the way we feel about things, 



or change the way we think about a given situation – in order to act 
differently in future. It doesn’t really work. Very often we can make 
decisive changes by starting to do things differently, in spite of our 
troublesome thoughts and emotions. It is moreover much easier to 
change what we do, than how we think and feel. 
 
To support a change in behaviour it helps to keep in mind three things: 
1) set a clear “start signal” so that we know when to implement a new 
behaviour 2) change needs to be fairly simple so that it can be easily 
implemented, and 3) some sort of reward is necessary, and it must as far 
as possible come simultaneously with the change. 
 
Example: begin taking walks. Start signal: after clearing up in the 
kitchen in the evening. Support structure: decide to go in the company of 
a neighbour to make sure it really happens. Reward: you can watch a TV 
series in the sofa afterwards. 
 

Finding and replacing stressful behaviour 
 
 
Much of what we do – as previously described – involve things of which 
we are hardly aware, and it’s not really a problem. Some types of 
behaviour, however, need to be brought out into the open, as it can do 
more harm than good. Some of what we do can be viewed as “stressful 
behaviour” – and we indulge in it even when there is no need. These are 
habits which we do not question. Stressful behaviour triggers the body 
into action and when we indulge in it too often it can become difficult to 
unwind afterwards. 
 
Methods  Behaviour 
 
Some examples of stressful behaviour are: 
• eating quickly 
• walking fast in spite of not being in a hurry 
• doing several things at the same time, in order to save time 
• constantly getting worked-up and angry in queues and traffic 
• dwelling on past injuries 
• checking the time when there is no need for it 
• speaking quickly 
• interrupting oneself or others 



• constantly trying to save time 
• rushing the person speaking 
• becoming irritated with others who work slowly 
• checking the mobile telephone more or less constantly 
 
Most of us can recognise ourselves in several of these behaviours. They 
are a natural consequence of us often being pressed for time, or having 
other reasons for being in a hurry. But we also behave like this when 
there is no need for it and all these time-saving, efficiency-oriented types 
of behaviour make us feel agitated. This is certainly NOT helpful in 
recovery terms. To alter just a few will make a difference to the stress 
response in our bodies. Note down your stressful behaviour types on the 
next page. 
 

Thoughts  
 
Our thoughts perform many vital functions. They enable us for example 
to plan for the future and solve problems. We make various decisions 
and learn new things. Thoughts help us to remember what we have read, 
experienced and all the various events in which we have taken part. 
Where would we be without our thoughts? 
 
But as with most things there is a downside. For instance, thoughts are so 
very difficult to control. They quite often live their own lives, inside our 
heads. Neither is there an off-switch. Sometimes we have thoughts of a 
very stringent and unreasonable nature that cause havoc for those 
susceptible persons who are forced to wrestle with them. We often 
frantically try to wave them away as they come up, a bit like we do with 
irritating flies buzzing around our heads. The instruction “don’t think 
about it” that we often tell ourselves and others, is not particularly 
helpful, at least not if the thoughts cause stress or are unpleasant and 
disturbing. 
 
Ask yourself: what happens when you try to rid yourself of troubling 
thoughts in your head? Sometimes thoughts rob you of time that might 
be more well-spent. We can compare attempts to suppress thoughts with 
pressing a rubber duck below the surface of the water in a bath tub. It 
takes a certain degree of energy just to keep it down and as soon as we 
let go it comes shooting back to the surface again (and annoyingly 
splashes us right in the face). 



When negative and troublesome thoughts take up too much space it is 
important that we reflect upon them. Where do they come from, and 
more importantly: where do they lead? Much of the time if we think 
things through we can make adjustments based on our findings that are 
valuable and will help us to suffer less. There are many different 
techniques and attitudes that we can practise. I describe some of them in 
the next chapter. 
 
We can liken our attempts to suppress thoughts with trying to press a 
rubber duck under the surface of the water in a bath tub. 
 

Some thoughts on life rules  
 

We all have various types of rules or principles for how we ought, 
should or must think, feel or act in our lives. Such thoughts and attitudes 
were picked up already at an early age, on what is “right” and ”wrong”, 
and these rules guide us to a large degree. We are often unaware of it, 
that is we don’t think about it so often, instead these ideas are there in 
the background, guiding us to act in certain ways depending on the 
situation. Many times these are useful tools that help us navigate through 
life. But unfortunately some life rules can be unhealthy and give us a 
great deal of stress. Some examples of life rules that may not always be 
great to follow are: “I must always be ready to help people in my 
environment”, or “If I fail at something it makes me a bad person”. 
 
To act counter to one’s life rules can lead to unpleasant reactions and 
raise feelings of shame or guilt. It is therefore simpler to act in 
accordance with them, even if they do cause us stress. In this way we 
avoid the discomfort of troublesome emotions, and our behaviour is then 
reinforced by the gratitude and praise of people around us. If, for 
example, we have the life rule: “I must always be ready to help people in 
my environment”, the consequence of not doing so makes us feel bad 
and egotistical. Connected to the life rule may be thoughts about the 
consequences; “If I am not always prepared to help others, I will not be 
liked”. Among destructive aspects of maintaining such an attitude is the 
error of placing too much emphasis on the needs of others, setting aside 
one’s own needs. 
 
This latter problem is, however, quite easy to ignore and so it is tricky to 
act any differently – for example, by setting limits or refusing to help. As 



destructive life rules underpin many of the stress-related problems that 
we face, it is important for us to become aware of them. 
 
If I am not always prepared to help others, I will not be liked. 
 
Exercise: 
Write down your answers to the following questions: 
• Can you distinguish any life rules that you have, e.g. concerning your 
accomplishments, or relationships to friends or a partner, that are causing 
problems for you? 
(They can usually be formulated as: “I must…” or, “If I don’t… 
then…”) 
• How do they sound? 
• In what situations do they crop up? 
• What kinds of behaviour do they prompt from you? 
• What are their consequences? 
Tip: use the stress registration form on page 46 to enter your negative 
life rules and reactions. 
 

Detachment from difficult thoughts 
 

There is a type of therapy called Acceptance & Commitment Therapy 
(ACT). It is a development of CBT with focus on various acceptance 
strategies and conscious awareness (which I will describe in more detail 
later). Instead of being focused on getting rid of, or changing, our 
thoughts and emotional experiences, ACT strives to help individuals, in 
spite of troublesome thought processes, to try to live a more meaningful 
and vital life. A wonderful metaphor which illustrates the way in which 
ACT looks upon negative thoughts can be found on page 86; The party 
and the neighbour. In the story, the neighbour Sverker takes on the role 
of intrusive and unwelcome thoughts. 
 
One way of creating a little distance to troublesome thoughts is known as 
cognitive defusion (by which is meant a ‘distinguishing’ or ‘distancing’ 
process). The technique holds that instead of putting one’s energy into  
disputing or suppressing thoughts, one should aim for a more objective 
view and in that way diminish its affect upon us. After all these are only 
thoughts. 
 
 



Exercise: 
Visualise a thought with which you often struggle and pay attention to 
what happens when you think it. It may feel strange to conjure up a 
thought that you would much rather avoid, but for the sake of practise, 
stay with it for a while. 
 
An example might be: “I am a fake”. 
 
Pay attention to how it feels in the body when you think the thought. 
Perhaps something happens to your breathing, or your pulse, 
accompanied by feelings of discomfort. 
 
Now think the same phrase, but add “I have a thought that” in front of 
your original thought: “I have a thought that I am a fake”. 
 
Observe for a moment how that feels, as you did before. 
 
Next add a further phrase: “I observe that” in front of the existing phrase: 
“I observe that I have a thought that I am a fake”. 
 
How does it feel thinking the thought now? Try to discern if you notice 
any difference. 
 
The purpose of the exercise is to create a little distance to the contents of 
the original thought. This type of detachment can be achieved without 
having to reason or discuss or even consider whether there is any truth in 
the original assertion. 
 
If you are interested in ACT there is some very good literature available. 
Some favourites that you can start off with are: Anna Kåvers ‘Att leva ett 
liv, inte vinna ett krig’ (‘To live a life, not win a war’ – I do so like that 
title) and Russ Harris’ book, called simply ‘ACT’. 
 
 

ACT 
ACT has as its main focus the idea of accepting our thoughts, attitudes 
and emotional responses, even if they are difficult. It is about allowing 
them to exist and still going ahead with what we have decided upon, 
what we like to do and that which is most important. Acceptance is, 
however, NOT about accepting and living with situations that we need to 



change, for example an impossible situation at work or a destructive 
relationship. 
 

A metaphor for thought (ACT) 
Imagine that you are throwing a party for your neighbours. You have 
made plans and really look forward to it, there are many great people 
coming along. But then your neighbour Sverker arrives, someone who 
you strongly dislike. He is nasty, rude and arrogant and starts to mingle 
at your party, causing trouble and friction. You can no longer focus on 
the party. You are frustrated and angry and finally go over to him and 
tell him to leave. Relieved you close the door on him. But then the 
doorbell rings, outside is Sverker once more and he wants to get back 
inside. Not on your life, you think and of course you don’t let him in. 
Instead you remain there watching the door to make sure he doesn’t get 
back inside. But as you stand there you suddenly realise that you are 
missing the whole party! You have so been looking forward to it, there is 
so much else going on that you really enjoy. So you decide to rejoin the 
party anyway. It’s impossible to keep Sverker out. He comes back in 
through the back door and wanders around here and there creating a 
scene. But at least you are now participating in the party, that which 
disturbs you is still present along with all that is enjoyable and 
wonderful. 
 

Mindfulness 
 
Actually we know nothing about the future. And all that has been is no 
longer, aside from in our memories possibly. What has already happened 
cannot be changed. Even so we spend a great deal of our time hanging 
out in the past, or in the future. To dwell upon good things that have 
happened is enjoyable. To dream of great things to come is exciting and 
can be motivational. But to get stuck in dwelling on past events in a 
negative way, or being consumed by nagging worries of what might (or 
might not) happen further along the way, is anything but helpful. Aside 
from that one misses out on all that is going on right now. Perhaps one 
has a good friend for company on the sofa. An infant on one’s knee 
whose head smells really good. A lunch on one’s plate that tastes great. 
 
One technique for dealing with stressful thoughts is so-called conscious 
awareness of the present – or mindfulness. The basic principle has its 
roots in eastern philosophy and studies have shown it to be helpful in a 



variety of circumstances, among others in cases of depression and 
exhaustion syndrome. 
 
The exercises involve concentrating on what we are experiencing at the 
present time, precisely now, using the impressions that we gain from our 
senses. In the training we learn to use our visual sense in a different way, 
our hearing, sense of touch and so on, to record what is happening right 
now, at this moment. Practising this skill often leads to a calmer and less 
stressful state of being and also gives us the opportunity to actually enjoy 
the small, positive experiences that are taking place in the present. 
 
We miss out on all that is going on right now. That we have a good 
friend for company on the sofa. An infant on our knee whose head 
smells so good. 
 
Exercise: 
 
Sit comfortably, precisely where you are. 
For a while attempt to: 
• Observe the room without judgement 
• Pay attention to what you see: Colours, 
light, structures 
• Breathe in smells and fragrances 
 
 

Difficult? It usually is to begin with. Many people find it hard to observe 
without making a judgement, we are all accustomed to doing so 
(attractive, ugly, good, bad etc). Often there are other thoughts which 
interfere (“do I sense a certain smell?” “what is the time?”). When other 
thoughts interfere the task is simply to try to return one’s focus to the 
here and now. Conscious awareness is a skill that we can learn. Train 
yourself when for example you are drinking a cup of tea or going for a 
walk. 
 
For anyone interested there is plenty of literature on the subject. A good 
clear introduction is Åsa Nilsonne’s book ‘Vem är det 
som bestämmer i ditt liv’ (‘Who decides over your life). Another good 
introduction is Jon Kabat-Zinn’s ‘Vart du än går är du där’ (‘Wherever 
you go you are there). 
 
• Listen 



• Observe the room in detail 
• Describe the room to yourself 
 
When you change the way you observe thing the things you observe 
change. 
Max Planck 
 

Dwelling on things  
 

It’s important to be able to reflect on difficult events that may have 
affected us. Partly to better understand what has happened and also to 
learn from it. If it’s relevant we might be able to tackle a problem that 
crops up in a different way, if something similar occurs. But we need to 
be able to distinguish between reflecting on matters and constructive 
problem-solving, perhaps a process of mourning, from what may 
otherwise be a sort of destructive dwelling. When we think about some 
injustice or a difficult event over a long period of time without getting 
anywhere, it becomes merely dwelling on things. 

 
Exercise: 
Ask yourself the question: Am I stuck? Have I thought these thoughts 
many times before? 
• If the answer is yes, ask yourself: 
Have I found a solution to the problem? 
• If the answer is no, it is probably fruitless dwelling. 
 
Breaking with dwelling on things is best done by taking up some 
activity. Get up from where you are sitting, or lying (it’s not enough to 
stay where you are, saying “don’t think about this any more”), change 
rooms or environment and DO something else. Call a friend, switch on a 
TV series, or go out for a jog. 
 

Pitfalls – when our thinking fails us 
 

When we are highly stressed our thought processes are all over the place, 
which is entirely natural. But it’s no good if we allow poor thinking to 
dominate us and we never even notice enough to try to do something 
about it. Noticing when thinking fails is not so easy. Many people find 
that if the pitfalls are named they become easier to recognise. As always 
with simplified categories for complex matters setting clear boundaries 



may prove difficult. What is important is not getting the label exactly 
right, it is to create an overview of one’s thinking and to be able to 
analyse it objectively. 
 
Below is a list of ordinary, very human types of pitfalls that may need 
some attention if they cause us too many problems. Putting them under 
scrutiny is felt by many to provide some stress relief. 
 
All-or-nothing thinking 
 
You think in extreme categories, it is always either black or white. If, for 
example, you have done something that is not absolutely perfect, it is a 
failure. All the subtle aspects are ignored and to a large degree this 
guides your actions. 
 
Overgeneralisation 
 
Making generalised judgements based on previous experiences is 
necessary because it helps us predict various types of scenarios in the 
future. But to constantly overgeneralise is a mistake, for instance, if we 
view an isolated incident as a pattern. It’s a common habit when it comes 
to disappointments. Perhaps you have been let down by a partner, and so 
just “know” that you will always be let down or led astray.  
 
Psychological filter 
 
You pick on a single detail of a whole issue and focus upon it 
exclusively, until you have a negative view of the whole. You have 
cooked dinner, cleaned the house and washed the dishes, but didn’t have 
time to fix the laundry. You think only of the fact that you failed to do 
the laundry and conclude that you managed nothing at all and the day 
was wasted. 
 
Disqualification 
 
You dismiss positive experiences by insisting for one reason or another 
that they don’t count, for example, by claiming that ‘it all comes down to 
luck’. In this way a negative attitude can be maintained even when it 
doesn’t gel with reality. 
 



Thought reading 
 
You believe that you know what others think of you, even though it’s 
impossible to be sure . Often thought reading says more about you than 
the person you are trying to read: “I can tell my boss isn’t happy with my 
report”. You assume for example that someone is thinking negatively 
about you and don’t bother to check whether it is correct. 
 
Exaggerating/belittling 
 
You exaggerate the importance of things, for example, if you’ve made a 
mistake or someone else has done a good job, and tone down other 
things until they are nearly meaningless. 
 
Emotional thinking 
 
We often talk of a “gut feeling” and how it can lead you to the right 
answer. And our intuition is important for us when the situation demands 
that we make a decision based precisely on the emotions. But sometimes 
this can lead us to the wrong place. We have a tendency to forget about 
that, especially when we feel under pressure. You suppose that your 
negative feelings portray things as they really are. I feel worthless, 
therefore it must be true. 
 
The fortune-teller 
 
In truth we know nothing about the future. Even so it’s common that we 
make assured statements over how things will turn out, even when we 
lack evidence. If we are under stress the fortunes are often of a negative 
character. You expect for example that something will be dull, or go 
wrong, and have a tendency to notice when you turn out to be right – but 
not when the opposite is true. 
 
Personalisation 
 
You see yourself as the cause of negative events even when you could 
not possibly be responsible. Your colleague looks stressed and tired and 
you immediately draw the conclusion that it is you/your unsatisfactory 
work/behaviour which is causing the problem. 
 
 



Body 
 
As I have already described all the pieces of the puzzle affect the others, 
and this is true also for the body. If the body is calm this in turn 
influences the way in which we think, feel and act. There are many 
physical exercises we can do to help us relax. It is firstly a question of 
learning the difference between a state of relaxation and tension, to more 
easily make us understand when we need to relax and what to do in order 
to get there. In relaxation exercises we use the muscles and our breath as 
a short-cut to trigger the recovery response in the body. This type of 
recovery also varies between individuals as to what is most suitable. We 
can experiment with, for example, relaxation apps and recorded 
instructions to guide us, yoga or meditation classes, or simply by 
ourselves try to relax specific muscle groups, either to music that we 
like, or in silence. 
 
If the body is calm this in turn influences the way in which we think, feel 
and act. 
 

Below is a breathing exercise that I find works well, for a few reasons. 
Partly because it’s quick to do and also because it’s portable (you don’t 
need to be at home, or lying down, either on the sofa, or on a bed of 
nails!) So I can do it several times on the same day, on the office chair, 
on the bus or at home. The exercise instructions also keeps interfering 
thoughts at bay. It just requires a bit of practise. 
 
Breathing exercise 
 
• Relax your shoulders and take long, deep breaths. 
• Breathe in and think “1” 
Breathe out and think “relax” 
• Breathe in and think “2” 
Breathe out and think “relax” 
• Repeat up to the number 5 and then start again from 1. 
With every “relax” try to imagine that your body becomes a little heavier 
(your bottom against the chair, shoulders falling a little more etc). 
 
A positive aspect of the exercise is that the counting keeps other, perhaps 
stressful, thoughts at bay. The challenge of the exercise is to keep one’s 
mind focused on the number (which is neutral) and on the instruction 



one gives oneself. It’s common of course for other thoughts to disrupt 
the exercise, but then it’s simply a question of regaining focus. With a 
little practice we can do that! 
 

Sleeping difficulties and how to treat them 
 
One of the most important forms of recuperation is sleep. A great deal 
happens in our bodies as we sleep. Our metabolism slows down and 
there’s an internal secretion of growth and sex hormones (edifying 
hormones). 
During sleep there is also a natural reduction of stress hormones 
(adrenaline, cortisone among others) and the immune system is 
activated. There also occurs a sort of  “upgrade” of our memory and of 
the brain’s energy levels. 
We sleep around 20 out of 24 hours as newborn babies and as adults we 
average around 7.2 hours on weekdays (+1 hour at the weekend). We 
naturally sleep less as we age and at 60 we sleep around 6 hours per 
night. There are big individual differences as regards the need for sleep. 
Therefore the myths that circulate about sleeping (for example that 
everyone needs 8 hours of sleep to be fully rested) cause problems for us 
and create stress where it’s totally unnecessary. 
Sleeping problems almost always involve stress on some level. It may be 
stress caused by recent events, or stress ahead of the day that’s coming, 
in time stress too over the fact that we aren’t sleeping well. 
Stress speeds up our metabolism which makes it harder to fall asleep. 
Anxiety and tension over the sleep that’s coming has a stimulating effect 
on the body, which worsens the quality of our sleep. There are some so-
called sleep hygiene tips that can be useful to know about and test if our 
sleep has worsened. 
 
Some examples of these are: 
• Sleep in a dark room 
• Maintain a cool temperature (15–18 degrees Celsius) 
• Avoid coffee after dinner 
• Avoid nicotine when it’s late 
• Spend some time outdoors in the morning 
• Exercise – but not too intensely just before bedtime 
• Avoid naps in the afternoon 
• Don’t go to bed hungry and neither eat too much before bedtime 
(“reasonably” full) 



• Take a moment for winding down just before bedtime 
(to “tuck oneself in”) 
• Don’t go to bed if you’re not sleepy 
• Put all screens away from the bed, no surfing just before we go to sleep 
• Be regular in terms of sleeping time, that is try to go to bed and get up 
at the same time every day 
• Avoid anything but sleep and sex in bed 
 
To find out how well we are really sleeping we can keep a sleep diary. In 
that way we see if changes made had any effect. It’s hard to know 
exactly how much we sleep (often we sleep more than we think), but it 
gives a rough idea. 
 

Methods to remedy poor sleep 
 
If we’ve suffered from sleeping problem for a long time it is probable 
that we have tried all the techniques to the point of exhaustion. To 
remedy the more severe sleeping difficulties we have a number of 
methods to hand. Below I’ll describe two of the most effective 
techniques used to deal with sleeping problems. 
 
 

Sleep restriction 
 
If we have a problem sleeping there is a tendency to spend a lot of time 
in bed awake. It means that we begin to associate the bed with our 
woken state/anxious thoughts/sleeplessness instead of associating it with 
sleep. Sleep restriction entails that we limit our time in bed to the time 
when we are actually sleeping. The method is grounded on sound 
research and results in a more continuous, deep sleep. Use the sleep 
diary for a week to record how many hours you sleep on average during 
the night. If you find that you have slept for six hours but lain in bed for 
eight, you should for a period cut down on the amount of time you spend 
in bed, to six hours. You can decide at what time you go to bed as well 
as when you get up, for example you may choose to go to bed at 
midnight and get up 6 am. Stick with the same times every night and 
morning. You ought not, however, spend any less than five hours in bed. 
This is a tough method that requires perseverance and patience. You will 
feel more tired than usual which is of course very hard work for the 
sleepless. 



If you can put up with the tiredness you will find that you sleep for 
almost the whole time that you are lying in bed. Then you can start to 
increase the time, first by fifteen minutes, then another fifteen minutes 
and so on. Perhaps you should not increase the time to a full eight hours. 
It’s a myth that we must all sleep for so long. Many manage just fine on 
six or seven hours. 
 

Stimulus control 
 
This is to do with associating the bed with sleep (or having sex) – 
nothing else. Start by removing all the other activities you do in bed 
(eating, watching TV, surfing on the internet, studying, working, arguing 
with your partner, lying around worrying etc). Go to bed at the same 
time every night. If you haven’t fallen asleep within circa 20 minutes – 
get up and do something else (low intensity, for example sit down and 
read something slightly dull, solve a crossword, iron a shirt, but avoid 
TV and surf tablets which have an adverse effect on relaxation). Don’t 
go back to bed before you feel sleepy. There’s a difference between tired 
and sleepy – make a new attempt only when you feel that your eyes are 
getting droopy or you feel drowsy. 
This method works both for when going to bed and waking up at night. 
It’s an effort to get up, but can give good results in the long term. 
If you have endured sleeping difficulties for a long period of time it may 
be necessary to seek professional help in order to find a solution. Sleep 
restriction and stimulus control are not easy techniques to implement if 
you are on your knees and sometimes guidance is required, support and 
encouragement. Treatment will offer further insights and methods that 
support change. Use your local health care centre as your first point of 
call and see if there is a qualified psychologist available who has 
experience in dealing with sleeping problems, or else ask to be referred. 
These days there are also tried and tested support services on the internet 
that can offer effective help. 
 

Staying with new habits 
 
To make changes to familiar and ingrained behaviour and habits is easier 
said than done. We can make it easier for ourselves by working in a 
more structured manner. This book contains several “aids” to achieve 
success, and they can be summed up in the following way: 
• Create a conscious awareness and understanding of the specific 



problem 
• Chart one’s own problematic behaviour 
• Based on this data create clear, reasonable, concrete goals for how we 
wish to function instead, also to clarify our values and try to adhere more 
closely to them 
• Practise various methods/techniques to support change 
• Pay attention to steps taken in the right direction 
 
This is not a smooth, straight road of newly laid tarmac to follow, we are 
much more likely to encounter gravel, pits and obstructions. Above all it 
can be hard to stick with new habits. It’s much easier to fall back into old 
patterns and habits as life continues rushing ahead. But it’s important to 
remember that a setback in a process of change is entirely natural.  
 
A setback is a temporary reversal for what one has managed to achieve, 
and so it is not a catastrophe or “proof” that it hasn’t worked or that you 
won’t be able to make changes. If we’ve done it once we can do it again! 
We humans are ruled by consequences and would prefer to choose that 
which brings us short-term rewards. Things we experience as 
complicated are best avoided, especially when we are pushed for time 
and need to focus on other stuff than that which we are trying to change. 
To skip that walk after lunch saves time and doesn’t require our focus in 
the same way as sticking to what we have decided to do. 
 
Final comments 
 
It’s easy being wise in a book. Far easier than living our daily life in a 
wise fashion. When I got the go-ahead to write this handbook the 
deadline for various reasons became very tight, and at the same time 
other things – which were hard to predict or plan for – started to crop up 
all around me. It happens sometimes. For weeks I sat around with 
several of the stress symptoms that I have just listed and felt like a fake, 
“she wrote a book on stress and fell apart in the process”. How credible 
is that, really? 
 
Maybe credible. I think it’s in order, not least in a book of this type, to 
point out that no human being is fully in control of their life. It’s 
impossible and not something we should strive for either. Everlasting 
and fixed happiness does not exist. But technical descriptions about how 
we should live, behave and deal with things can be stressful in 



themselves: “... and how am I supposed to find time to challenge my 
comfort zone, learn new ways to act, reduce stressful behaviour, keep an 
eye on my straggling thought processes and be so darn conscious and 
present when I don’t even have time for a toilet break?” No, it doesn’t 
always work. 
 
Even so, it is useful to learn new ways of looking at things and apply 
well-researched methods when the situation really demands it. Life’s 
torments vary and part of the insight we have of human resources and 
what is needed to feel a little better in stressful times is what I have tried 
to share here, in as clear a way as possible. It’s my hope that one or more 
of the methods I have described will then prove useful. 
 
(Best wishes Anna) 
 
“So wonderful it is to do nothing 
… and afterwards rest” 
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