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How to Use the BBC Program “Stressed” as Teaching Material

— How to Get Over Stress —
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Stress can kill. Working silently, secretly, it
can erode our minds and our bodies. But stress
evolved to help us survive. Sudden danger trig-
gers the release of hormones that rev the body
up for a life or death struggle or a frantic
escape.

In short bursts, this adrenaline rush can be
exhilarating. People will even seek it out, as
they’ re doing here at the Pamplona bull festi-
val. Every year crowds flock to be chased
through the streets by a herd of rampaging
bulls.

Seeking the adrenaline high that danger can
bring is fire-fighter Andy Mintner: "At home I
had a lot of friends tell me I’ m crazy, but it s
something I’ ve always wanted to do ever
since I was a teenager and finally put some
money together and here it is. Hopefully it’ sa
uh, the first of many trips to Pamplona."

To see what happens to the body under
stress, Andy has agreed to be wired to a variety

of medical sensors.

"OK we've got a heart rate monitor here. It’ s

going to go around my torso. Looks like it’ s
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fluctuating between 104 and 110. That's a lit-
tle high. That’ s a little high. I can feel, I can
feel my heart beating, beating in my chest right
now. This blood pressure cuff, it’ s going to
go on my left wrist. I’ m going to get a blood
pressure reading right now, see how excited I
am about an hour and fifteen minutes before
the run. Got 159 over 112. So it’ s a little high
already. Finally I'm going to put a swab in my

mouth."

The swab will measure the level of stress
hormones in Andy’ s body. Now wired up all

he has to do is to wait.

"I" m ready to go. The possibility of death
by abullis, it’ s there,it’ sreal. It uh, it’ s
in the back of my mind. "

The bulls are released.

The challenge is to get as close to a charging
bull as possible.

Every year people are trampled, or gored,
and sometimes Kkilled.

Andy started the bull run for the adrenaline
high. Now he’ s racing for his life. The bulls
also highly charged, get ever more ferocious.
They’ re just inches away.

Andy’ s mouth swab is showing a sharp rise
in stress hormones. His adrenal gland is pump-
ing out hormones, adrenaline and cortisone.
Within seconds they flood his body causing a
massive increase in heart rate. From a normal
resting rate of 72 beats per minute, Andy’ s
heart rate rockets to an amazing 230. As blood
surges to Andy’ s brain and muscles, he expe-
riences a high of alertness.

He can think and move faster than ever before.

Andy survives this Pamplona bull run
unscathed.

“Definitely in fear, you’ re you’ re definitely

in fear. It’ s, you can feel the stomp of the feet
and the hooves and everything. It’ s wow. It’
s incredible.”

The stress response probably saved Andy’ s
life. But turn it on hour after hour, day after
day, and the effects can be fatal.

The demands of modern life leave many of us
chronically stressed. Overtime the powerful
stress hormones cripple our immune system
and put pressure on our hearts. Stress can kill
us slowly, silently, secretly.
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Jude Meadows knows how devastating it can
be. As vice president of a multinational corpo-
ration, Jude had a demanding job and a tough
schedule.

“When I look back, I realize that I actually
really had no idea just how um stressed out I, I
was. And I think I’ d become so used to func-
tioning like that and essentially functioning on
my adrenaline that it actually became the
norm. I just didn’ t know any different.”
But while Jude felt she was thriving under
pressure her body was silently breaking down.
She was finding it hard to sleep and was suffer-
ing from dangerously high blood pressure.
“My body just absolutely had enough. I' d had
enough warning signals about it and now was,
um was really the time to do something about
it.”

Stress is like flooring the accelerator at a
stop light, revving the body up for a life or
death struggle, or a frantic escape.

Once 1t saved us from predators. But today
our predators are thoughts, worries that are
real or imagined, the job, the mortgage, the
divorce. Predators chase you for 30 seconds.
Damaging thoughts can prey on you for years.
Jude’ s brain was permanently on the go, per-
manently thinking, or more accurately worry-
ing. She could not switch off.

“And --- the big alarm bell, uh was um was in
a meeting. I suddenly felt completely disorien-
tated. And, and I actually felt as though I’ d



BBCEM [ 2 ML 2| O##1L 115

lost a few minutes. I didn’ t know what had
happened. Something made me look down at
my hand. There was this big swelling at the
base of one of my fingers and it got all black
and purply.”

Stress pushed Jude’ s blood pressure through
the roof. A blood vessel burst.

“I felt really unwell and so, um, I drove off
to my GP. He thought I might have had a mini
stroke. And, and of course that terrified me.
Um but he sent me along to um casualty at my
local hospital. And, and I hadn’ t had a stroke
but I, I had really high blood pressure and I was
in there for about five hours whilst we waited
for it to calm down. That was for me was the
start of, you know, this ain’ t right. I’ ve got
to do something.”

And what she tried was a radical treatment
that transformed her life.
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During the last soccer world cup, one study
found that fatal heart attacks among fans
increased by 60%. The researchers believed it
was a direct result of increased stress levels.
The buildup in blood pressure can damage the
inner lining of the arteries. Fatty acids accu-
mulate at the damaged site. Over time they
clog the arteries and starve the heart of oxy-

gen. This can lead to a heart attack. Every
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time people feel vulnerable, the same damaging
effects of stress can be seen.

On the day of the Northridge quake in
California, the coroner recorded five-times
more sudden cardiac deaths than would nor-
mally be expected. But stress isn't just bad for
the heart. It suppresses the immune system,
too. In stressful situations, many of the body's
normal functions are put on hold.

Over time stress hormones slow down the
body's manufacture of immune cells and
impairs their function. As a result we become
more susceptible to infection and disease. A
massive stress response which simultaneously
affected a large group occurred in New York.
It followed the trauma of September 11th ,
2001.

The human body’ s reaction to very serious
physical or psychological stress like what we
experienced here in New York on nine-eleven
includes a whole variety of changes and release
of things like the fight or flight hormones.
They circulate through the body and affect a
whole variety of organs, most notably the brain
and the heart and the long-term consequences
of those changes really are not known. We’ re
thinking now that these attacks may be influ-
encing the health of people in Manhattan and in
New York City and around the world perhaps.

But stress doesn’ t affect all of us in the
same way. Science is discovering that our per-
sonality could be key in predicting why some
people are more susceptible than others to the
devastating effects of stress.
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Jude is dealing with her stress. Twice a day
she takes twenty minutes out to meditate.
Using a method called transcendental medita-
tion, she repeats a word in her head and tries

to free her mind of thought.
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Sometimes you’ re completely free of
thoughts, other times you will get thoughts
that will come through your head. You just let
the thoughts come and go. The stillness and
the peace actually comes again. So by the end
of your twenty minutes, you just feel good, you
feel refreshed.

Within six months of meditating, Jude saw a
big difference in her blood-pressure.

“For the first time in ages it was um it was
normal. I mean, you know well normal.
Probably more normal than it had ever been.”

So what is it about meditation that allows
Jude to control her stress response. Doctor
Herbert Benson has spent thirty years travel-
ing the globe studying the world’ s most
accomplished meditaters. Using modern tech-
nology Benson is trying to understand how
meditation appears to reverse the body’ s nat-
ural stress response.

“What we are finding is that for centuries
upon centuries people had discovered that
there’ s something they could do to counteract
the harmful effects of stress. ”

Benson named it the relaxation response. It’
s the body’ s innate ability to lower blood pres-
sure, reduce heart-rate and slow breathing. "If
such simple steps, a repetition in the disregard
of everyday thoughts could bring about such
profound physiologic changes, what would hap-
pen in more advanced people who practice

meditation? "
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If such simple steps, repetition and the disre-
gard of everyday thoughts could bring about
such a profound physiologic changes, what
would happen in more advanced people who
practice meditation.

In 1981, during a research trip to India,
Benson witnessed one of the most astonishing
feats of mind over body. It's called Tumo Yoga.

In the freezing temperatures of the Tibetan
mountains, Buddhist monks have learned to
use their minds to increase their body tempera-
ture. Within five minutes of wrapping them-
selves in icy wet sheets, they can raise their
temperature so much that the sheets start to
steam.

"You and I would go into uncontrollable shiv-
ering if we wrapped ourselves in a wet sheet in
forty degree weather. These people were able
to do just the opposite through this mind-body
advanced meditative technique of Tumo Yoga."

In less than an hour, the sheets are bone dry.

"It shows the profundity of what people can do
through this type of mind-body advanced medi-
tative technique."

Jude Meadows is part of a growing band of
people using these ancient techniques to deal
with the demands of the modern world. For
three years she has been meditating daily to
promote the relaxation response and reduce
her stress levels.

"Learning transcendental meditation is the
most significant thing I’ ve ever done in my
life. It's made a huge difference to me on a
health basis. I feel different. And um I've seen
a difference in the way in which I work. You
have that much more focus and clarity. You
could achieve the same results but with less
effort. I stopped working weekends and

evenings, and started to get a bit of a life. So

ik

HE

for me it's the best thing I've ever done.

In a world where stress can pursue us like a
predator, managing its harmful effects is criti-
cal to safeguarding our mental and physical
health.
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- Tummo (also spelled Tumo, or Tum-mo) is a
Tibetan term for an advanced type of contem-
plative practice, or meditation. The most com-
mon usage of the term is however related to
the description of intense sensations of body
heat, that are said to be a partial effect of the
practice of Tummo-meditation.

- http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tummo
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