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The hidden micro-stresses ruling your life - and how to
stop them

Small annoyances happen to all of us every day and they may not garner much
sympathy due to their trivial nature — but things soon add up

(Gavin Newsham
30 August 2021+ 11:08am



Is it all getting too much for you?

The WiFi cuts out just as you're about to make an urgent online purchase. You
miss your train because you left your mask at home. The dishwasher breaks
down, or you get stuck in a traffic jam.

Such day-to-day annoyances happen to us all, and might seem innocuous. But
experts say “micro-stressors” are a big problem. Events that disrupt our lives and



routines, and feel beyond our control, can make us feel powerless and drained -
especially if our lives are already highly demanding. Research shows daily low-
level stress can add up to feelings of anxiety and depression, and impact our heart
health and immunity.

“What I really observed with my clients during the pandemic was how people
could manage the big, bold stressors in their lives such as relationships and work
but the little stuff actually got them down and made them more vulnerable,” says
Dr Samantha Boardman, a New York-based psychiatrist and author of the new
book Ready for Anything - How To Build Resilience and Cope With Daily Stress.
“There had to be a way to help people feel stronger and more fulfilled.”

She was drawn to the idea of writing her book because of own inability to cope
with the minor but maddening things happening in her life. “I was doing 1,000
things at once but getting frustrated or irritated in ways that were undermining
me,” she says. Taking each issue in isolation helped to gain some perspective.

“To the outside world, they may seem trivial and [if they bother you] people might
think you have got anger issues, but it’s actually just the accumulation of all these
micro-stressors finally taking their toll,” says Dr Boardman.

It’s precisely because these small annoyances seem petty or insignificant to others
that you won’t receive the kind of support you might get for bigger issues like,
say, serious illness or bereavement, she adds. “Nobody’s going to send you flowers



because you could find a parking space, are they? Nobody drops off a casserole
because they heard you had a rough commute,” she adds.

Equally, while we’re good at seeking support or advice when enduring a major
stress, with a micro-stress we soldier on and don’t mention it. But ultimately, that
can make it feel bigger.

Few would disagree that modern lifestyles offer more opportunities for micro-
stress. Work can now get hold of you any time they like, wherever you are.
Technology, for all its benefits, can both frustrate and irritate while time, that
most precious of commodities, is in increasingly short supply. It’s created a

growing dichotomy of living lives that are busier than ever yet often fraught and
unfulfilling.

Even before Covid, “many people had begun to feel like bystanders in their own
lives,” Dr Boardman writes, “fulfilling others’ demands and suppressing their own
desires while meaningful moments passed unnoticed, beauty went unseen, and
connections were dropped.” Modern life, she says, has become “a thankless game
of Whac-A-Mole”.

But the pandemic has created an abundance of new daily annoyances to contend
with, from navigating the exasperating complexities of booking a foreign holiday
to ordering your drinks in the pub via an app.

In her book, Dr Boardman explores strategies for building resilience, to stop a



micro-stress becoming the final straw. For a start, she says it’s better to
acknowledge these moments and consider why something has bothered us,
however small, rather than soldier on.

“All stress is potential stress - it’s really our own interpretation of it. How up to the
task are we? Are we well rested? Are we eating well? Do we feel good about our
personal life? All these questions help to determine just how we interpret any
potential stressor that arises. In that respect, everybody tackles it differently
because everybody’s situation is different.”

All these factors drive our behaviour when under pressure. “I'm always amazed
by our capacity to do the exact opposite of the thing that would make us feel
better in those moments. Often when we’re stressed, we just double down. We
work through our lunch instead of taking that break we need or you cancel your
plans that evening or don’t go for a walk. We just don’t do what we know we
should.”

Similarly, failing to deal with micro-stress can also lead to bad decision-making -
turning to alcohol or cigarettes or junk food, or hiding away, reducing exercise
and social connections.

David Almeida, professor of human development and family studies at
Pennsylvania State University, who researches the effects of stress, says people
can be divided into two categories when it comes to their responses: ‘Velcros’,
who allow stress to stick to them, leaving them irritable, grumpy and frustrated,



and ‘Teflons’, who can realise just what is happening and just let it slide away.

In a ten-year study, Professor Almeida found that people who are easily upset in
the moment and who continue to dwell on their negative feelings are more likely
to suffer from subsequent health problems such as pain, arthritis, cardiovascular
complications, and mental health issues. The good news, however, is that a Velcro
person can retrain their brain to become more Teflon. “People can and do change
in their reactivity to daily stress,” he says. “One advantage of ageing is that people
become less reactive to daily stressors. Perhaps that’s due to greater experience of
dealing with life’s slings and arrows or maybe it’s just the different types of
stressors we have to deal with as we age.”

He reminds us that a little stress in your life is a good thing, and can improve your
cognitive function if it creates an opportunity to solve a problem.

“It is impossible to rid ourselves of most of the irritations and anxieties that pop
up in daily life,” agrees Dr Boardman. “What is possible is to stay fortified in the
face of them.”

Ready for Anything - How To Build Resilience and Cope With Daily Stress by Dr
Samantha Boardman is published by Penguin Life (RRP £14.99). Buy now for £12.99
at books.telegraph.co.uk or call 0844 871 1514



