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About This Book



Most of us feel anxious at certain times in our dayto-day lives – for instance when we feel scared or threatened by a situation and think that we may not be able to deal with it effectively. Taking an important exam, going to a job interview and making a public speech are some of the situations people often describe as anxiety-provoking. Usually, as the situation passes, the anxiety drops. While everyone feels anxious at times, for some of us anxiety can seem unbearable and unmanageable.


For some people, anxiety never seems to go away, even when the problems they face are minor, or would seem manageable to others. And a few experience such extreme anxiety that it begins to interfere with their daily lives and they feel they just can’t cope any more. This can be confusing and frightening, and they may start to worry that it will never get any better.


This book will help you understand what’s going on when you feel anxious. Part 1 describes the symptoms of anxiety and explains the way in which these are maintained in what becomes a vicious circle. Part 2 then gives you practical skills you can use to combat the symptoms of anxiety in three important areas – your physical symptoms, your thinking and your behaviour. By understanding and learning these key skills you can turn your problems with anxiety into things of the past.


It’s often helpful to write things down, and Part 2 of the book describes several exercises that will help you cope with your anxiety on a day-to-day basis, with completed examples to guide you. It’s a good idea to have a notebook handy when you begin to work through these, so that you can keep a record of your thoughts, feelings and progress, as suggested in the various exercises.


Good luck!


Brenda Hogan and Lee Brosan





Part 1: ABOUT ANXIETY
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So What Is Anxiety?


Sitting an exam, going for a job interview, meeting future in-laws, having to make a complaint at your child’s school – there are many situations that may make you feel anxious just by thinking about them, and dealing with the actual event can be a major ordeal. Worrying is usually a major part of anxiety, and for people who struggle with anxiety, it may feel uncontrollable. But worrying isn’t the only problem! Anxiety affects the way we feel, both emotionally and physically, and the way we act. The following symptoms are common:


•   feeling nervous, anxious or frightened


•   feeling irritable or easily upset


•   having difficulty concentrating or focusing


•   heart beating faster (or heart ‘flutters’)


•   shortness of breath


•   sweating


•   trembling


•   tense muscles


•   dry mouth


•   feeling sick/stomach upset


•   ‘butterflies’ in the stomach


•   feeling light-headed


•   difficulty sleeping


•   a desire to avoid or escape the anxiety-provoking situation.


Feeling anxious can make life miserable. You can end up worrying too much, going over and over the worries in your mind, and finding it simpler just to avoid or leave situations that are likely to cause you anxiety.


Anxiety tends to affect your body (physical symptoms), the way you feel, the way you think, and the way you act. This can be a helpful way to think about anxiety, and we will discuss this more below.


Before we go on, however, let’s start to demystify the experience of anxiety. The first step to overcoming anxiety is to understand anxiety and recognise it for what it is. Sometimes people have beliefs about anxiety that make it seem a lot worse, or more dangerous, than it really is. Understanding some of the basic facts about anxiety can be helpful.




Some Facts About Anxiety


1. Anxiety is normal. You would be hard-pressed to find anyone who has not experienced anxiety at some point! Anxiety is a normal and expected part of the human experience.


2. Anxiety is adaptive. This means that anxiety exists in order to help and protect us. Anxiety helps us deal with danger (e.g. to quickly jump out of the way of a speeding car) and to perform at our best (e.g. anxiety is what motivates us to prepare for important situations, such as a big presentation at work).


3. Anxiety is NOT dangerous. Anxiety does feel highly uncomfortable, but it is not dangerous. Remember, anxiety is there to help and protect us, not harm us.


4. Anxiety does not last for ever. Feelings of anxiety may increase at times, but they will always come down again. Anxiety may feel like it is going to last for ever, but it is temporary.


5. Anxiety is invisible. Worrying, as well as the emotional and physical feelings of anxiety, are things that happen on the inside. Even though it may feel like our anxiety is apparent to all around us, others do not usually know we are anxious unless we tell them.


6. Problems with anxiety are common. You are not alone!





Anxiety impacts us physically and emotionally, and affects the way we think and the way we behave. Understanding how anxiety works is an important part of making it more manageable.


How Does Anxiety Affect Your Body?




I start getting hot and sweaty and my mouth gets really dry. My heart pounds in my chest. Sometimes I even find it hard to breathe. The worse I feel, the more I want to run away …





You may have heard of the ‘fight-or-flight’ response. This is a physical response that occurs in alarming circumstances – your reaction will either be to fight in order to protect yourself or to run in order to escape the danger (another option is to ‘freeze’ in order to make yourself less noticeable). This is our bodies’ safety mechanism designed to allow us to respond in an emergency. It is associated with many physical changes:


•   breathing faster to increase oxygen in the body


•   faster heart rate to increase blood flow to the muscles


•   more tension in muscles for a quick response


•   less saliva, causing a dry mouth


•   trembling or shaking


•   sweating to cool the body down


•   mind focusing on the source of the threat.


These changes help us respond quickly and effectively to dangerous situations that require a physical response. For instance, increased blood and oxygen flow to the muscles makes us stronger and faster. This survival mechanism has evolved over millions of years to protect us from danger and can still be very useful to us today – we can act fast to jump out of the way of an oncoming vehicle or to run after a small child who is just about to walk in front of a swing in the park. Although these physical symptoms can be very uncomfortable (and very noticeable if you aren’t busy running or fighting for your life!), they are not dangerous. Remember, they are protective, not harmful.


Here’s the problem: modern life is rarely dangerous on a physical level. If you have an important presentation coming up at work or are about to go out on a first date, running away, fighting, or freezing up are not very helpful! While these kinds of responses do come in handy from time to time, many of today’s anxiety-provoking situations do not require the fight-or-flight physical response. In these situations, it is more helpful to think in a productive, helpful way.


In some cases these physical changes are necessary and helpful, and can protect us from danger. In fact, having this kind of physical response can be helpful in almost any stressful situation because it alerts us that we need to attend to a situation, which can motivate us to act when we should (e.g. to start preparing for that important presentation). But as we have seen, it is often a mental response that is required rather than a physical one. The unused physical activity in your body can be very uncomfortable and even distressing, but it is important to remind yourself that the physical symptoms you are experiencing are normal and not dangerous.


How Does Anxiety Affect Your Feelings?




Sometimes when I worry I feel really awful. My worries go round and round in circles in my head and I start to think that I won’t be able to cope. The more I worry, the worse I feel – I feel anxious, on edge and tense. Sometimes it gets so bad that I can’t sit still.





Anxiety is a mixture of emotions, from feeling nervous, ‘stressed’, and on edge, to panicky or frightened. A certain level of anxiety is normal – everyone has these moments – and even useful, as it makes us pay attention to situations that may be dangerous. If our ancient ancestors hadn’t felt anxious about coming face-to-face with a sabre-toothed tiger, they might have walked straight into its jaws. In modern life, the feelings of anxiety still keep us safe – for example, feeling nervous as you stand at the edge of a cliff makes it more likely that you will take a step back and less likely that you will fall off. Or you might feel anxious about walking home late at night along a dark alley, so you take the well-lit, perhaps longer, route instead – this is good sense and means you are less likely to be mugged. Even in less dangerous situations, the feelings of anxiety can prompt us to take action in a productive way – it can motivate you to work extra hard on that presentation for your boss, or to allow extra time so you are not late when you drop your kids off at school.
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