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About This Book


Most of us worry about our health from time to time but generally these worries don’t last very long and don’t interfere with our lives. Unfortunately, for some of us the worries don’t disappear so easily and can become very distressing. Usually, these people are worried that they have a serious illness, and this worry persists even when their doctors have told them otherwise. Worrying like this can cause intense anxiety, feelings of panic, and a feeling that the worry is ‘taking over my life’.


You may have heard the term ‘hypochondriac’ used to describe people who are always worrying that they have something wrong with them or that they have a serious medical condition when they don’t. Many people believe that ‘hypochondriacs’ don’t have any real symptoms, and in fact the problem is ‘all in the mind’. However, healthcare workers now know that the vast majority of people with health anxiety do have real physical symptoms.


If you worry excessively about your health, this book will help you understand your health anxiety and what keeps it going. Part 1 describes what health anxiety is and Part 2 gives you some guidelines about what you can do to lower the anxiety associated with your health. You’ll learn ways to take control of your thoughts and behaviour so you can cope better with your anxiety and get back to living a normal life.


As it’s helpful to write things down, Part 2 of the book contains several exercises for you to do, with worked examples to guide you. It’s a good idea to get a notebook before 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.
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Part 1: ABOUT HEALTH ANXIETY
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What is Health Anxiety?


Health anxiety is an intense worry about your health, usually to the point where it makes you feel very distressed and interferes with day-to-day living. You may be convinced you have a serious illness, even though your doctor hasn’t diagnosed one.


• Are you preoccupied with worry about having a serious disease and with physical symptoms that you believe may be related to this disease?


• Does the fear continue despite reassurance from your doctor?


• Is there a part of you that realises that your fear may not be 100 per cent reasonable?


If you answered yes to any or all of these questions, you may have a problem with health anxiety.


This chapter sets out the common symptoms and kinds of thinking and behaviour you may have if you have health anxiety.



Physical symptoms


There’s a huge variety in the types of physical symptoms you may have, but some of the most common include:


• Chest pain


• General aches and pains


• Palpitations (your heart ‘skips a beat’ or ‘flutters’)


• Trembling


• Numbness


• Tightness in the throat


• Rapid heart rate


• Sweating


• Headaches


• Tingling


Some of you may notice a physical change in your body – for example, a lump or a skin blemish.


Kinds of thinking and behaviour


Misinterpretation of normal body sensations


This is the most important aspect of health anxiety: You may believe that a harmless physical symptom like chest pain, headaches or a lump means you have a very serious medical problem.


If you think you have a serious illness, you’re likely to become anxious. As you become more anxious, you experience physical symptoms of anxiety – such as an increased heart rate, palpitations (the heart ‘fluttering’ or ‘skipping a beat’), sweating, trembling, muscle tension, light-headedness, tingling sensations, chest pain, difficulty breathing, and so on. These in turn can be misinterpreted as being symptoms of a serious illness.


Worry about symptoms and illness


Worrying about the physical symptoms and about the possibility of serious and life-threatening disease gets worse. You may worry that you won’t be able to cope with the effects of serious illness. Not surprisingly, this increases your levels of anxiety.


You may have thoughts or worries such as:


• A sore on my skin means I have skin cancer


• This headache is a sign I might have a brain tumour


• My heart fluttering is a sign I have heart disease or I’m having a heart attack


• Difficulty swallowing is a sign of throat cancer


There are many other kinds of thoughts or worries that bother people with health anxiety. Usually there is concern about a specific physical symptom(s) or sensation(s) and that this symptom is a sign of a very serious health problem.


Increased focus on the body and checking


When you’re worried that you may have a serious illness, you may find that you begin to focus on your body more. It’s common to be preoccupied with physical symptoms and to be repeatedly checking the body for any physical changes or signs of illness.


Seeking reassurance from doctors and nurses


People with health anxiety often make appointments to see their doctor and ask for medical examinations, hoping to ease their fears. They may visit their GP more frequently and ask to see different doctors for a second or third opinion. Alternatively, some people avoid consulting their doctors because they’re frightened that a medical examination will confirm their worst fears.


Seeking reassurance from family and friends


If you have health anxiety you may find yourself mentioning your symptoms to family and friends and asking them what they think about your health, in the hope that they’ll tell you everything is all right.


Spending time finding out about illness


Some people are so concerned about the possibility of being ill that they read a lot about illnesses and check out their symptoms in medical encyclopedias, in magazine articles, or on the Internet. Internet search engines are increasingly used as a source of health information. When people search for such information, they are usually hoping that they will be reassured that they do not have a life-threatening illness and will have no need to worry.


Avoiding things to do with illness


Quite frequently, people with health anxiety will stop watching TV programmes or reading newspapers or magazines that might mention the illness they’re afraid of. Or they even stop talking about it. People try not to think about the illness that frightens them most to try to avoid being anxious.


Other kinds of avoidance


Many people stop doing things that produce the symptom they are worried about, or give up things they fear may put their health at further risk. They may avoid walking, sports and other forms of exercise. Some people go to bed or sit down whenever they notice a physical symptom.




Mary’s story


Mary is 36 and works full-time as a physiotherapist. She gave up smoking a few years ago. Over the past six months she has become more and more concerned that she may have lung cancer. The anxiety about her physical health seemed to begin around the time she had a chest cold that coincided with an increase in stress at work, as her list of patients was growing quite long.


As Mary recovered from the chest cold, she became concerned about a lingering cough. Then she noticed that she was getting pains in her chest. At other times she noticed that it was becoming more difficult to breathe easily. She went to her GP, who told her not to worry. When her symptoms did not improve, she returned to her GP, who did some tests. When the results of the tests came back, her GP told her that she was fine. She felt better for a few weeks and the cough went away, but then the pains and the breathing difficulties returned.


This worried Mary more, and she started to read about the symptoms of lung cancer on the Internet. She found that this made her much more anxious; she couldn’t stop thinking about her chest pain and breathing difficulties, and spent a lot of time worrying that she had cancer. She began to avoid reading about cancer in magazines, and would turn off the television if she suspected that cancer might be discussed on a programme she was watching.
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