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Preface

This is a book about anxiety. You’ll probably know a lot about it already. That feeling of fear that can grip your guts and start the worries whirring. Perhaps you’ve tried pushing it away, ignoring it, hiding from it. Yet still it persists, heckling your every move, hijacking your every thought. You may have tried loads of tricks and tools (and maybe therapy) to deal with your anxiety, but here it is. Stopping you from doing things or being things. Like an angry passenger telling you you’re driving down the wrong road, or going too slowly, or will never reach your destination.

I get it. I was an anxious child, and anxiety has been my lifelong companion. In my first year of high school, a teacher wrote in my report: ‘Sian Williams is a small girl with thin powers of concentration, who tries hard and is keen to please.’ Harsh, but he got it right, and I’m not sure much has changed. I do try hard; I am keen to please. My concentration is still a bit ropey and I haven’t grown much either. But that small, people-pleasing, rather anxious child became a national BBC TV presenter – perhaps a strange profession for someone who feels self-conscious in the spotlight, who would rather stay in and read a book than face a party, or a room full of people or, horror, a red-carpet event.

I was a TV newsreader for a quarter of a century before I became a counselling psychologist, mainly working in the NHS – and anxiety has come with me. A kind of daily exposure therapy. Are you an overthinker who fears judgement and criticism? Let’s see what happens when we put you in front of millions of people. It was both a brilliant job and one which could occasionally propel me into a spiral of worry and doubt.

The reason I kept going and loved it – and, as a BBC radio presenter, still do – is because when the camera is on, when the microphone is live, you can’t see the audience looking back at you. They get in touch during the show or afterwards – via emails, texts or social media – kindly pointing out how tired you look, or that you asked the wrong question, but when you’re in the flow and news is being thrown at you, it’s the best job in the world. You use that stress and thrive on the adrenaline and cortisol rush. It’s the buzz of hearing the director in your earpiece telling you to get ready, because you’re about to interview the prime minister, or a Hollywood film star, or break a big news story, or reveal the outcome of a general election.

That’s when the body and brain click into gear and the nerves are useful. When they’re not so useful is afterwards, when that comment comes in that tells you that you are rubbish, a failure, that the job should go to someone else.

People are lovely when you bump into them in the supermarket, and when I left BBC Breakfast after eleven years there was a warm and emotional response from viewers who had quietly watched and loved the show, and they got in touch to say thank you, which moved me to tears. But the thing about the brain is that it always gets stuck on the negative comment. Then panic and anxiety set in and you begin to question yourself or lose faith or think people are just confirming what you already know about yourself – and that perhaps they’re right, this job just isn’t for you. If you’ve ever received a piece of crushing feedback, you’ll know how that feels.

Very occasionally, the job itself could become overwhelming, when body and brain would go into fight-flight-freeze-faint-fawn, the common reactions to threat. When any of us sense we are under attack by something or someone – real or imagined – everything comes together fast, to help us survive it. We might try to confront it, or escape it. We may become immobilized, or pass out, or do what we can to appease or placate it. I’m a freeze-fainter. We rarely choose our own threat response. There have been serious life-and-death situations where I’ve reacted by shutting down to get through, but I’ve also fainted twice, live on air. I’ll let you into the story of one of those occasions, one that I haven’t told before.

It’s 6 July 2004 and the Queen is opening the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain in London’s Hyde Park, a £3.6 million monument that is actually an oval stone ring containing water and has been drenched in controversy. It’s the first time Diana’s two families, the Windsors (Charles, the then Prince of Wales, and Princes William and Harry) and the Spencers (Charles, the 9th Earl Spencer) have been together publicly since Diana’s funeral in 1997. I’ve been chosen as the BBC’s anchor for the special programme, which is to be broadcast simultaneously on BBC One and BBC World.

I’ve done national events like this before, and there is always a feeling of anxiety. I have over-prepared, as usual. Like the crowds that have come to witness the event, I arrived early in the day. It’s now mid-morning, the programme is underway and I’m on an incongruously high barstool, in a marquee overlooking the fountain. It is blazingly hot and I’ve been on this stool and talking for what seems like forever, until at last, my director tells me, ‘The royals are on their way.’ I’m to commentate over their arrival, in that slow, sonorous tone we presenters use for Big Occasions.

I’m looking at a feed of pictures on a TV screen by my feet, and it’s my job to talk, continuously, as the royals get out of the cars, greet one another and move towards the fountain. Their cars still haven’t turned into Hyde Park, so I am ‘sustaining broadcasting’. In other words, talking out of vision and over pictures, while we all wait for them to arrive. Just before they do so, the feed on the little telly by my feet suddenly stops.

I have no idea what’s happening. ‘Keep talking,’ my director says. I do but can’t see what I’m supposed to be talking about. And then, my brain starts to swim, my heart seems to slow, my tongue fills up my mouth, my words become incomprehensible. Just as I start to keel over and fall off the stool, I hear the director shouting to our royal correspondent, Nick Witchell, who’s standing by in his position next to the fountain: ‘Fill! Fill! Fill!’ Thump. I land on the floor.

For a few moments I am unconscious before a producer runs up to me and gives me three custard cream biscuits. ‘Eat them. Now,’ she commands. I stuff the biscuits in, get back on the stool, reassure the director, and with pictures restored, start commentating again. Low blood sugar? A hot day? Sat in the same place for hours? Stress levels overwhelming my resources to cope? Probably all of the above. But for a while after that day, anxiety set in about whether it would happen again – and, crucially, who would find out about it.

No one did. In fact, Nick told me recently he’d had no idea what was going on. Told to talk, he just ‘wittered away’. Those expert witterings saved me. But at the time, I felt sure word would get out somehow. It’s testament to the producer and director that it didn’t.

Think back to a situation which makes you wince. It might be a presentation in front of colleagues where your brain froze, or you may have been at an event and said or done something embarrassing that you instantly regretted. Whatever it is, when the next presentation or social occasion comes up, our brain tries to protect us by reminding us of what went wrong last time and then predicting numerous ways it can go wrong again. ‘Remember that disaster and how all those people judged and laughed at you?’ says the brain. ‘It could be even worse this time, so let’s think through all the possible ways you might let yourself down.’

While the mind is ruminating, catastrophizing and distorting this unpredictable future meltdown, the emotions are throwing up dread, worry, fatigue; the body becomes tight, tense, uncomfortable, and the only way out of all of this is to escape, avoid and withdraw. ‘I won’t go to the event,’ you say. ‘I will procrastinate and not get round to writing the presentation.’ There’s short-term relief perhaps, in sending off that cancellation email, or hunkering down for a binge and a box set, but longer term we’re in for problems. Because we know we’ll blame and shame ourselves for our instinctive avoidance habits, we know that the more we hide, the harder it’ll be to go out the next time an invite comes in, or to deliver the speech we’ve been dreading. It’s all perfectly natural and understandable, and yet really hard to live with.

Anxiety is there for a reason. It tries to prepare us for a future where that feared situation might happen, or happen again, to give us command and control over the uncontrollable. It plugs the gap of terrifying uncertainty by keeping us on our guard, scanning the horizon for the next danger, making sure we are emotionally highly charged, priming us to escape. We convince ourselves that the harder we think and the more disasters we imagine, the more prepared we’ll be if something awful does happen, or if we’re rejected, or if we lose what we love.

The core of anxiety is trying to control an uncertain, imagined future. It is not the uncertainty itself that causes anxiety; it is the intolerance of that uncertainty. We are not able to control or predict what will happen to us, and that creates a vacuum of knowledge – into which slides worry, the thinking part of anxiety. Anxious thoughts are a natural response to a perceived danger. But when anxiety becomes severe, overwhelming and persistent, when it inhibits how we function day to day, affecting our choices and changing our behaviours, that’s when it might be diagnosed as a disorder.1 If we have been affected by trauma, or had an unpredictable childhood, or are naturally sensitive, we can be more prone to anxiety, and we’ll look at that later too.

Twenty years after that spectacular fall from a TV barstool – or pedestal, as my husband calls it – and now with a master’s in psychology, a doctorate and thousands of therapy practice hours under my belt, I still haven’t eliminated anxiety from my own story, nor would I want to. I have learned how to stop struggling with it though, to stop trying to protect myself from an uncertain future and instead to start living a life here, in the present, guided by values, not by fear. Because values are the things that give life meaning. They are close to our heart, uniquely ours and act as our guiding star. They can help us navigate towards what is truly important and away from anxiety’s powerful, terrifying, exhausting hold. If you have been fighting anxiety and are tired and wrung out, if you want to try a different way of living with it – welcome. I hope you’ll find things here to help.

Dr Sian Williams






Before we dive in. Or the Introduction

Some myth-busting about anxiety first.

Anxiety is not your fault. It’s there to protect you. But sometimes it misreads the room.

Anxiety lives in the body as well as the mind, and affects our behaviour too.

Anxiety thrives on the toxicity of social comparison, the illusion of control and the demand to be happy.

Anxiety has a harsh, self-critical voice which gets louder if you try to run away from it.

Anxiety fights back, the more you struggle with it.

If you have tried and ‘failed’ to get rid of anxiety in the past, then I want you to know that many, many people feel the same. Professor Oliver Robinson, head of the Anxiety Lab at University College London, tells me that – for most people – the first thing they try for anxiety won’t work for them. After that he says, ‘The meds work for a third to a quarter of people and therapy can work for something like a half. You put those together, you maybe get to 75 per cent, but even then, you’re going to have at least a quarter to a third of people who think nothing works at all.’

Medication can work for some, therapy can work for others, both may work together, but if you have tried those and still find yourself plagued by anxiety, perhaps it’s time to think of living with it differently. Not fighting, blocking or avoiding it, but starting to notice when it’s helpful and when it’s harmful, so you can exert more of a choice over what it does to you.

We’re going to look at what the struggle with anxiety is costing you and how to stop fighting it and start regaining power over your life. The way to do that is to try to remember the Four Pillars of CARE. You don’t have to memorize them now, this instant; you can let these little seeds of thought float through your mind, and they’ll settle and take root as we go through this book together:


C is curiosity. Learning to be an interested observer when anxiety shows up.

A is acceptance. Accepting anxiety is part of us, and appreciating when it’s helpful.

R is relating. Developing a new relationship with anxiety, so it’s no longer our enemy.

E is empathy. Allowing for self-compassion. This one can be tricky.



The stories we tell shape our world

Because we are all shaped by our narratives, in this book I’ll be using stories to help illustrate how anxiety can affect us. Stories give structure and meaning to our lives and experiences, and if you’ve been wrestling with worry, it’s good to hear from others and know you’re not alone. Often, the way to understanding an issue is to hear from those caught up in it and see how they’ve coped. That’s what I’ve been doing as a journalist and presenter for the past four decades and it’s been helpful for me, for those I talk to and for the audience watching and listening. A story helps us relate to and show compassion for those who are going through something difficult. An experience which might look a bit like ours.

We’ll hear from a range of people who have had or still experience anxiety. Some you may recognize – including a member of a band which has sold more than 30 million albums, an author with ten books and a sell-out play under her belt, and another (current) national TV newsreader. Other stories will be a mix of experiences from both my NHS and my private clinics – and there will be advice and guidance too, from experts and other psychologists who specialize in anxiety.

Journalism and psychology both rely on storytelling to help make sense of something difficult. One does it on a big public scale; the other is personal and private. In my years as a producer, news correspondent and presenter, I’ve reported on huge, life-changing events which have impacted both individuals and communities. I first understood what a responsibility that was in 1989, covering the Hillsborough football stadium disaster, where a crush on the terraces resulted in the deaths of ninety-seven Liverpool fans. Then, in a catalogue of tragedy and misery, I was sent to cover rail crashes, earthquakes, tsunamis, terror attacks. Always turning up on someone’s worst day ever. The job means witnessing people in immense pain – seeing them emerge from the flames, or the rubble, blinking and unsure and then using their account to show the world what’s happening. To try to make sense of it, even when that suffering seems incomprehensible.

One of my last big news jobs was presenting from the scene of London’s Grenfell Tower fire in June 2017, which killed seventy-two people. A few years later, I joined the NHS as a counselling psychologist and began working with the first responders who ran into that building to try to rescue the survivors as the tower threatened to collapse around them. I’ve also worked with couples, families, students and people living with a cancer experience, and anxiety runs through many of them. I won’t use the terms ‘case studies’ or ‘patients’, because they are like you and me. Humans, going through something horrible, trying to make sense of it and get through it in one piece. And whatever their experience, we’ve all had to do that. Some of what they say about what part anxiety plays for them may resonate and help you. Later, I’ll talk about the importance of the story you tell yourself.

How this works

I’ve divided this book into three parts:


Part One: How and why we make ourselves anxious

Part Two: How to stop beating ourselves up

Part Three: How to live better with our anxious body, brain and behaviour



First, we’ll look at what anxiety is and why some of us are naturally more anxious than others (and why that can be a good thing). Then, how we allow anxiety to have power over us and why it can be so hard to let go of. And finally, how we can change how we think, feel and act, to allow ourselves to thrive with it.

I invite you to travel with me through these parts bit by bit, rather than jumping to the end, because this is not about handing out advice. It’s about you getting to know yourself better and bringing a curiosity and compassion to what you’ve probably lived with for a long time, not just acquiring a set of tasks, structures and processes to ‘get rid’ of anxiety.

If you’re anything like me and you love a plan, you’ll be itching to start something new – because then there’s a possibility of success. Perhaps your bookshelves are groaning with self-help manuals and yet, despite filling in the worksheets and committing yourself to an anti-anxiety strategy, you’re still struggling.

There are exercises in this book too, but they’re designed to help clarify thinking, to allow you to take a good look at yourself and what your anxiety is doing for you and to you. You may be reluctant to let your anxiety go, and I’m not asking you to. There are times when we need it, because it can both protect us and propel us. 

Anxiety is a funny one – or a parasite

As Professor Oliver Robinson tells me, anxiety is ‘a funny one’, because ‘more than any other mental health problem, it is a clinical problem but is also clearly an essential function. You need to be anxious, right? You need to, when you’re in a situation that can cause you harm, be primed to detect those harms, avoid those harms and get back to safety, and that’s all anxiety is. It is just that process of turning on a mode that can get you back to safety. What’s not helpful is when that mode is turned on at times when you don’t need it to be turned on, or it’s turned on all the time and gets in the way of your life.’

Ultimately, this book is about recognizing the power of anxiety, hence the title. When it’s helpful, when it isn’t, what keeps it going, why it proves so hard to get rid of, and most importantly, how we might live with it – and live well.

I should say here, I don’t have all the answers. If you want that certainty, you will find it elsewhere, with someone full of brio and confidence and promises. But my guess is, you’ve already tried that. Perhaps the reason you’re here is because you know it’s incremental, learning about yourself like this. You understand that it can be mucky and difficult to live alongside something as gnarly as anxiety, and hard to reacquaint yourself with it, because it forces you to ask questions. What is it saying? What can it teach me? How can I use it to grow and transform? It isn’t easy, I know. I’ve counselled people through panic attacks and had a couple myself, and it can honestly feel, in that moment, as if you’re dying. We’ll have a look at panic in more detail in Chapter 7.

The thing about anxiety is that, even if you deal with that panic or the underlying thought that may have got you there, it’s like whack-a-mole. You bash it down and it pops up somewhere else. Or as the journalist and lifelong anxiety sufferer Flic Everett writes: ‘Anxiety is a parasite willing to attach itself to any host. When one issue dies away, it just leaps to another.’ Like many of us, Flic accepts that her anxiety will not vanish – but equally, she is not trying to chase it away. ‘It lives with and inside me,’ she says.1

This book, then, is about trying to live with anxiety better, and what that looks like will differ for everyone. But I hope there is something in these pages you can use – as you learn from others, as you find out about the latest research, as you hear about the things that can help. Perhaps, by the end of this book, you’ll have acknowledged what the struggle with anxiety has cost you and discover a different, healthier, more positive and hopeful way to live with it. A new story. One you get to tell.

The ‘artist of anxiety’

The master storyteller and film director Alfred Hitchcock once said, ‘There is no terror in the bang, only in the anticipation of it.’2

Hitchcock was masterful in lots of ways, but partly because he was so good at manipulating our emotions. He understood how terrifying it can be to wait for something, not knowing whether it will happen. Described by fellow director François Truffaut as neurotic, fearful, vulnerable and an ‘artist of anxiety’,3 Hitchcock put both his fears – of strangers, heights, police, falling over and almost everything else4 – and his understanding of the anxious, terrified mind into films like Psycho and The Birds.5 Those swarming, pecking, screeching things that get caught up in helpless Tippi Hedren’s hair, and which you know are going to besiege the town and leave no safe space to hide.

Hitchcock knew it was the waiting, the suspense and the not knowing that create the tension. The horror lies in the time spent in uncertainty, even more than if or when the thing happens. That’s been backed up in a recent study showing that our ‘hazard rate’ is higher if we predict something dreadful will happen, but we don’t know or can’t know when.6

The expectation of something fearful can induce more terror and anxiety than the thing itself – and that makes sense, in evolutionary terms. It’s a primal response, a hangover from when we needed to scan the horizon for predators, to prevent us from being taken by surprise and eaten. And the reason we still have it is because the world is full of threat and danger, even if they now look different.

If you’re going into the dark, remember to take a torch

There is a way of managing this threat and danger, but only if we are willing to shine a light and look at it. Because light makes the feared object smaller, or even non-existent. Take Stephen King’s novel It, in which a shapeshifting, evil clown lures children into the sewers and cellars in which it lurks. Cellars are a key feature of horror, because they are dark, the light switch never works and there is always, always something down there.

George, one of the children, is told to go into the cellar to get some paraffin, a bowl and some matches. He doesn’t like going into the basement because he imagines something will get him, something with a ‘horrible clawed paw’, jerking him into the dark, where it smells of dirt and rotting vegetables. Of course, the light switch fails, his heart hammers, his eyes get hot, his hands go cold and the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He grabs what he needs and races up the stairs to get back into the light, sure that the thing will grab his shirttails before he does. This time, he makes it.7

What a perfect metaphor for anxiety. What exists in the dark are your worst fears, and they can shapeshift. They can give you goosebumps and make your heart race and your palms sweat and bring up all the ‘what if?’ questions. What if it’s down there? What if it gets me? What if I can’t cope? What if I never escape? You can close your eyes and think about what shape it will take for you if you’d like, but you can also turn the light on. Remember, if you’re going into the dark, take a torch. Things are always less frightening in the light.

Terms and conditions

Worry, stress and anxiety are all slightly different.

Worry is in your head. It’s the term for all those negative thoughts that fill the uncertain spaces in life. Whether the niggle in your back is something serious, whether you’ve left the gas on, whether you have enough money for the rest of the month. Worry is the brain’s way of keeping you safe. Yes, you need to go to the doctor, or check the oven, or look at how you’ll spend your remaining pay packet. It’s only when those thoughts become repetitive and stuck that they turn into something called rumination, a pattern of worrying that is no longer functional or productive.

Stress is an emotional response to a trigger, which also shows up in the body. It’s what happens when you’re presented with something that you need to pay attention to. If you’re driving and a child suddenly crosses the road in front of you, your brain sends signals to the rest of your body, telling it to act. Hormones like adrenaline and cortisol send a burst of energy through your system, your heart rate accelerates and blood sugar is released to prime the muscles to slam on the brakes. Although you might be a little shaken up, afterwards everything usually settles down and you return to how you were before – perhaps with more awareness of that stretch of road, and perhaps slowing down next time. Chronic stress is what happens when the body reacts like this every time you get behind the wheel, when you are constantly in a state of alertness and when the amount of stress exceeds the resources that you have to cope. This kind of stress, sometimes experienced in long-term illness, or because of work and family issues, can lead to an increased risk of heart disease, a weakened immune system, irritability, fatigue and digestive problems.8

Anxiety is when lots of stress and worry come together. It happens in your mind and your body, and it’s different from fear. Fear is based on a current threat, which sparks intense alarm and heightened energy. Anxiety involves something that hasn’t happened and may never do so, but still brings excessive thought-loops and a heart-grip of panic, affecting the way we think, feel and act. While the brain tries to find a reason for being in fight-flight, thinking through all the things that might be out there, the body stays primed to deal with the unknown threat, riding a wave of hormones to keep us wired, just in case.

Bad things do happen. Many of us experience loss, abandonment or rejection, we stumble and fall, we live with illness or heartache or grief, and we understand that it’s all part of life. Anxiety can have a real and obvious root cause too: financial worries, health concerns, the climate crisis, relationship problems. Sometimes, though, anxiety is a creeping sense of nameless dread that brings with it restless nights and hypervigilant days.

Everyone will experience and deal with it differently. As Professor Robinson puts it, ‘There are as many different types of anxiety as there are people in the world.’ But it can show up in similar ways, often as an embodied thrum of threat and disquiet, like a wire twanging throughout our body and brain. The good news is that, once we start to understand that and observe how we are reacting to anxiety, we create a space where we can begin to assert some choice and control over it. Just noticing introduces a pause into which curiosity and compassion can start to come. And that changes the power that anxiety has over us.

When worry is a habit

I’m with the psychotherapist and bestselling author Philippa Perry. We are sitting on the bed in her spare room because the light is lovely today, and it feels snug as we wedge cushions between our backs and the wall. It’s like being a teenager again, except instead of pop and biscuits, we are drinking tea and eating sponge fingers. And talking about worry and anxiety. Or ‘shop’, as we call it.

‘Worrying can become a superstition,’ she says. ‘If you’re a worrier and things are going right, your brain makes a connection between the worrying and things going right. So, you feel like you need to worry in order to get things to go right. Productive worrying is when you worry about something because you’re looking for a solution – that’s problem-solving. And then there’s habitual worrying. Because it’s a habit. It’s just a habit.’

We need the productive worry. We need our mind to scan for danger, telling us something’s not right so we can do something about it. Superstitious worrying is where we worry to protect ourselves, even when that threat or danger doesn’t exist. We’ve done it once, our worry-mind thinks, and the bad thing didn’t happen, so it must have worked, and we must keep doing it. That kind of worry can become something we do regularly, meaning our brain learns this pattern of worrying thinking, forming new neural pathways.

The more regularly we do it, the more those pathways become entrenched and the easier they are to access – and the quicker the brain gets to worrying next time. As the saying goes, ‘neurons that fire together, wire together’. That’s when anxiety becomes a habit.

How do you distinguish between helpful and unhelpful worry? We’ll get on to that. But the basic purpose of worry is to protect you, even if your brain doesn’t read the room right. We can retrain our minds to distinguish between the real threat and the one that feels real but is not, though.

Worry is the ‘thought’ part of our anxiety. Anxiety is the whole thing; it’s felt bodily, and can affect all aspects of our behaviour. Often in unhelpful, unproductive ways.

When to let anxiety go

In both my NHS and private clinics, many of those who arrive with anxiety have lived with it for years, and are often desperately low too. We know that anxiety and depression can walk hand in hand, and nearly half of those presenting with a depressive disorder live with an anxiety disorder.9 They are worn out and tired of trying to get rid of something which keeps grabbing hold of them and pulling them under. Sometimes the thought of losing their anxiety makes them even more nervous, because they think they’ll become lazy, inattentive or unproductive.

They believe that if they let it go, complacency – and worse, danger – will sneak in and it’ll be their fault for not paying attention. I spent two years counselling those with cancer, and many of them believed that their repetitive worry and catastrophic thinking kept them vigilant to the cancer returning or getting worse. Anxiety was the thing that kept them alert, and losing it became the threat.

I felt that myself when I had breast cancer. After my surgery, there was too much uncertainty and lack of control for my liking. I’d had a double mastectomy, but after a conversation with my brilliant oncologist, Glen Blackman at University College London, we decided I wouldn’t have radiotherapy, even though the surgeons hadn’t got rid of all the cancer cells. What, I wanted to know, was the percentage risk of the cancer returning, based on the available empirical evidence? How did I stop it returning? What was the likelihood of it doing so? What would happen if it did come back?

Mr Blackman smiled as he listened to my questions. ‘Sian,’ he said. ‘If you’re stuck in a maelstrom of anxiety about the worst happening and then it does, then you have lived through it twice. You need to learn to live with uncertainty. I have a heart condition and could drop dead at any moment. If I spent life worrying about it, I would never leave the house.’

Easier said than done, I know. But none of us has certainty and control. We need to aim for ‘safe uncertainty’, as we used to say in the family therapy practice I worked in. We need to tolerate and be with uncertainty and yet still feel safe. We need to relinquish control of the things we can’t control, but control the things that are in our power. That goes for anxiety too. Understanding which bits we can let go of and which we can hang on to.

What I learned from my first client

My first-ever client had anxiety. Or rather, they had lots of different anxieties. The children might die, their partner might leave, the boss might sack them. They were anxious about their health, their finances, being late, the household chores and letting everyone down. They worried about being worried.

I was an anxious trainee counselling psychologist. One who, in her journalist’s role, was used to researching, evaluating and problem-solving. As they sat reeling off their terrors, I thought: Right. Let’s sort this. We’ll reality-check all these assumptions one by one; we’ll tick off every likelihood of something catastrophic happening.

But every time I thought we’d got one of the worries nailed, a new one would slot right into its place. We never seemed to reduce the overall burden. And the more I thought I was failing at helping, the harder I tried, and the more effort and thinking I’d throw at it.

They left therapy after the six sessions they were allocated, perhaps no better than when they’d walked in. My supervisor told me they probably had ‘generalized anxiety disorder’, where daily life feels like being in a constant state of dread. Probably. But giving it a name might not have helped either.

I was in training and it was a long time ago. Now, I would treat them very differently. Not trying to solve their worries for them, but helping them to understand how their feelings, thoughts and behaviours were driving the bus and how they could take back control of the wheel.

Don’t be a back-seat driver

It’s good to have an idea of where you want to be, and be willing and committed to have a go at getting there. I know that isn’t easy and there’s no satnav to guide us through the confusing landscape of an anxious mind. I hope this book will help you to understand what fuels your anxiety and how it serves you, and when it doesn’t. Then how to identify the drivers of change – your values – so you can start to head off on a different path.

That first client was trying to be all things to all people, and wanted to get it right for everybody but wasn’t thinking about where they wanted to go. They were so busy trying to be the perfect parent, partner and worker that they’d forgotten what they wanted. And I was so busy trying to be the best therapist that I perhaps wasn’t encouraging them to get into the driving seat and take control. If you have spent your life pleasing others, worrying what they might think, making sure everyone else is happy and hoping things will change if you sit in the back seat – well, perhaps it’s time to change seats. You need to get into the driving seat and grab the steering wheel. I can help navigate, but it’s you who’ll have a sense of which direction you want to go in. We just need to work out the ‘how’ of getting there.

Stop struggling

We’ll look at self-criticism, perfectionism and people-pleasing later, but now I just want to expand on that thought about trying to worry the future bad things away. When terrible things happen – and they inevitably do – we deal with them, however difficult. If we spend time worrying about the likelihood of them happening, we risk ending up living in a constant tumble dryer of negative thinking and in a crippling vortex of psychological pain.

The way I was helped, and the way I hope I help others, is to look at anxiety differently. To acknowledge, accept and learn from it, rather than trying to fight it. As the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung said: ‘What you resist not only persists, but will grow in size.’10 Telling anxiety that we can’t cope with it and pushing against it, however forcefully, only makes it stronger. All of us who have fought, struggled with, avoided or resisted anxiety know that trying to fix it or get rid of it doesn’t work.

There are big social, economic and political issues at play which can feed into our anxiety – like climate despair, poverty and global insecurity. These can lead to stress, alienation and hopelessness. We can wait for politicians and companies to do the right thing to alleviate anxiety’s societal causes, but in the meantime it’s us who experience it. What can we do as individuals to live well, alongside it? To acknowledge when it serves us and when it punishes us?

We need to look at anxiety differently, because for many it’s a vital sensitivity, an intense and important set of feelings and thoughts to recognize, rather than try to quash. We can learn to make peace with it and even embrace the sensitivity, rather than battling it. We can learn to drop the struggle – and in doing so, redress the power imbalance, allowing ourselves to have more awareness and acceptance of our anxiety, rather than having it dominate and bully us.

That means tuning in to what anxiety is saying, bringing a curious and compassionate sense of enquiry to it and using a different framework of understanding. Instead of allowing it to keep us stuck and lonely – chastising ourselves for not having beaten it, berating ourselves for failing – I suggest we turn towards it, ceasing to see it as a problem to solve and instead as a truth to acknowledge, accept and work with.

If we let anxiety have power over us, we are fixed and static, with no flexibility for questioning, no opportunity for change and renewal. But if we recognize anxiety as our alert system that tells us that something isn’t right instead of allowing it to destabilize us, if we listen to what it is telling us rather than quietening it, then it can propel us towards action. It’s about letting our intuition guide us, instead of our fear.

It’s seeing anxiety as a tool, not a trap. 
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Dandelion or Orchid?

‘Sensitivity is a sign of life. Better hurt than hardened.’

Jeff Brown

Nearly a decade ago I was recording a programme for the BBC called The Science of Resilience, when I was told by Professor Michael Pluess, a leading expert in sensitivity, that I might not be as resilient as I’d thought. At least, not in the way I understood resilience. I’d just completed a battery of tests on my thoughts and feelings, my childhood and concerns. I’d dealt with cancer OK, I thought, but I’d been lucky. I had a good job, a loving husband and five gorgeous kids. My growing-up years had been broadly happy. The questions focused on what I had experienced, my ‘life events’ and who I turned to for support.

As I typed out the answers, I knew there was a flaw in the belief I was strong and capable in all circumstances. Yes, I’d had difficult experiences, yes, there were people I could talk to, and no, I hadn’t let them help me. Was I very sensitive? Were there occasional emotional crashes and periods of burnout? ‘Umm, I think I’ll finish this questionnaire at home,’ I said as the tape recorder rolled. ‘It’s quite personal, isn’t it?’

Without needing to know the outcome, I thought I’d probably failed the first test of resilience, just by the way I’d answered the questions.

There was anxiety, sensitivity and a reluctance to seek help running through everything like a seam. How embarrassing. The journalist doing a programme on resilience, who’d worked in high-pressure environments all her adult life, revealed as a super-sensitive people-pleaser. Someone who might be described by some psychologists as an ‘insecure over-achiever’, who was striving, driving and goal-driven while riding a wave of anxiety and sensitivity.

But Professor Pluess told me I’d been thinking about resilience in the wrong way. The strongest among us, he argued, aren’t those who appear unbreakable. The resilient ones are those who are reactive to changes in conditions and adapt to them. They sense when the storm is coming, and if they’ve learned how, can bend with it.

Professor Pluess then mentioned the brilliant ‘orchid hypothesis’, a theory originally developed by the American paediatrician W. Thomas Boyce, who suggested some children are more sensitive than others. Boyce came up with the idea after hearing the Swedish idiomatic expressions for a ‘dandelion child’ (maskrosbarn) and an ‘orchid child’ (orkidebarn).1

Dandelion children survive and thrive through whatever life throws at them, much like the yellow flowers that burst through cracks in the pavement, or on a dry lawn, or in a field after rain. Whatever the soil, whatever the weather, they keep growing.

Orchid children can wilt and decline with neglect, but can flourish and become magnificent given the right environment. These early life experiences can programme and shape an individual’s sensitivity, meaning the orchids might be more reactive in later life.

Ten years later and I’m chatting with the professor again, because he and his colleagues have developed an adult version of the orchid test, called ‘The Highly Sensitive Person Scale – Revised’. It has six different sections which measure overstimulation, how we react to emotion, our sensitivity to details around us, our sensitivity to positive experiences, our depth of thinking or processing and our social sensitivity.2

The original scale measured negative aspects of sensitivity; this one brings in the positive too. So, as well as testing how quickly you become overwhelmed by your environment, how anxious and emotional you become and how disturbed you are by subtle changes, it also measures how the positive aspects within your environment affect you, how deeply you think and feel about them, and your levels of empathy towards others.

Think you’re sensitive? Have a go, it’s here…

Exercise: The Highly Sensitive Person Scale3

Instructions: Please answer each question below by circling the number between 1 = ‘Not at all’ to 7 ‘Extremely’ that describes you best as a person overall. If a question can’t be answered, please just leave it out and move on.

[image: The Highly Sensitive Person Scale questionnaire with 18 questions rated on a 1–7 scale, plus scoring instructions for calculating total sensitivity and six subscales: Overstimulation, Sensitivity to Positive Experiences, Social Sensitivity, Depth of Processing, Emotional Reactivity, and Sensitivity to Details]


Calculating the Results

You can get your total sensitivity score by adding up all the scores for each question. Then divide the total by the number of questions to get your average score. An average score of greater than 5 indicates a tendency towards high sensitivity.

Total Sensitivity Score =

Average Score =

Subscales

The subscale scores provide an understanding of how core but different aspects of sensitivity contribute to your overall sensitivity. For each category, add up the scores of the relevant questions, then divide the total by the number of questions to get your average score.

Overstimulation - Questions 3, 9, 15

Total Score =

Average Score =

Sensitivity to Positive Experiences - Questions 5, 12, 16

Total Score =

Average Score =

Social Sensitivity - Questions 4, 8, 11

Total Score =

Average Score =

Depth of Processing - Questions 7, 13, 18

Total Score =

Average Score =

Emotional Reactivity - Questions 2, 6, 10

Total Score =

Average Score =

Sensitivity to Details - Questions 1, 14, 17

Total Score =

Average Score =

How did you do? You may have found more sensitivity in some areas than others. It might have told you something about yourself that, deep inside, you already knew. Perhaps you need to escape when the noise around you dominates and excludes your ability to think, or you may be the one at work who holds on to criticism when your colleagues seem able to let it go.

Whatever it might be – the texture of a blanket, the smell of someone’s perfume, the sound that makes you wince – I wonder whether you have sometimes felt the world was just too harsh, too loud. Highly sensitive people can be overwhelmed by multiple demands and tasks, or struggle to deal with intense smells, sounds, sights or people. They also tend to be more introverted and emotional.4 Dandelions sit at the other end of the sensitivity scale, and it used to be thought that they were the vast majority.

Enter the tulips. Those who fall in the middle. Orchids are now thought to make up 30 per cent of the population, dandelions 30 per cent and those with medium sensitivity, the tulips, are the remaining 40 per cent.5 Sensitivity exists on a continuum, but the theory suggests that, broadly, people fall into one of these three distinct categories, with orchids scoring higher than tulips and dandelions in both neuroticism and emotional reactivity, and lower than both in extraversion.6 In other words, orchids can worry more, react more emotionally and be more introverted and avoidant than tulips and dandelions. Not all the time, but typically.

Highly sensitive people are more likely to be affected by the negative stuff and react to it by becoming stressed and overwhelmed, especially in the wrong environment, than those with medium or low sensitivity.7 We are all programmed to pay attention to threat because that’s what helps us survive, but orchids will pick up signals around them faster than dandelions and tulips. The highly sensitive folks tend to be more neurotic, anxious and experience things more negatively, but Pluess says they are also the ones who sense changes quickly. And that can be very useful.

‘You need people who are super sensitive,’ Philippa Perry tells me. ‘They are good at reading people. I mean, we need geniuses. I think my husband [the celebrated British artist Sir Grayson Perry] is an orchid but I’m probably a dandelion. We need people who have got highly developed, rational brains who can do sums and that.’ She laughs. ‘We need all these different people to make a society, make a community. Sensitive people shouldn’t be seen as a problem. They just need to be given the right kind of soil and sunlight to thrive.’

That means responding to sensitive people sensitively – understanding and validating their feelings, she adds.

Born this way

Were you born sensitive or made this way by experience? Have a think about what you were like as a child. Whether you were easily affected by loud noises, too many people, unusual textures or tastes. Whether you grew up reacting emotionally to books, films or people in ways others didn’t. You might have been told you were over-sensitive, dramatic, emotional or fragile. You may have been told to be quiet when you alerted an adult to something you felt was wrong.

Some of that high sensitivity is down to your genes. In studies of twins,8 Pluess and his team identified the heritability of sensitivity and put it at around 50 per cent. There’s no one sensitivity gene, just like there’s no one anxiety or depression or resilience gene; it’s a complex interplay of many thousands.

But, if you are sensitive, half of that could be genetically set in stone before you even take your first breath. Of course, just because you inherit a sensitivity trait, it doesn’t automatically mean you’ll develop anxiety – and equally, some of those who don’t have that particular combination of genes can still be anxious. If you are highly sensitive, though, you are significantly more likely to develop anxiety and depression than those who are not.

If half of our sensitivity is down to our genes, which we can do nothing about, what’s the other half? Our environment. And that makes perfect evolutionary sense. If you are born sensitive and then live in a family where your parents are absent or neglectful, or you grow up in extreme poverty, or are exposed to trauma or adversity, you must adapt by becoming vigilant to any new dangers to survive.

For a highly sensitive person, protecting themselves and staying safe means constantly scanning their surroundings and the people within it. Sensitivity serves them well if further threats are lurking, making them highly attuned to noticing the negative or predicting if bad things are likely to happen.

All the ACEs and none of the cards

‘More people than we like to acknowledge simply don’t grow up experiencing the kinds of relationships that deliver consistent safety, good physical nourishment, attention to how they feel and commitment to welfare that is love in action,’ says the psychoanalytic psychotherapist Sue Gerhardt. Exploring and witnessing those harms caused in early life can limit some of the damage, but ‘undoing the painful devaluations of an abusive childhood is rarely quick or easy’.9

Gerhardt references the importance of adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, in our understanding of the effects of trauma on our mental health. ACEs are based on a concept devised by American doctors Vincent Felitti and Robert Anda. In the 1980s, Felitti was running a clinic in San Diego, California, for those trying to reduce smoking, obesity and stress. On questioning those who came in to the clinic, he noticed that more than half of his patients with obesity had experienced sexual abuse. He and Dr Anda developed a questionnaire based on various adverse childhood experiences, including being beaten, threatened, humiliated, abused, neglected, witnessing domestic violence and living with a mentally ill, depressed or addictive parent. They found that the more ACEs the person had experienced, the worse the outlook for both physical and mental health.10

Today, the ACE model is still used, with the ten most measured events or situations involving some kind of neglect, abuse or adversity. One long-term study following thousands of British children into middle age suggested that these kinds of early experiences affect adult health, impacting the hormonal, nervous and immune systems.11

There has been controversy about using ACEs as a tool to predict emotional wellbeing, however, because it relies on people remembering their experiences rather than following them in real time. There are also many children who have four or more ACEs who are coping well. But there are other studies which suggest that those who have experienced hostile, invalidating, humiliating, coercive or abusive parenting are more likely to experience various conditions including anxiety and depression.12 And the higher the levels of emotional abuse in childhood, the more severe the anxiety in adolescence – something also seen in studies in adults.13 That’s hardly surprising.

Anxious child = anxious adult?

Say you grow up in a household where you are constantly put down or humiliated. You would need to be vigilant all the time, wouldn’t you? How would you develop a strong and confident sense of self that could stand up to bullying if no one has shown faith in you, or allowed you to have faith in yourself? How would you learn to trust yourself and your instincts, try new things and fail without risking judgement or ridicule? How would you manage an unpredictable world if there is no one at home to show you how? How would you learn to deal with sadness, fear and anger if you weren’t taught coping strategies by those closest to you?

If your emotional needs have never been met or if you have been condemned, laughed at or punished, if you do not know how to soothe yourself when frightened or anxious, you have to learn those things by yourself, and you must navigate a world which feels dangerous and exposing on your own.

That might mean developing techniques that make you feel safer, like remaining hyper-alert, avoiding uncertain situations, distracting yourself by blocking out uncomfortable feelings or thoughts, or withdrawing and hiding. Surviving in a difficult environment for a sensitive child means being alert to anything that might threaten their safety. That child becomes an adolescent, and then an adult, and all the while they carry these patterns of behaviour with them. Again, and I can’t say this enough, some patterns of anxiety are not your fault.

Because sensitive people are, as Professor Pluess says, ‘emotionally more reactive, more creative and process more deeply’, if they think something is wrong but can’t identify it, they will use their imagination, think through all the potential dangers and be biased towards the negative. The highly attuned, deep-thinking, creative and sensitive brain believes there’s an increased likelihood of horrible things happening, either because they’ve previously experienced them or because they’re preparing themselves for the possible worst thing that might occur. Which means more negative thoughts, more rumination and more anxiety, and more demands on the body to try to manage it all – including inflammation14 and increased ‘wear and tear’ in midlife.15

Where is all the good news?

I’m sure you’re thinking, where’s the positive in all this? Well, there is a flip side. Professor Pluess says those who are sensitive and reflective are more likely to experience the good things positively. That might mean being profoundly moved by art, music and nature, or having a rich, deep, creative imagination. If you are born with a highly sensitive ‘genetic load’ and grow up in a supportive environment, or move to one, you’re likely to respond more intensely to the good influences in your life, be more adaptable and think through alternative solutions to emerging problems.16

No matter your background, if you receive positive support and are offered ways of coping with your sensitivity, you can thrive. Schoolgirls in an economically deprived area of East London went through a twelve-week resilience-building programme that included cognitive behavioural therapy techniques to reduce depression. The students with high sensitivity showed a bigger drop in negative symptoms than those with low sensitivity, and they continued to feel those benefits a year later. Researchers suggested their sensitivity had helped them process the information more deeply and meant they continued to use the tools they had been given.17

Another benefit of the super-sensitive is that they pick up on signals in their environment and the people around them quickly, which means they can recognize emotions faster than those who are not sensitive – making them more empathic. If a situation demands a deep level of engagement and connection, a sensitive person is your go-to. Which is why, Professor Pluess says, they make good artists, authors and therapists.

And Australian therapist Dr Russ Harris says if there’s a little self-doubt in there, all the better. Research suggests therapists who are reflective and questioning are much better at their jobs than those who are confident, as long as they are also self-compassionate.18 We’ll be getting on to how to moderate the self-doubt and boost the self-compassion later. But this goes for all of us. A little self-doubt is OK, because it makes us question ourselves and our motives and keeps us from falling into complacency. As long as it’s balanced with self-kindness. This can be hard for those with a strong self-critical voice, but it is achievable. I’ll be showing you how soon. There’ll be more from Russ too. He’s a trainer in acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) and I’ll be sharing a few of his – and other ACT – ideas later.

Exercise: For the sensitive

For now, here are some questions to ask yourself if you are sensitive:

•    What is the role of my environment, and how can I use it to benefit me?

•    What are the environments that are good/bad for me?

•    How will I know when the environment is not suiting me and do something about it?

•    What might my coping strategies be in those circumstances?

A highly sensitive person (HSP) is simply more open to stimuli in their environment. If that environment is busy and stressful, they may need to plan time away in a calmer place, like a walk in the park or reading a book in a peaceful spot, in order to reflect without being constantly bombarded by new information and competing demands.

The key for an HSP is not to allow other people to control or dominate their habitat but to shape it themselves, with space to recharge. For example, if you know you’re often exposed to a challenging environment, make sure you schedule in breaks to allow your system to reset. If your life is socially crowded, plan a short period of solitude. If your home or work area is cluttered and noisy, create a safe area to retreat to.

You’ll know if your environment isn’t benefiting you, because you’ll be on constant alert, with nerve endings humming, or you’ll feel drained or depleted – or want to switch off or dissociate. Become curious about how you react in certain places and situations, and learn what works to rebalance you – like regulating your emotion through breathing exercises, which we’ll explore in Part Three (see page 209). We all differ in our sensitivity levels, so our coping strategies will be unique too, but here are a couple of examples of how the environment can affect the sensitive.

Teachers on an on-the-job training scheme in the UK had their wellbeing levels tested before they started the course and throughout their first year. Those low in sensitivity saw no change in their wellbeing when they started training, but those who reported high sensitivity saw a significant drop.19 They recovered OK, and it was a small study and more research needs doing, but if you are sensitive and something unfamiliar, challenging and potentially stressful is coming up, it makes sense to go into it armed with the knowledge of what you can do to support yourself through it. The changes you can make elsewhere in your environment. The things that make you feel better.

Like watching happy video clips. I kid you not. Undergraduates with sensitivity who watched a three-minute film of young Americans handing out gifts to the homeless saw a much bigger improvement in mood than the less sensitive folks who watched the same clip.20

Because highly sensitive people are affected by shifts in their environment, they benefit from plenty of rest and sleep because they need more time to process all the information that’s coming at them. Movement helps, as does spending time in nature, simplifying life if possible, and making use of that rich, inner world with meaningful relationships and connections. More on what works for the super-sensitive can be found in Part Three.

Heightened sensitivity to the environment can make you self-aware, able to sense the moods of others by reading verbal and visual clues, and it can also bring with it a capacity for creativity and compassion – much-needed skills in today’s world. We can use these tools both for ourselves and for others.

The world needs orchids

The orchids are the early-warning signallers, the ones more sensitive to change and danger, and they should be celebrated. They pick up on feelings, fast. They look into the deeper issues. They use their creative brain to call for solution-based change.

The former New Zealand prime minister Jacinda Ardern was known for stepping into crises during her premiership with compassion and sensitivity. After the March 2019 attack on the mosque in Christchurch, where fifty-one Muslims were massacred, she empathized with the families of the victims and passed strong gun control laws. At the start of the global Covid pandemic in March 2020, she closed the country’s borders early, took a pay cut, and spoke to the nation daily with messages of reassurance. She was criticized for some of her decisions, and police say the recorded threats against her trebled over three years.21
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Do you notice when things have been
moved around?

Are you easily affected by feedback
(both negative and positive)?

Are you easily overwhelmed by things
like bright lights, strong smells, coarse
fabrics, or sirens close by?

Do you easily recognize what others are
feeling?

Do you notice and enjoy delicate or fine
scents, tastes, sounds, works of art?

Are you easily affected by the mood of
people around you?

Do you tend to reflect on things deeply?

Are you good at anticipating how
someone may feel about a situation?

Are you bothered by intense stimuli, like
loud noises or chaotic scenes?

. Do you generally react strongly to your

experiences, whether you show it or not?

. Do other people tell you that you are

good at understanding what they are
feeling or thinking?

. Do you tend to get deeply immersed in

music?

. Do you find yourself thinking about

philosophical questions?

. Do you seem to notice changes in the

weather more than others?

. Do you become unpleasantly aroused

when a lot is going on around you?

. Are you deeply moved by the arts or

music?

. Do you tend to notice subtle signs of

changing seasons (winter/spring etc.)?

. Do you like deep conversations?






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		Preface


		Introduction


		Part One

		1. Dandelion or Orchid?


		2. Anxiety – a Life Sentence?


		3. The Happy Trap







		Part Two

		4. Understanding the Inner Voice


		5. High-Functioning Anxiety, Perfectionism and… Procrastination


		6. Imposter Syndrome, Performance and Social Anxiety







		Part Three

		7. How to Soothe our Anxious Body


		8. How to Calm Our Anxious Thoughts


		9. How to Manage Our Anxious Behaviours


		10. And Finally… Four Extra Tips for Tending the Orchid







		Epilogue


		Acknowledgements


		Appendix


		Helpful Reading


		Notes


		Index








Guide



		Cover


		Start








OEBPS/images/title.png
DR SIAN WILLIAMS

THE

POWER
Anxiety

How to Ride
the Worry
Wave

/

[ Sd
ALLEN&UNWIN





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Zoe Ball

DR SIAN WILLIAMS

How to Ride
the Worry

‘Terrific... If | could
eat a book it would
be this one’

Derren Brown ‘A wise, warm,
compassionate
guide to living

well with
‘A chill pill in anxiety’
book form” Emma Freud
Kathy Lette






