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Introduction

The happiness of your life depends on the quality of your thoughts. –Marcus Aurelius

Have you ever been asked what you are thinking and been unable to answer due to the sheer number of thoughts going through your head at that moment? It might have prompted you to wonder why you have so many thoughts, where they all come from, and how to tell which are worth paying attention to, let alone which are worth sharing. 

A 2020 study by a team of psychologists at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario used MRI brain scans to measure the transition time between adjacent points in activity patterns in the brain, identified as individual “thought worms” (Berman, 2020). The study also determined that the average human has 6,200 thoughts per day. 

Clearly, our minds can accumulate mental clutter at an alarming rate. Interactions with other people, our mental to-do lists, inner monologues, and other negative and intrusive thoughts—all can cause mental burn out. 

A primary cause of feeling overwhelmed is stress. Along with legitimate worries and concerns, we face daily information overload via news headlines, social media, endless choices, and overthinking. Myriad options and distractions create a paradox of choice; we become unable to make decisions, stuck in analysis paralysis, and struggle to find satisfaction in anything. We believe we need to think more to figure out why we are unhappy and how to regain our happiness.

Additionally, our brains are still hardwired for primitive survival in the amygdala; sometimes this primal survival center becomes overzealous and confused in its course of duty, choosing to err on the side of caution and flagging anything that may be even remotely dangerous. 

Our minds might consistently predict the worst-case scenario, or magnify problems so that they appear bigger than they really are. Often distress grows out of a fear of a possible future outcome; this anxiety is fertile ground for intrusive thoughts to take hold. 

So, what are intrusive thoughts? They come unbidden and usually overstay their welcome. They make us feel anxious and unhappy and we’re unable to get rid of them. “What if…” often precedes these thoughts, and although we try to avoid them, they keep coming back to haunt us. 

Our brains react in the same way to real and imagined dangers: To the brain, everything is real, there is no such thing as imaginary. Thus, we experience the same stress response whether or not the danger is real. In other words, fearful thoughts feel dangerous. The fortunate thing about the brain is that it can be retrained to deal with negative and fearful thoughts differently.

If you’re feeling overwhelmed by anxiety and nothing you do seems to help, you are not alone. The recent pandemic sent global levels of anxiety and depression up considerably, with many facing higher levels of stress, grief, and worry. And, new worries appear on the horizon daily, from climate change to unstable political leaders launching unprovoked military attacks on their neighbors. 

Humanity is going through a challenging time; anyone avoiding anxiety today is either extremely blessed or living in blissful ignorance. However, we are not going to be able to face future challenges if we are afraid of our own thoughts. 

Maintaining a negative focus and living in the past or the future are what lead to anxiety and other negative emotions. When focusing on the past or future rather than the present we are robbed of experiences in the present. Constant anxiousness makes life that much more challenging and significantly detracts from the joy of living. 

Anxiety can also lead to a number of problematic behavioral issues, such as substance use disorders or mood issues including depression and panic attacks. 

This book aims to be a first-aid kit for anxiety and teaches simple and proven techniques to overcome stress, anxiety, and intrusive thoughts. The methods described are based on Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), a well-researched field that effectively helps people overcome negative emotions and change their behaviors. CBT is rooted in the beliefs that people continue to choose behaviors that are reinforced, that our thoughts impact our behaviors, and that we can change our thoughts to manage our emotions. 

CBT teaches techniques for monitoring your thoughts to become more aware of unhelpful ones and how they affect emotions. Using these methods, it’s possible to face situations that cause anxiety and learn effective coping methods. 

The CBT techniques presented in this book will teach you how to create space between anxiety-causing situations and your thoughts and feelings about them. In this way, you will gain confidence in dealing with these situations. 

Practicing CBT will challenge your automatic reactions, allow you to assess reality more accurately, and boost your self-confidence through positive self-talk.

We look at ways to:


	
● acquire practical skills for coping with anxiety, stress, and intrusive thoughts.


	
● gain the courage to face your fears.


	
● rewire your brain for more happiness.


	
● master your thoughts rather than letting them control your life.







Chapter 1: Understanding Anxiety

Who’s not sat tense before his own heart's curtain. –Rainer Maria Rilke

Ever stop to wonder why there seems to be so much anxiety in the world today? It seems like just about everybody has it. 

Today, we hold ourselves to much higher standards than our ancestors did, we specialize more in our careers, and innovation seems to happen faster than we can keep up. All of these contribute to our collective anxiety. 

Modern life is full of potential stressors and experiencing anxiety occasionally is normal. When anxiety is experienced too frequently, persistent worry and fear about ordinary situations interfere with daily life and are difficult to control, this indicates that an anxiety disorder has set in. 

In this chapter, we look at how anxiety develops, the stigma around anxiety disorders, and the odious effects of negative thinking. We also cover techniques you can implement immediately to help calm your anxiety. 

Causes of Anxiety

How anxiety disorders develop isn’t fully understood. For some, traumatic life experiences and inherited traits can be a cause. For others, anxiety can develop due to underlying health issues, side effects of medications, drugs, or alcohol, their personality type, or a buildup of stress. 
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