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            WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE READING THIS BOOK

         
 	
         Fear, stress, worry and anxiety. These are all common terms for  feelings that can cause problems and really interfere with our quality  of life. This book will show you ways of managing them – it will give  you some basic coping skills. These skills are not a ‘cure’ but ways to  reduce the impact anxieties and fears have on your life. Although  ‘fear’, ‘stress’, ‘worry’ and ‘anxiety’ are slightly different from each  other, in this book the terms will be used as if they are similar and  the strategies you will learn can help you get on top of them.

         In  order to get the most out of any self-help book, you’ll need to do more  than just read through it – you’ll need to do the exercises and practise  the skills you learn. After all, if you bought a diet book but didn’t  follow the diet, you wouldn’t lose weight. However, if you do read this  book and follow the exercises you will gain a better understanding of  your anxieties and you will learn some basic coping skills, which will help you reduce the problems they cause.
         

         This  self-help approach, based on the principles of Cognitive Behavioural  Therapy (CBT), aims to put you back in control of your own thoughts,  feelings and behaviour, so  that you do not feel overwhelmed or  restricted by worries and fears. You may be familiar with some of the  techniques and you might even have tried them before. If they didn’t  work for you the first time, don’t give up! It doesn’t mean that you  failed, or that the techniques are not right for you. It’s possible you  weren’t in the right frame of mind to fully engage in the work (and it  is work), or perhaps you didn’t give it enough time, or were too harsh  on yourself. Interestingly, there is good evidence that not being harsh  or unforgiving to yourself in the course of CBT practice will help it  work for you.
         

         HOW TO ADOPT A COMPASSIONATE ATTITUDE

         In  CBT, it has always been important to practise self-talk – the  conversation you have with yourselves in your head – to encourage  yourself to try out new ways of behaving and new ways of seeing things.  It has become clear in recent years that the WAY you talk to yourself  is also important. So if your inner voice is a bit of a bully, and you  beat yourself up for not completing a task, or use negative language to  spur yourself into doing something (‘Come on, you idiot, get on that  plane right now or you will ruin everything and let the family down.’),  it is less likely that you will get the result you need. In order to  make CBT really work, you have to be compassionate to yourself,  and use gentle, encouraging language, as you would with someone you  cared about. There will be plenty of examples of this in the book to  help get a feel for the compassionate attitude, and you can read more  about being compassionate in Professor Paul Gilbert’s book, The Compassionate Mind (see ‘Useful Books and Resources’ at the end of this book). 
         

         So,  if you find an exercise challenging or difficult, be gentle and  encouraging to yourself no matter what the outcome. For example, if you  have a fear of going to the cinema or a restaurant, a compassionate  approach would be to recognize that this is difficult and to give  yourself permission to build up to the challenge in small steps,  perhaps taking along a supportive friend with you and certainly using  the techniques you will learn in this book to manage your anxiety  levels. If the outing is not a success, a compassionate approach would  be to give yourself a pat on the back for trying, and then try again, or  take a step back and try something else still challenging but less  difficult. The non-compassionate approach would be to push yourself too  far too soon and then criticize yourself for not meeting the challenge  or, if you did meet the challenge, downgrading your achievements: ‘That  was no big deal, everyone can go to the cinema.’ Do you recognize any of  these non-compassionate responses?

         It’s also important to  remember that there’s a big difference between self-compassion and  opting for trying to avoid the problem – you’ll need to get the balance  right. Later in this book, we’ll discuss avoidance in more detail so  that you’ll be better at recognizing it. There will be times when you’re  just not able to face your fear and it’s OK to accept this when it  happens, but overcoming your anxieties will mean eventually facing the  uncomfortable feelings that arise when you try something new. Telling  yourself, ‘I won’t go the cinema, or restaurant, because it’s just too  difficult and I’ll feel anxious, like I always do,’ is more akin to  avoidance than compassion. But more about that later.

         As you can  see, your attitude towards yourself is important. In this book you’ll  read about several ways in which anxieties can show themselves and the  names given to these  different types. These labels are helpful to an  extent, but it’s crucial to not get hung up on them and VERY important  not to think of yourself only in terms of your diagnosis. So, you are  not ‘a phobic’, or ‘an agoraphobic’ – instead, you are a person who has  problems with anxiety, or a person who has a phobia and, most  importantly, a person who might also have a meaningful job, a family, a  nice personality, a great sense of humour, and so on. Again, it’s about  attitude. If you define yourself by your problem and you’re not  compassionate towards yourself, you limit your awareness of your  strengths. You can also risk giving an unfair impression of yourself and  others might make assumptions about you which are not true. Your  anxiety is a part of you, but it is not you. With the help  of this book you can begin to develop a more positive outlook and a  better idea of who you are, so you’ll be able to be confident that you  can do more of the things you want to do and be more the person that you  want to be.
         

         GETTING READY

         You’ve bought the book and  you’re ready to go – it’s tempting to turn straight to the coping  strategies and ‘top tips’ for change. But your success will depend on  good groundwork – you need to be able to make the ideas in this book  work for you, and that rests on you getting a good understanding of your difficulties – so that you can make your coping plan personal.  Therefore, the first half of this book goes into a lot of detail about  anxieties, fears, worries and stress in order to help you pinpoint what  drives your problems. When you have a good idea of this, you can build  up the right coping plan for you which will be based on your sound understanding of your fears and worries.  The  second half of the book introduces you to a wide range of coping  strategies that you can choose from. You’ll learn about controlled  breathing and how to relax to ease physical discomfort; thought  management to tackle worrying thoughts; graded practice and  problem-solving to help you face your fears; and you’ll learn how to  cope in the long term – how to make coping part of your life.
         

         When  you start to face your fears, you’ll do best if you have a familiar  collection or range of coping methods. This means that you’ll need to  practise the techniques in this book so that you know them well and have  confidence in them. They also need to be well rehearsed enough for you  to be able to call on them as you need to – even in times of stress.

         It  is probably a good idea to first read the whole book through before  starting your ‘programme’ – just to get familiar with anxiety disorders,  the CBT approach and to get a sense of how it can help you. You can  then work through the actual techniques in the book, taking one section  at a time and trying to master one strategy before you move on to the  next step. If you try something for a good while and find your anxiety  levels are not coming down, don’t worry, simply move on. You can always  come back to the earlier section when you’re ready. Not every technique  will work for everyone, but do try each one so that you give yourself  the best chance of developing the widest range of coping strategies  possible for you. It’s difficult to say just how long you should try any  one method, but certainly daily practice for several weeks is a good  idea. If you’re still not getting results, you might need more time, or  more external support from a friend or a professional such as your  family doctor.

         Once you’re familiar with the way this book works  and the skills you’ll need to manage your fears and worries, you  can  revisit the chapters that are particularly relevant to you and you can  tailor and ‘fine-tune’ your coping plans to best meet your needs.
         

         YOU ARE NOT ALONE

         If  you read through some of the suggestions and think, ‘Oh, I could never  do that alone,’ then enlist the help of friends and family. If you ask  for help, encourage your supporters to read this book, too, so they have  a better understanding of your problems and what needs to be done to  help you overcome them. It can be difficult to explain your fears and  worries to someone who has little or no personal experience of them and  this book will give them a basic understanding.

         For those of you  with more complex anxiety problems, who feel overwhelmed or that you’re  slipping into depression, it’s important to seek professional help in  the form of therapy and, in some cases, medication. If you explain your  problem to your doctor, he or she will have a variety of counselling  and/or medicinal options, depending on the severity of your problem. Do  this sooner rather than later. Often people find that with a bit of  extra support, they can still follow the methods in this book.

         Another  effective way to use this book is alongside a CBT therapist who  specializes in anxiety and stress. Your therapist will be guided by the  same ideas that are in the book and you will have your own reference  book to consult between sessions with your therapist.

          

         Although  the case illustrations in this book are based on the experiences of  people who have struggled with anxiety, none of the cases represent  actual people.
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            THE STRESS RESPONSE

         
 
         Just about everyone will feel stressed, worried, afraid or anxious some of the time. It’s normal and, as you’ll see later, extremely helpful in most circumstances.
 
         Just like you, many people have fears and worries that cause them problems, although the types of anxieties differ from person to person. Appearances can be deceptive – fears and worries are not always obvious to an outsider – so don’t assume that others don’t share your difficulties just because you can’t see them.
 
         For example, you might see a seemingly confident woman at a party, surrounded by friends and reeling off amusing anecdotes, but in two days’ time this woman has to give a small presentation at work and she’s dreading it. She’s terrified that she will dry up, even though in her social life, she is the life and soul of the party. If she were to admit this fear to a friend at the party, the friend would probably say, ‘You? Afraid? No chance!’ You might notice a man enjoying taking his children on fairground rides, loving the adrenaline rush almost as much as his kids. What you can’t see is that he pales at the thought of a flight to Spain. He  knows the fairground ride will last a few minutes, but the flight will be about two hours. And he can’t explain his problem because he is not afraid of flying. He just can’t stand the thought of being stuck on a plane for that length of time, with no escape.
         
 
         So it’s important to remember that you are not alone or odd in any way because you have difficulties managing some of your fears.
 
         HELPFUL STRESS
 
         Marie and her family were out enjoying a meal in an Italian restaurant.
 
         
            We were very relaxed and enjoying our meal in one of our favourite family restaurants. My husband made a joke and we all started to laugh, but then I noticed my teenage son wasn’t laughing. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath, and he was turning purple. He pointed to a bowl of olives and I soon understood that he was choking on one that had gone down the wrong way. My heart started to pound, I was shaking slightly and breathing fast. It felt as if the food I’d just swallowed was stuck in my throat, but I immediately jumped up from my seat and grabbed my son from behind and used a manoeuvre I’d been taught a long time ago in first-aid training. After the second try, the olive flew out of his mouth. I felt like crying from relief! After a few minutes and a glass of water, he was fine, but I still felt shaky. My husband told me later that everyone was looking at our table, but I wasn’t aware of anything except getting that olive  out of my son’s windpipe. There really wasn’t time to think what it looked like. All that mattered was clearing his airway. It was hard for me to enjoy the rest of the meal, but my son was fine. He thought it was funny, the way the olive flew out. Once he laughed I knew he was OK and I was able to relax a bit more.
            

         
 
         In this situation, fear helped Marie save her son. Acting on it was absolutely the only thing to do. The fear triggered a rush of adrenaline which prepared Marie to take rapid action to save her son from choking. She was focused only on him, she had only one line of thought (to save him) and she had a burst of energy which gave her the stamina she needed. Afterwards she felt jittery and emotional, which is perfectly normal after any situation involving real danger, and the feeling passed once she knew that her son was safe.
 
         Whenever we read stories in the press about heroic actions or people putting themselves in danger to save others, they always say it was ‘automatic’ or ‘I didn’t think about it, I just did it.’ That’s the stress response in action and it can work very well for us.
 
         In short, this response is helpful, vital even, so we would never want to be without it but we need to be able to manage it so that we can use it to our advantage: too much and it can handicap us.
 
         For instance, if I’m crossing the road and a lorry comes rushing towards me, I’ll feel a surge of anxiety. This helps me to think quickly and to act fast. Without wasting precious time, I am able to run back to the pavement or to the other side of the road, whichever is quicker. If I didn’t do that, I’d be in big trouble. This surge of anxiety is a helpful response to real danger – in fact, it is crucial to  our survival. However, if I’m so worried about crossing the road that I can barely leave the pavement, then my anxiety is obviously unhelpful.
         
 
         If I have some anxiety before giving a presentation, the adrenaline will help me to keep focused, think sharp and it will give me the stamina to get through. However, if my fear is so great that it stops me from thinking straight, then again my fear is unhelpful.
         
 
         So you can see that anxiety and fear are helpful responses – sometimes even lifesaving – but you can have too much of a good thing. The skills you’ll learn from this book will help you manage your anxiety so that it works well for you, rather than causing you problems.
 
         Our ancestors and stress
 
         Our ancestors evolved to deal with very tangible threats to their safety, such as a charge from a wild animal or an attack from a hostile tribe. It was lifesaving to be alert and able to respond to stress: to fight or to take flight. This mechanism has persisted, so if modern man perceives a threat, his mind and body are prepared for it by a surge of adrenaline. Even if the stress we face is not physically dangerous, we have the same response that our ancestors had.
 
         We often feel stressed when our safety is not actually threatened – if we are late, or have domestic problems, or a deadline or an exam is coming up, or we have too many things to do in too little time. Relationship problems can also cause a great deal of stress, as can financial worries. Even things that are meant to be pleasurable and happy, such as weddings, holidays or parties, can cause such stress that these occasions no longer feel like something to look forward to, or something that will be fun. In response to those stresses, we can feel ‘wound up’, irritable or afraid, even though none of these things is truly dangerous – all because our bodies and minds have interpreted a threat and are preparing us to deal with it.
         
 
         What happens to our bodies when we feel stressed?
 
         Let’s go back to Marie and her son. She felt nervous, shaky, began to breathe quickly and found it hard to swallow. These are just a few common sensations people feel when they are stressed or anxious. We might also feel general muscle tension and some of us find our blood pressure rises temporarily. We might break out into a cold sweat, feel flushed or feel sick. Sound familiar? Each of these reactions – even if they don’t feel productive or helpful – reflects a bodily change which gets us ready for action so that we can deal with a perceived threat. Physical tensions prepare our muscles to work, while rapid breathing ensures there is enough oxygen for the job and raised blood pressure ensures that the blood can get vital oxygen to our mind and muscles quickly and efficiently.
 
         What happens in our minds when we feel stressed?
 
         Marie was focused. She didn’t think about the ‘scene’ that was going on but only about the real danger and helping her son. Nothing else distracted her.
 
         This focused thinking is typical when we’re in danger. It’s an ideal state of mind for anyone facing a serious challenge, say, a pilot doing an emergency landing, or a parent grabbing a toddler who is about to run into the road. This is another aspect of the stress response that can work well for us. 
         
 
         How does our behaviour change when we feel stressed?
 
         Marie saved her boy from choking without really thinking about it consciously. It felt automatic. She got up quickly from her seat and helped her son by using a technique she learned a long time ago. She was persistent and kept going until it worked. She benefited from the energy, speed and focus that the stress response can give us. Another example of helpful behaviour under stress is if I’m driving and go into a skid. I ‘automatically’ and swiftly grasp the steering wheel and find the strength to correct it, and I don’t give up until I am out of the skid. It’s a vital reaction in a dangerous situation.
 
         UNHELPFUL OR PROBLEM STRESS
 
         If you are reading this book, you probably are experiencing problem stress or anxiety. Problems arise when we experience the stress response when we are not in a truly dangerous situation or when it’s exaggerated. Then, our bodily and mental reactions are out of keeping with the reality of the situation and they can begin to cause us distress. They can start to spoil our quality of life and even our self-esteem.
         
 
         For example, a student might be so nervous about his exams that he can’t revise properly and performs badly, which leaves him feeling disappointed in himself; a man might choose not give a presentation at work, even if it means missing out on a possible promotion, because his fear of embarrassing himself is greater than the anticipation of a more favourable outcome; a mother who is afraid of being in a confined space might not be able to go on a family holiday because being in a car, train or plane seems  intolerable. As you probably know well, lives can be really limited by fears and anxieties.
         
 
         Interestingly, up to a point, our ability to cope with stress actually improves with stress. You can see this in Figure 1.
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               FIGURE 1: The stress and performance curve
 
               
 
               Source: adapted from R. M. Yerkes and J. D. Dodson (1908), ‘The relation of strength of stimulus to rapidity of habit-formation’, Journal of Comparative Neurology and Psychology, 18: 459–82.
               

            

         
 
         At the bottom left of the curve in Figure 1, we are relaxed but physically and mentally not so well equipped to deal with danger because we are not ready for action. As tension rises, our body and mind become primed for confronting stress. Stress and adrenaline are helpful – but you can have too much of a good thing and there comes a point when increasing stress becomes counter-productive and we are less able to cope as our stress level increases (we go over the top of the curve). Our thinking can then become too fixed, our physical responses too extreme, like the student whose mind goes blank in an exam or a person who freezes in a frightening situation. Although this is quite normal and most of us will have experienced it at some time, problems arise if we always quickly go into this state. It can become our ‘default mode’ and can prevent us from gaining the benefit of the stress response. Also, it can be an unpleasant and even frightening experience in itself. The key to stopping this is learning more about stress and anxiety management; that is, learning to make stress work for you rather than against you.
         
 
         Stress that looks good from the outside
 
         Look at the exhilarated faces of the people on the downwards loop of a rollercoaster or on the trading floor at a stock exchange: some people enjoy the rush of adrenaline triggered by stress and anxiety! They interpret it as ‘fun’ rather than ‘danger’; ‘harmless’ rather than ‘harmful’; a ‘one-off’ rather than a ‘life-sentence’. This is not a bad thing unless a thrill-seeking person lives their life at the top of the stress curve, enjoying the thrill but always being close to becoming overstressed. Even if you enjoy stress, it’s important to know how to unwind and give your mind and body time to recover – otherwise, you can be at risk of becoming too stressed and, in the longer term, stress can take a physical and mental toll on you.
 
         Long-term stress
 
         Sarah gave up a stimulating job to devote more time to her three young children.
 
         
            I thought that being a stay-at-home mum was the best thing for the children, and a good thing for me, but going from dealing with rational adults  all day to entertaining three lively, boisterous children, one of whom got up repeatedly in the night, was a shock to my system. I just didn’t adjust to it very well. 
            
 
            The kids got up very early and then it was constant chores and breaking up rows, or dealing with tantrums, or illness. At first I had a burst of energy and I really applied myself and made sure my children were kept busy and entertained, and that I got all the housework and cooking done. But it got harder and rainy days seemed to drag on forever. What really hurt was that I was not enjoying it, as I felt I should, and I became tired, could not keep on top of things. I started to go to bed earlier, sometimes not long after the children did, because I knew I would be up with the youngest in a few hours. My immune system was shot and whatever bugs they got, I got as well, but still had to drag myself out of bed to look after them. I also had what I now see were symptoms of stress, like constant tension headaches and tummy upsets. I felt permanently exhausted and had a very short temper. I remember shouting at one of the children in a supermarket and people giving me dirty looks, and thinking to myself, ‘Oh, I’ve become one of those mums who shout in public.’ But mainly I felt tired and tearful much of the time. Permanently on edge. A good friend told me I was no fun anymore, and that maybe I wasn’t cut out for this. That really hurt, and made me feel inadequate and depressed.    
            

         
 
         Sarah’s experience highlights how any of us might begin to feel when we don’t get a break from feeling stressed.  She was in a pretty constant state of tension which led to her having headaches and tummy upsets, feeling irritable and tired. All of this is reversible, but Sarah would have to change her lifestyle somewhat to get relief. She was also struggling because of her interpretation of what was happening – she criticized herself for not being a good enough mother and wife, and she ended up feeling inadequate and her mood suffered. The way she came to view herself actually added to her stress.
         
 
         Longer term stress and the body
 
         The bodily sensations that might be fleeting when we face short-term stress can feel more pronounced and more overwhelming if we have to endure them over a long period of time.
 
         The muscle tension, so important for flight or fight, can develop into something that feels more like pain. This might take the form of tension headaches, discomfort in swallowing, shoulder, chest or neck pain, stomach cramps, trembling and weak legs. It can also lead to a sense of fatigue.
         
 
         The increased blood pressure, which provides the brain and muscles with a much needed blood and oxygen supply, can make our heart feel like it is pounding, and we might get ringing in our ears.
         
 
         The rapid breathing (sometimes called hyperventilation), which ensures that we have a plentiful supply of oxygen, can begin to cause feelings of light-headedness, blurred vision and nausea.
         
 
         Although this physical response sounds dramatic – and it certainly can be pretty horrible if you are experiencing it – it is a natural consequence of long-term stress. When we don’t engage in the ‘fight or flight’ behaviour, which would burn off excess oxygen and make full use of the extra  muscle tension, we experience the discomforts of the stress response. Some people who feel anxious most of the time can feel unwell a lot of the time, and they might be told it is all ‘psychosomatic’. It’s easy to interpret this as being told that it is ‘all in the mind’, but ‘psychosomatic’ means mind and body – the stress might start in the mind but you will feel the effects in your body. Sometimes these symptoms of stress themselves become a new source of anxiety and a person can start to fear the feelings of fear itself.
         
 
         Let’s return to Sarah’s story. Her energy reserves have been depleted by the effects of long-term stress and worry. She hasn’t worked out how to minimize the effects of her stresses; she feels constantly worn out and less able to manage things. She’s caught up in an unhelpful cycle, which is shown by the dark arrows in Figure 2: she’s stressed and her stress response now undermines her ability to cope – and so she becomes more stressed. The energy which got her through the initial crisis is no longer there, and the net result is that she feels worse in her body and mind, at least for the time being. Sarah also worries about not coping and this sets up another cycle, which is shown by the thin arrow in Figure 2, and this reminds us of the role the mind plays in the unhelpful stress response.
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               FIGURE 2: The cycles of stress and anxiety 
 
               

            

         
 
         
         
 
         Longer term stress and the mind
 
         Mental changes are inextricably linked to the physical changes. If, like Sarah, you feel physically rotten, most of the time, it is going to colour your outlook and your mood – which in turn, can affect your stress levels and the way that you feel in your body.
 
         If you are particularly sensitive to all the physical changes you feel, you might start to really focus on this and possibly misinterpret your physical feelings as something dangerous. You might interpret a chest pain as a heart attack, a stomach ache as an ulcer, lower back pain as kidney disease or shortness of breath as lung cancer. Even if it happens time and time again, but is never a heart attack, an ulcer or disease, you might still think: ‘Yes, but this time …’ If you focus very much on your physical symptoms, it’s hard to think about anything or anyone else and this keeps the cycle of anxiety going by directing your thinking towards aches, pains and odd sensations and your worries about them. This, again, is shown in Figure 2.
         
 
         Some anxiety sufferers become serious worriers, always anticipating the worst – ‘I’ll lose my way in a new town and miss my appointment and get a reputation for letting others down’; ‘Something bad will happen to the children on the school trip – I might never see them again’; ‘I am going to be so overwhelmed by anxiety that I’ll make a fool of myself and be the laughing stock of the meeting.’ Worriers are ‘What if … ?’ thinkers. A worried travelling companion tends to be the one asking: ‘What if the passports are lost? What if we miss our connection? What if the hotel wasn’t booked properly?’ This state of mind can become a habitual outlook that will also fuel the stress cycle.
 
         Some people who feel anxious and worried much of the time might also become irritable, constantly fearful  and ultimately demoralized. Sometimes it is much easier to see this happening to someone else than it is to see it in ourselves. If you have toothache and are snapping at everyone, someone else is going to point out your sour mood to you (if he or she dares) but all you notice is the toothache. Consider if this is happening to you and try to manage your stress before your relationships suffer and, very probably, give you more to worry about.
         
 
         Longer term stress and behaviour
 
         We’re programmed to try to make ourselves feel better. When we’re cold we put on a sweater; when we’re hungry we eat. So, when we’re stressed, we automatically do what we can to ease those feelings – even if it is not a good long-term solution. Imagine two young women sharing a flat. Both have recently been made redundant, and both are worried about paying next month’s rent. One takes comfort in overeating while the other loses her appetite completely and starts living off coffee and cigarettes. Both are stressed but they behave in quite different ways from each other, each doing something to try to ease the stress. It’s possible that their responses are so automatic that they are unaware that what they are doing is responding to the stress. Someone else might try to ease their discomfort by turning to drugs or alcohol, or by working too hard, or by doing superstitious things like following a strict ritual or carrying a lucky charm in order to feel more confident.
 
         Although these things seem to work in the short term, their use can actually prolong or add to the initial problem by threatening our physical well-being or our relationships. Clearly, one tub of ice cream is not going to harm you, but if you comfort eat that much every night, it’s not going  to do your body (or your self-esteem) any good. Most importantly, though, not only do these distracting and/or comforting ways of behaving cause further problems but they also prevent us from addressing the real trouble. In the short term, this understandable avoidance of facing the problem can give some relief but if it’s not addressed, it can sometimes get worse. This is shown as the broken line in Figure 2.
         
 
         Avoidance
 
         One of the most common behaviours in the face of stress is avoidance, that is, physically leaving or never going into a situation that causes stress or anxiety. We probably all know someone (it might be you) who rarely ventures out of the house to social events, or walks many flights of stairs rather than get into a lift, or drives only on minor roads, avoiding motorways. In a situation that causes anxiety, it often seems easiest to avoid or leave the situation. So the ‘nervous traveller’ decides not to travel at all, or the person who feels anxious in closed rooms stands by the door or just walks out.
 
         Jack was anxious and couldn’t enter classrooms. He quickly learnt the attraction of avoidance: ‘If I stand by the door I still feel very sick and nervous, but if I actually walk out of the classroom, within minutes I feel better.’ The thinking which drives avoidance goes like this: ‘If I stay in this situation, I’ll continue to feel bad. If I leave, I will feel better. So I’ll leave.’ The possibility of staying and feeling better, at that moment, is inconceivable. However, leaving or avoidance do not work in the long term. In fact, they make fears worse because they stop us from learning that we can cope and this reinforces anxiety. It is the ‘crash dieting’ of anxiety. It works for a very  short while, but it does not address the real fear. As Jack discovered:
         
 
         
            The trouble is, I can’t walk back in without feeling bad again. I know it’s only a matter of a metre or so, and I ask myself why I feel bad on this side of the door, but OK on that side of the door. I don’t know why. I do know if it carries on I will have to leave school. 
            

         
 
         If you look at Figure 2 (p. 17) again, you can see all the links between feelings, thoughts and behaviour in the stress cycle, and how they all feed into one another. When anyone gets locked in these patterns too easily, a normal anxiety response can turn into problem anxiety. The cycles can be broken, but it does take work, dedication and self-compassion. Understanding how these cycles apply to you will be important to your success in overcoming your difficulties and so we will be returning to them again in the next chapter.
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