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INTRODUCTION


If you’ve experienced anxiety at some point in your life, you’re certainly not alone. Most people can recognize those uncomfortable telltale signs, such as worries spiralling in a loop around your head, “butterflies” in your stomach and a racing heart. 


As uncomfortable as it can be, anxiety is actually a perfectly normal human emotion we all experience from time to time. After all, if you’re about to sit an important exam, propose to your partner or bungee jump off a bridge, you’re likely to feel a tad jittery (to say the least!). However, if your anxiety has become a daily occurrence, popping up in unnecessary situations and making peace of mind seem impossible… well, that’s a different story altogether. It’s also where this book comes in.





The Anxiety First-Aid Kit is designed to help you understand the root cause of your anxiety and offers a series of practical tips, inspiring ideas and step-by-step exercises, all with the aim of helping you manage and regain control over your anxiety before it becomes more serious. Covering a wide range of anxiety-inducing scenarios, from worries about health and body image, to social scenarios such as meeting new people and making phone calls, right through to political, financial and eco-anxiety, the advice in these pages aims to help you understand why it’s happening, while the tips and techniques offer you quick, practical remedies for when you need some on-the-spot anxiety first aid. 
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How to use this book


As we’ve mentioned, anxiety can be a normal – even healthy – part of life, helping to keep you safe and steer you away from potentially dangerous situations. If, however, your anxiety has become all-consuming, or if it’s started interfering with the way you’d like to live your life, then the Anxiety First-Aid Kit is for you! Inside, you’ll find:




	Information on anxiety disorders, symptoms and triggers.


	Simple and easy-to-implement coping strategies for a wide range of anxiety-inducing situations. 


	Guided meditations and breathing exercises to help induce a sense of ease and calm.








The information in Chapter One is designed to give you a broad understanding of what anxiety is and why it’s affecting you, while the subsequent chapters are divided into three categories: self and health, social situations and the wider world. There’s no right or wrong way to dive into this book – read it from cover to cover, or use the handy index to search for the issues most relevant to you, and then home in on the tips and exercises that are tailored to your needs.


However you approach it, the Anxiety First-Aid Kit is here to offer you comfort and relief from those niggling (and sometimes debilitating) anxiety symptoms. Are you ready? Then let the healing begin… 
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CHAPTER ONE:

 Anxiety 101
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Have you ever been in a situation – perhaps before stepping into an exam hall or after reading a newspaper article – and begun to feel a sense of discomfort or panic? Discomfort or panic that made your heart race, your palms sweat and your stomach feel nauseous? This is anxiety and, while there isn’t a one-size-fits-all experience, it does tend to present with a fairly typical set of symptoms. 


In this chapter, we’ll explore these often uncomfortable physical and emotional symptoms in more depth, as well as the reasons they might occur and some common anxiety disorders. You’ll also find some quick and effective go-to fixes for when your anxiety begins to spiral – think of it as instant anxiety first aid for when you need it most.





What is anxiety?


Anxiety is not a rigid black-or-white experience. Instead, it exists on a sliding scale of grey. It tends to be characterized by feelings of unease or worry, often in relation to future or imagined events, and can be mild, moderate or – in some cases – severe and debilitating. 


It’s important to remember that anxiety can be a normal response to certain stressful situations (such as walking into a job interview). Most people also experience anxiety during periods of change or uncertainty. However, if you’ve started feeling anxious on a daily basis, your anxiety seems out of proportion to the situations you’re facing, or if it’s started affecting your sleep or the way you’d like to live your life (for example, you avoid certain places, events or social gatherings because of your anxiety), it might be time to take proactive steps to start feeling better.










Common symptoms  of anxiety


Anxiety comes with a range of symptoms, both mental and physical. These include (but are not limited to):




	A racing heart.


	“Butterflies” in your stomach.


	Nausea.


	Dizziness.


	Quick, shallow breathing.


	Excessive worrying.


	Feelings of dissociation.


	Panic attacks.


	Agitation.





The intensity of these symptoms can vary wildly. Acute and severe physical symptoms, such as a racing heart and even chest pain, can sometimes make you feel like you’re experiencing a serious health issue, such as a heart attack. Understanding what is happening and how to get your symptoms under control with easy and effective calming measures can be crucial to your well-being.










Anxiety versus worry


Do you ever wonder whether you really have anxiety, or whether it’s just good old everyday worry? Because everyone worries, right? 


While the two are closely linked – excessive worrying can certainly be a common anxiety symptom – there is a difference.


Worrying is a temporary state of overthinking that everyone suffers from occasionally. It’s usually attached to a specific upcoming event, such as making a wedding speech or delivering a work presentation, or being stuck between choices, such as which universities to apply for. Worry tends to be fairly temporary, passing once the event has happened or the decision has been made. 


If you’re struggling with anxiety, however, it will arise regardless of your current or upcoming circumstances and, while it will cause you to worry (perhaps uncontrollably), you’ll also experience other symptoms, such as those listed on page 13, including nausea, dizziness or a racing pulse.










Anxiety’s origins


If anxiety is so uncomfortable, why do we get caught up in it? From an evolutionary perspective, anxiety is the body’s alert system, warning us about potential threats. A precursor to the fight, flight or freeze response, anxiety is a warning that something important warrants our attention. Historically, anxiety alerted us to life-threatening situations, such as running out of food or an imminent predator attack. 


While modern-day anxiety can be helpful – for example, by motivating us to study for an exam – it can feel extreme. That’s because, while the anxiety response is real, modern-day triggers have changed. These days, we’re not about to be attacked by a sabre-toothed tiger, but simply trying to find a parking space or the courage to make a phone call. This is why a little anxiety first aid is useful, to help manage those symptoms that are out of proportion with our reality.
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Common anxiety triggers


There are many triggers that cause anxiety, both internal and external, and yours will be unique to you. Even if you feel like anxiety catches you off guard, popping up from nowhere, a little digging beneath the surface often reveals a link to something more deep-seated and internalized.


For example, if your anxiety kicks in when you’re asked to give a short presentation at work, you might feel it stems from worrying about messing up in front of your colleagues. Dig a little deeper, and you might find this matters to you because you hold the belief that you must be perfect all the time, which might be rooted in low self-worth, making you feel like you’re not good enough. Or perhaps a childhood experience, such as falling over on stage during a school production, has instilled a fear of being in the spotlight.





A huge array of external triggers can lead to anxiety spiralling out of control. Along with having to give a presentation at college or work, common triggers include:




	Talking on the phone.


	Flying in a plane.


	Going to the doctor or dentist.


	Having to make small talk at a party.


	Driving somewhere new.


	Moving house.


	Lack of sleep.


	Political uncertainty.


	Climate change.













Who gets anxiety?


While most people experience anxious thoughts now and then, chronic anxiety is a mental health condition that can heavily impact your life. The World Health Organization reports that anxiety disorders are the most common mental health disorders worldwide, affecting 301 million people globally. And even if you haven’t been diagnosed with a disorder, your experience of anxiety is completely valid. All of which means that anxiety is common and you’re not alone. However, this absolutely does not mean you have to simply accept it and get on with life as best you can, despite the uncomfortable (and sometimes debilitating) symptoms. Far from it! As you’ll see later in this book, a little anxiety first aid can go a LONG way! But before we dive into some helpful remedies, first we’ll look at some common anxiety disorders, to help you get a handle on what’s really going on…










Anxiety disorders


Anxiety disorders are a group of mental health conditions that cause feelings of extreme fear, dread and other symptoms that we explored on page 13, which are out of proportion to the situation. Depending on the types of symptoms you’re currently experiencing, or have experienced in the past, it’s possible you have a specific anxiety disorder.


Some of the most common anxiety disorders diagnosed by medical professionals include generalized anxiety disorder, social anxiety disorder, panic disorder, illness anxiety disorder, phobias, obsessive compulsive disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder. We’ll explore these in more detail over the following pages and, if you read something that sounds familiar, try not to worry – anxiety disorders usually respond well to treatment, so don’t be afraid to reach out to your health professional.










Generalized anxiety disorder 


If you experience chronic anxiety relating to a wide range of situations and events, you may be suffering with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). As the name suggests, this disorder is general and all-encompassing and can lead you to feel anxious most of the time. Your worries might seem uncontrollable and can bring on symptoms such as restlessness, unease, irritability, dread and trouble sleeping.


While GAD can make you feel like you’re the odd one out and that no one else could possibly be experiencing such extreme and constant anxiety, you’re not the only one going through it: the NHS estimates 5 per cent of the UK population suffer with GAD, while in the US, data from National Comorbidity Survey Replication suggests 5.7 per cent of American adults experience it at some point in their lives.










Social anxiety disorder 


More than simply feeling shy, social anxiety disorder is characterized by an overwhelming fear of social situations, which can negatively impact your life. Common symptoms include worrying excessively about everyday activities, such as meeting new people, going to work or the shops, or speaking on the phone; anxiety about going to restaurants and eating in public; fear of social situations, including times you might have to mingle or make small talk; and worries about being noticed. Physical symptoms can include blushing, nausea and panic attacks (see page 24). Because it involves fear of going out, social anxiety disorder can lead to loneliness, isolation and low self-esteem if you start withdrawing from situations that cause you fear. 


If you struggle with social anxiety disorder, we have lots of tips to help with specific situations, such as talking on the phone, in Chapter Three, from page 82.










Illness anxiety disorder


Also known as health anxiety, illness anxiety disorder is characterized by worrying that you’re ill – or about to get ill – so much so that it takes over your life. Related to obsessive compulsive disorder (see page 25), symptoms include:




	Constantly worrying that you’re ill and checking your body for signs of illness.


	Frequently searching for symptoms and their causes online.


	Making frequent medical appointments.


	Not feeling reassured by appointments or negative test results.


	Avoiding people, places or activities for fear of contracting an illness.





Physical symptoms of anxiety, such as headaches, can exacerbate these symptoms. If you feel like you might have illness anxiety disorder, talking therapy can help to determine its origin. Also helpful are the ideas at the end of this chapter, such as deep breathing (page 36) and mindfulness (page 38).





The weirdest thing about a mind is that you can have the most intense things going on in there, but no one else can see them.


Matt Haig










Panic attacks (and panic disorder)


If you’ve ever had a panic attack, you’ll know how distressing they can be. They’re characterized by an abrupt onset of intense fear that usually lasts between 5 and 20 minutes. Symptoms often build quickly and include a racing heart, shallow breathing, trembling, sweating, chest pain and the sense you might collapse. If you have recurrent, unexpected panic attacks, you might be experiencing panic disorder.


The following anxiety first aid can help in the middle of an attack:




	Focus on breathing slowly and deeply.


	Stamp on the spot.


	Focus on each of your senses in turn.


	Carry a small comforting object with you, such as a worry stone or cuddly toy.


	Try a grounding technique, such as the 3-3-3 technique on page 44.













Obsessive compulsive disorder


If your anxiety presents as cycles of recurring and obsessive thoughts that lead to repetitive compulsions, you may be suffering with obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). With OCD, the drive to perform compulsive behaviours is strong. Compulsions will be unique to you, but common ones include hand washing, checking doors are locked, counting and repeating words in your head. While compulsions might temporarily ease feelings of stress, ultimately these ritualistic behaviours can take over your life, interfering with daily activities and causing significant anxiety. Breaking the cycle can seem scary, but help is available, usually in the form of talking therapy and medication. OCD first-aid can include distraction techniques, such as doing something creative, watching a film, focusing on each of your senses or the 3-3-3 technique (page 44), or visualization techniques (page 42).










Post-traumatic stress disorder


Many people who experience or witness a traumatic event will need time to come to terms with it. But if you experience intrusive memories (such as flashbacks), negative mood swings, or changes in physical or emotional reactions (such as insomnia or irritability), and these symptoms last for a while and/or worsen over time, you may be experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This form of anxiety can be triggered by sudden reminders, such as the sound of fireworks. Treatment is important and can include psychotherapy, exposure therapy, cognitive restructuring and/or medication. There are some first-aid steps you can take to help yourself, though: tell a friend or relative what you’re going through, avoid alcohol, maintain a regular sleep routine, practise mindfulness (page 38), exercise regularly and be gentle with yourself – PTSD will likely ease gradually, not instantly.
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