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The BEATING ANXIETY Workbook


Dr Stephanie Fitzgerald




Dedicated to Josie Jay


Dr Stephanie Fitzgerald is a clinical psychologist specializing in the treatment of anxiety disorders. As a BABCP accredited practitioner, Stephanie has successfully used cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) to help those affected by anxiety to overcome the disorder and go on to live fuller lives, free from symptoms.


Stephanie sees anxiety as a bully and encourages her patients to stand up to that bully. Her approach to dealing with anxiety is practical, hands-on and boundaried, allowing individuals to regain control of their lives.


Stephanie has worked with many different anxiety disorders including, but not limited to, the disorders outlined in this book. Her previous book, Teach Yourself: The CBT Workbook (Hodder & Stoughton, 2013), outlines CBT techniques that can be applied to many different problems. CBT techniques can be used not only by those with a specific anxiety disorder but also by anyone who wants to know how to recognize and deal with their own anxieties, great or small.
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How to use this book


This workbook from Teach Yourself ¯ includes a number of special features which have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and reach your goal successfully. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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Key ideas: to make sure you grasp the most important points.
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Spotlight: an important and useful definition explained in more depth.
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Exercise: designed to help you to work out where you are, where you want to be and how to achieve your goals. Exercises include:
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Writing exercises – fill in your answers in the space provided.
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Reflective exercises – think about the way you do things.


[image: image]


Dig deeper: an exercise that offers further reflection or deeper explanations of the topic.
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Test yourself: assess yourself with questions about an aspect of the subject.
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Practice: put the ideas you learn about into practice.
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Quotes: inspiring and motivating you.


At the end of each chapter you will find:
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Summary: a section consolidating the main things you should remember from that chapter.
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What I have learned: helping you summarize for yourself what you can take away from each chapter.
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Where to next?: introducing you to the next step.


At the end of the book you will find:
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Worksheets and record sheets: help you highlight the key goals you want to achieve, the ways you can go about achieving them, and your thoughts as you go through the process.




Introduction
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In this introduction you will learn:


•  how this book will help you overcome anxiety, using a range of effective techniques that you will learn through doing a series of practical exercises


•  how to use the workbook to develop your skills in reducing and managing anxiety that you can use anywhere


•  the benefits you can expect once you have finished the book.
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Anxiety is something that we are all familiar with and will experience at some stage in our lives. Unfortunately, in today’s world, we cannot avoid a certain level of stress and anxiety. With increased pressures on our finances, our relationships, our work and our family situations, it is only natural that we have to deal with some level of anxiety at times.


This workbook focuses on general anxiety and also examines some specific anxiety problems that people often encounter, such as panic disorder, phobias, obsessive–compulsive disorder and generalized anxiety disorder. However, you don’t need to have a diagnosed anxiety disorder in order to benefit from reading this workbook. The book contains a range of techniques based on cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) to help you manage the anxiety that can creep into everyday living, as well as more severe anxiety problems.


If you’ve never heard of CBT before, don’t worry. A clear explanation of all the techniques, how and why they work, and how to use them will be given as you work your way through the book. The idea of this workbook is that, as well as giving you the theory behind the techniques, you will also get practical guided exercises to help you to put some of that theory into practice.
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‘A day of worry is more exhausting than a day of work.’


John Lubbock
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[image: image]  How will this book help me?


This workbook will help you identify the symptoms of your anxiety and understand where and how anxiety develops for you. Once you develop the skills of being able to identify the potential ‘triggers’ for your anxiety, this will help you to know when and why you may be feeling anxious. As well as teaching you how to identify those symptoms of anxiety and recognize when and where they occur, this workbook will teach you specific skills to be able to reduce and manage that anxiety effectively.


Rather than try to manage anxiety on your own, you will have this book as a companion on your journey to overcome your anxiety. It will offer you practical steps to help you through situations that you may have been avoiding as a result of your anxious feelings.


This book will also help you identify the kinds of behaviour that will have been maintaining that level of anxiety or keeping it going. Often we find ourselves doing things because they make us feel better and reduce our anxiety in the short term. For example, we may avoid something, someone or somewhere to stop ourselves worrying or becoming anxious. However, although the techniques we develop may make us feel better in the short term, they can be making the problem worse in the long term. This book gives you some alternative behaviours to try when you feel anxious, to help you break the cycle of some of those unhelpful maintaining behaviours.


[image: image]  How should I use this workbook?


Try to read the chapters in order, as each one will follow the last and build on the skills you developed and the information offered in previous chapters. This means that skipping ahead to chapters that may feel more relevant to you may not be helpful, as some of the content may not then make sense.


The exercises and tips within this book are designed to be practised and carried out alongside your everyday life. The idea is that you are developing skills that you can use anywhere. This means that you do not need to do anything special to prepare for using this workbook. What is helpful is to approach the exercises with an open mind and to remember that you may find some parts tougher than others – and that this is completely normal.


WHY ARE THERE SO MANY EXERCISES?


You’ll notice that each chapter includes several exercises to complete. Although this may feel like a lot of work to do, the exercises encourage a more ‘interactive’ approach to the material offered and will make it more meaningful for you. Rather than just reading a book on the theory of why these activities or exercises work, you actually get to experience the results first hand.


As with all things, you may find some of the exercises easier, more applicable or more enjoyable than others, and that’s fine. You may want to use every skill you learn in this book or find just one or two key skills that really work for you in overcoming your anxiety, or something in between. Every approach is equally valid; the main thing is that you work your way through the book and discover what works best for you when it comes to reducing your anxiety.


CAN I JUST DO THE EXERCISES AND FORGET THE REST?


The exercises will always be linked back to theory and so there will be a logical reason for why you need to complete them, so just doing the exercises on their own will not be helpful. They will not be meaningful or achieve the desired result on their own, as without knowing the theory behind them – which is clearly explained – you may find yourself struggling to develop these skills and fit them into your daily life.


I would recommend working your way through this book up to Chapter 6, and reading all the material and completing all the exercises, rather than skipping parts. You can skip Chapters 7 to 10, on specific anxiety disorders, if you think they don’t apply to you, although by working through the book in its entirety you will notice greater benefits and a quicker development of your skills.


[image: image]  What can I expect once I’ve finished the book?


You can expect to feel more aware of when you experience anxiety, what causes it and what maintains anxiety in your own life. Alongside the recognition of your own anxiety, you will also feel equipped with the skills to deal with it.


Unfortunately, there is no way to guarantee an anxiety-free life. Often people say to me, ‘I just want to stop worrying completely’ but unfortunately this is unrealistic. There will be times when we experience life events or situations that cause us to become worried or anxious. This applies to everyone, is perfectly natural and is just part of the world we live in today.


However, you will notice a significant reduction in your anxiety. You will feel confident in how to handle the anxiety and you will know the skills and techniques needed to prevent that anxiety causing you any distress or upset, or interfering with your day-to-day life. People often describe a feeling of ‘taking control back’ once they overcome their anxiety and it is an empowering experience.
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‘FEAR is an acronym in the English language for “False Evidence Appearing Real.”’


Neale Donald Walsch
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Summary
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It is normal, healthy and part of our everyday world that we will sometimes experience understandable anxiety or worry in response to some situations.


This book will help you manage your own anxieties and equip you with the skills to overcome this anxiety, by taking a practical approach and using different exercises and techniques to help you apply the theory learned to your own life.


What I have learned
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•  What are my thoughts, feelings and insights on what I have read so far?
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Use the space below to summarize any actions you identify as a result of reading this introduction.
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Where to next?
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From this point you will begin to learn some of the techniques and skills discussed above. Your journey along a less anxious path starts here – good luck!
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What is anxiety?
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  what we mean by anxiety, what symptoms of anxiety we experience and how to identify them


•  about the role that anxiety plays in our own lives


•  how we feel about our anxiety and how it bullies us into feeling we are not in control of our lives.
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[image: image]  What do we mean by ‘anxiety’?


Worried. Stressed. Frazzled. Overwrought. People have many different names for the emotions that can sit around anxiety. So what do we actually mean when we talk about being anxious?


Feeling anxious is how we feel when we are unable to stop thoughts that cause us concern or worry coming into our minds. As these thoughts increase, so our anxiety builds.


There are specific types of thoughts that people have when they are anxious. You may recognize some of them when you do the following exercise.
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‘Worrying is like a rocking chair, it gives you something to do, but it gets you nowhere.’


Glenn Turner
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Exercise 1
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IDENTIFYING ANXIOUS THOUGHTS


Look at some of the thoughts below and circle any that seem particularly relevant to you or that you recognize as similar to your own anxious thoughts.


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]  But what is anxiety and why do I have it?


Anxiety is a bully. It’s as simple as that. It’s a big, messy, chaotic bully, which tries to creep into every part of our lives and our minds until we are constantly anxious. Anxiety feeds off itself. Therefore the more anxious and the more worried we are, the bigger and stronger our anxiety will be. There are many reasons why people develop anxiety. Highlighting where your own anxiety develops is important and this will be addressed later in this book.


It’s important to start to view anxiety as separate from yourself. It may sound strange but it’s helpful to recognize the anxiety as something separate from you. It is not the case that you are ‘an anxious person’ but that you are ‘a person with anxiety’. This change in phrasing may sound like splitting hairs but understanding the difference plays a huge part in overcoming your anxiety.


Part of the process of overcoming anxiety is to recognize when it is bullying you and learning how to challenge and stand up to the anxiety. This may sound scary but, like all bullies, anxiety is actually a coward. Once you are equipped with the right tools, you will know exactly how to stand up to your anxiety and, even though it may not feel like it right now, you are stronger than your anxiety and you will overcome this. Beginning to see yourself as separate from your anxiety is an important first step in overcoming it and one that you can start on straight away.


[image: image]  Worry or anxiety: what’s the difference?


Anxiety and worry can be considered to be different from each other. Some people consider their ‘worry’ to be their thought or concern that they think about and the ‘anxiety’ to be the resulting emotion that comes with this worry. However, many people use the terms worry and anxiety interchangeably and so for the purposes of this book you will notice both worry and anxiety being discussed and used in this way, in order to help people relate to the ideas being talked about.


In terms of whether you consider yourself to worry or to have anxiety, do not get bogged down in the language. The techniques outlined in this book are designed to help with both worries and anxieties and you will be able to apply them to both, however you recognize your concerns.


[image: image]  If I’m a worrier, am I anxious too?


Many people describe themselves as being ‘a bit of a worrier’. This often takes the form of expecting the worst outcome, or worrying about situations or events that never happen, for example an imagined confrontation with someone or expecting bad news that never comes.


There is nothing inherently wrong with being a bit of a worrier. Often, when we consider situations, it may be natural for anxious or worrying thoughts to pop into our minds. This is particularly common when the situation or event is important or significant in some way. For example, it would be natural to worry a bit more when organizing a wedding than when organizing a casual barbecue for a few friends. This is because the greater the responsibility we feel, the more anxious we become. More on that later!


WHY DOES IT MATTER IF I’M ANXIOUS?


Anxiety in some situations is natural and healthy. For example, if we are in a situation we perceive as dangerous, the anxiety we feel about this danger will provide our bodies with a small shot of adrenaline. This adrenaline, in the short term, is very helpful. It keeps us alert and provides us with a good instinct about whether to leave or stay in that situation. This is an evolutionary process designed to keep us safe, known as our ‘fight or flight’ response.


However, do not be lulled into a false sense of security by thinking that this means that anxiety is good for you. In the long term, too much adrenaline is unhealthy. By remaining consistently anxious, we can be exposed to too much adrenaline. This means we’ll find it hard to relax, our appetite and sleep patterns will be affected, and we may even feel nausea or develop headaches and muscle tension. We may notice effects on our mood as well, becoming more irritable or easily rattled by situations that would not normally have affected us in such a way.


Remaining consistently anxious over a long period means we are not truly living in the moment. If you are constantly thinking ahead, planning the worst-case scenario and planning how to deal with this scenario (which, let’s remember, hasn’t even happened and may never happen), you are not going to be fully absorbing and enjoying the moment that you are in. By constantly thinking ahead, you will never be able simply to enjoy a situation.


Constant worry and anxiety can affect every part of our lives without us even realizing it. This may be because our anxiety is ‘free-floating’ and adapts and changes to worry about whatever we deal with, so we never relax. Alternatively, we may have one or two constant worries or anxieties that exhaust us and mean we are ‘keyed up’, tired, ratty and with no energy to enjoy the things we want to enjoy.


SURELY FEELING ANXIOUS HELPS ME?


Many people think that being slightly anxious about things helps them in some way. They feel that, by thinking through a worst-case scenario and planning for it, they are more prepared somehow and better able to face and deal with it. Some of this thinking ahead is normal, typical reasoning around a very likely situation, such as ‘It looks as though it might rain… if it does, I’ll move the picnic indoors.’ This logical thinking ahead is not problematic and does not cause us anxiety.


However, constantly worrying about things that may never happen – and for which we have no evidence that they might happen – can lead to us feeling horribly anxious for no reason. For example, you may have continual worries about having a car accident. Elements of this situation are completely out of your control, such as the other drivers on the road, the weather and the driving conditions. Therefore this is a fairly pointless issue to worry about. You could spend hours every day thinking of all the different ways to avoid a car accident, but wouldn’t you rather have those hours worry free? You may not even have an accident, and statistically you are unlikely to, so why worry about this and give yourself all the negative health effects of anxiety, by worrying over something you cannot control?


This is not a case of not taking sensible precautions or thinking ahead and planning; these are all perfectly normal thinking processes. The mistake people often make is feeling that their anxiety plays an important role, or makes them a better person in some way. Worrying about something can be mistaken for caring about something. We may consider that anxiety makes us a better person because worrying about something and preventing it happening, or changing something to make a situation better for someone, makes us feel we’ve gone the extra mile. However, this is often unnecessary, takes a lot of effort and is rarely rewarded, and it also keeps us in an unhealthy anxious state.


[image: image]  When anxiety takes over


Read through the following case study and think about whether this applies to your own situation.
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Eleanor’s story


Eleanor was struggling with acute anxiety and believed anxiety helped her be a better mother. She found herself constantly worrying that her children were safe. She rated herself as extremely anxious and went to great lengths to protect her children, e.g. keeping them away from germs (real and imagined) and closely monitoring their diet. When pregnant with her second child, Eleanor had dreamed that her children would be kidnapped, so she became hyper-vigilant about knowing where they were at all times.


Below is an example of a conversation with the therapist where Eleanor describes her anxiety and the role she feels this anxiety plays.


Therapist: When you become anxious about your children’s safety, what worries go through your mind?


Eleanor: I start to worry about where they are. I think to myself, ‘Are they still in school?’, ‘Has someone taken them?’ and then I start to think of what I’ll do and who I’ll talk to if they’re not there when I go to collect them.


Therapist: So do you know what you’d do if they weren’t there?


Eleanor: Yes, I have a very detailed plan. I spend a lot of time thinking about it. I‘d call my mum immediately and I have the name of the child protection officer at my local police station so I’d contact them immediately. I’d go on TV and do one of those appeals, you know, like on the news, asking for their safe return. I make a note every day of what they’re wearing and carrying so they could be easily identified and I carry that with me on the school run so that I could give those details out straight away. There are loads of things I know I’d do if this happened. I’ve watched them on TV, on the news, when someone goes missing, and I’ve noted down what the police ask for so I would be able to answer their questions.


Therapist: You mentioned that you think about this a lot and it sounds as though you have planned your response to this situation very carefully. Have you ever needed to put this plan in place?


Eleanor: No.


Therapist: Have you ever thought you might need to put this plan in place?


Eleanor: Well, nothing has ever happened to them, thank goodness, so I’ve never needed to use this plan yet.


Therapist: Why is it important to have this plan, if you’ve never needed it?


Eleanor: I feel prepared. I feel as though, if the worst happened, I’m ready and armed to deal with it. I feel I’m keeping my children safe by having this plan.


Therapist: Do other parents have these plans, do you think?


Eleanor: I’m not sure. They should. They should know what they’d do if something bad happened. It’s no use trying to think on the spot when you’re all emotional. You need to have a plan that you can put into place straight away. I mentioned it to another parent once. She just looked at me like I was weird. She said, ‘Why are you even thinking about such horrible things?’


Therapist: How did you respond to that? Why are you thinking about such horrible things when other parents don’t seem to be?


Eleanor: I guess it hasn’t occurred to them. They are silly, though. If something happened to my kids, then I’m prepared. I know exactly what to do. I could take control in that situation even though I’d be devastated. I wouldn’t waste time dithering. I feel as though my kids would be found quickly because I know exactly what to do.


Therapist: Does worrying about this cause you any problems?


Eleanor: Yes, sometimes I can’t sleep. I worry I’ve missed a detail of the plan, so I lie there and go over and over it. I can’t relax if the kids are out with other people. I always go with them. Even if my mum and dad have them over, I say, ‘Don’t take them anywhere.’ I try and keep the kids in the house as much as possible and, if they play outside, I have to be able to see them the whole time. I make excuses if they get invited to places where I think they won’t be properly supervised or too many people may be there and they might get lost in the crowd. I don’t really enjoy time with my children like other mums. I hate taking them to the park, and then I feel bad for keeping them in. But I just worry, you know? I try to be a good mum and, if that means keeping them safe and indoors, then I’m ok with that. I’d rather do that than have something bad happen to them.


Therapist: So it sounds as though the worry helps you in some ways?
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