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INTRODUCTION



We live in an age of anxiety. Like an omnipresent, noxious odor we’ve grown used to, anxiety has become a constant condition, a fact of life on this planet. From global pandemics to crashing economies, to intense, daily family challenges, we all have plenty of justifiable reasons to feel anxious. The relentless twenty-four-hour news cycle and the constant stream of social media just add to this unease; we are surrounded by too much information to filter and too much stimulation to relax. The stress of daily living seems inescapable. Is feeling anxious inevitable?


Yes … but not in the way we usually think about it.


My early days of investigating and writing on this subject began in my lab as a neuroscientist at New York University. At the time, I never really thought of myself as an anxious person. That is, until I started to notice the words used by my subjects, friends, lab members, colleagues, and even myself to describe how we were all feeling:




“worried”


“on edge”


“stressed out”


“distracted”


“bored”


“pessimistic”


“unmotivated”


“nervous”


“ready to snap”


“defensive”


“frightened”


“unable to sleep”





Sound familiar?


A simple Google search shows that 18 percent of the American population—about 40 million people—suffer from one of several anxiety disorders, including panic disorder, PTSD, and generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). And yet, the numbers represented by these formal diagnoses are a mere scratch on the surface of anxiety’s real population impact. Hundreds of millions more across the globe suffer from lower-grade, nonclinical yet persistently draining anxiety—the garden-variety type that pretty much all of us experience at one time or another. You know those worries that keep you awake at night even though you’re exhausted? Or the continual to-do list that makes you feel like you are never able to fully take a break? Perhaps feeling so distracted that you can’t sustain your attention long enough to read a full magazine article, never mind think through a problem? Have you ever experienced a sense of detachment that prevents you from connecting with family and friends the way you’d like to? You may be familiar with one or all of these signs of what I call “everyday anxiety.” Yes, anxiety has many ways of showing up in our lives. And even if you don’t feel anxious, you may still agree that modern living is almost always stressful.


Recent estimates suggest that anxiety shows up in our lives and affects a reported 90 percent of the population—a truly astounding number of people, me included, who often resign themselves to the idea that we have no other option than to accept that anxiety—in whatever shape it takes—will be more or less a constant fixture in our lives, draining energy and causing unhappiness, negative body image, decreased sex drive, and difficulty truly connecting with our friends and loved ones. Perhaps we may go through good spells, where anxiety seems to disappear for a spate of time, but sooner than later, we end up feeling once again caught up in fears, worries, and an endless “what-if” list of concerns.


And because these symptoms are not considered severe or disabling, everyday anxiety often goes untreated—even though its side effects are enormously disruptive to our daily lives and relationships, our ability to get work done, our capacity to experience pleasure and enjoy ourselves, and our willingness to take on new, interesting projects, causes, or changes. Everyday anxiety can be a life-robber.


Too many of us accept these stressors as an unavoidable part of life. In fact, continual nervousness, sleeplessness, distraction, and dread seem like the appropriate response to the world we’re living in. Indeed, some may not experience anxiety as something inside of them but think of it as part of the overall stress that exists outside them, as if it’s a thundercloud they can get caught under if they don’t run for cover fast enough.


When I first got interested in anxiety, I wanted to apply my groundbreaking research on movement and the brain (the subject of my first book) to help people manage anxiety more effectively. I aimed to address the anxiety crisis I saw all around me—around the NYU campus where I teach, in our high schools where I also do some of my research, among my talented and hardworking friends and colleagues, and what I had been observing throughout my travels around the world that reflected the statistics I was reading about. I believed, and my own research confirmed, that exercise, proper nutrition, and meditation could reduce and buffer against anxiety. But what I didn’t appreciate at first was just how complex anxiety is; that if we simply approach it as something to avoid, get rid of, or dampen, we not only don’t solve the problem but actually miss an opportunity to leverage the generative power of anxiety.


As I delved into the growing research, I discovered an altogether different side to anxiety. Sure, anxiety is unpleasant but it’s meant to be. The more extreme examples of anxiety (still not the clinical level of severity, but the kinds that rise up at our most challenging and stressful moments in life) are downright destructive—no question about it. But what most people, including scientists, physicians, and therapists, often overlook is the fact that the anxiety we as humans feel is actually essential to our survival. In other words, anxiety is both bad and good for us.


This contradiction got my attention in a very personal way. When I was about to turn forty, I hit what I thought of as the proverbial wall of midlife. I felt incredibly dissatisfied with my life. I was twenty-five pounds over my normal weight. I worked all day, every day. I was frustrated, lonely, and feeling inadequate about my own ability to get myself out of the rut I was in. Always the scientist, I turned to what I knew best and decided to do an experiment on myself, which I eventually replicated using the gold standard—a randomized control study in my research lab. In the end, I discovered that exercise, nutrition, and meditation not only create measurable ways to lose weight and improve productivity, memory, and focus, but these mind-body interventions (the scientific word for “strategies”) actually change the brain, and more specifically, change our relationship with anxiety.


Being able to measure these brain changes was a truly satisfying outcome of this research. But there was an additional silver lining that I experienced firsthand: After making changes to my lifestyle, I felt remarkably better. I was happier, more optimistic, and much less anxious. I must admit that I was at first only hoping to lose weight and get in better shape. I had not anticipated the intense uptick in my overall mental health and well-being. The changes I made were shifting how I was feeling, pointing me toward a new level of joy, engagement, and satisfaction that I never thought possible.


So, with anxiety on my mind, I returned to my earlier data to look more closely at what was behind the shift from negative emotions to positive. And as I synched up the data with the new cross-disciplinary analysis I was carrying out, I discovered that yes, my initial frustration and discomfort were actually neurobiological and psychological expressions of anxiety. At its core, anxiety can be explained as an arousal and activation of both brain and body when they encounter negative stimuli or stress. The brain and body are essentially interconnected. (Indeed, this interconnection is why I use the term “brain-body” to refer to the system as a whole.) When I began to trace the neurobiological roots of the relationship between anxiety and the more positive outlook, the boost in confidence, and the tangible increase in my happiness, I found that my arousal (i.e., anxiety) didn’t suddenly disappear; rather it transformed from a negative state to one that was collectively more positive.


Yes, my anxiety seemed to be an inevitable part of a serious, competitive career. But I started to see anxiety as a kind of neuronal arousal or stimulation that had a range of different effects on my life. Like a form of energy, the arousal of anxiety takes on a positive or negative cast depending on how an individual responds to a particular stressor, or outside force. I realized that the positive feelings I was experiencing were actually neurobiological responses to the exercise, clean diet, and meditation I had sought out at the prompting of my negative thoughts, which had been prompted by negative responses to former stressors (too many deadlines, too many days without a break or prolonged rest, too many sugary, fatty dinners accompanied by little if any exercise). My anxiety had driven me to make the changes to my lifestyle that were now great sources of joy.


From this point of view, anxiety is not inherently bad. How we experience this arousal depends on how we (or our brain-body system) interpret and manage an encounter with an outside stressor. An outside stressor might trigger anxiety in the form of worry, sleeplessness, distraction, lack of motivation, fear, etc. But outside stressors can also elicit positive responses. For instance, some people become anxious before a public speaking event. For others, the idea of getting up in front of a crowd can be stimulating and exciting. One way of responding is not necessarily better than the other; it’s more accurately a reflection of a person’s way of managing stress at any given moment combined with their history. And if the response varies based on perception, then it is possible that we can actually take control of our responses.
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This idea that anxiety is dynamic and changeable blew me away. Sure, anxiety is an inevitable feature of life, and none of us is immune. But understanding anxiety against this more fulsome backdrop has allowed me to stop struggling against it. Instead of treating my feelings as something I need to avoid, suppress, deny, or wrestle to the ground, I have learned how to use anxiety to improve my life. What a relief. Like all of us, I will always encounter bouts of anxiety. But now, I know what to do when those negative thoughts move into my mind like an unwanted roommate. I can recognize the signals and make adjustments that will take the edge off, calm my body, or settle my mind so I can once again think clearly and feel centered. What a boon to my life—personally, professionally, and certainly emotionally. I feel more satisfaction and meaning from my work. I have finally achieved a work-life balance, something that always seemed out of reach. I am also much better able to enjoy myself, find time for different kinds of pleasure, and feel relaxed enough to reflect on what matters most to me. And that’s what I desire for you, too.


We tend to think about anxiety as negative because we associate it only with negative, uncomfortable feelings that leave us with the sense that we are out of control. But I can see another way of looking at it once we open ourselves to a more objective, accurate, and complete understanding of its underlying neurobiological processes. Yes, there are inherent challenges to taking ownership of patterns of responding that dictate our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors without our even realizing. If you tend to experience anxiety when you even think about speaking in public, your brain-body will more or less dictate that response—unless you consciously intervene and change it. But I saw evidence of the opposite: that we can intervene and create positive changes to the anxiety state itself.


This dynamic interaction between stress and anxiety made perfect sense to me because it brought me back to the primary area of my neuroscience research: neuroplasticity. Brain plasticity does not mean that the brain is made of plastic. Instead, it means that the brain can adapt in response to the environment (in either enhancing or detrimental ways). The foundation of my research into the improvement of cognition and mood is based on the fact that the brain is an enormously adaptive organ, which relies on stress to keep it alive. In other words, we need stress. Like a sailboat needs wind in order to move, the brain-body needs an outside force to urge it to grow, adapt, and not die. When there’s too much wind, the boat can go dangerously fast, lose its balance, and sink. When a brain-body encounters too much stress, it begins to respond negatively. But when it does not have enough stress, it plateaus and begins to coast. Emotionally, this plateau might feel like boredom or disinterest; physically it can look like a stagnation of growth. When the brain-body has just enough stress, it functions optimally. When it has no stress, it simply lists, like a sailboat with no wind to direct it.


Just like every system in the body, this relationship to stress is all about the organism’s drive for homeostasis. When we encounter too much stress, anxiety drives us to make adjustments that bring us back into balance or internal equilibrium. When we have just the right kind or amount of stress in our lives, we feel balanced—this is the quality of well-being we always seek. And it’s also how anxiety works in the brain-body: It’s a dynamic indication of where we are in relation to the presence or absence of stress in our lives.


When I started making changes to my lifestyle and began to meditate, eat healthy, and exercise regularly, my brain-body adjusted and adapted. The neural pathways associated with anxiety recalibrated and I felt awesome! Did my anxiety go away? No. But it showed up differently because I was responding to stress in more positive ways.


And that is exactly how anxiety can shift from something we try to avoid and get rid of to something that is both informative and beneficial. What I was learning how to do, backed up by my experiments and my deep understanding of neuroscience, was not just to engage in new and varied ways to shore up my mental health through exercise, sleep, food, and new mind-body practices but to take a step back from my anxiety and learn how to structure my life to accommodate and even honor those things at the heart of my anxious states. This is exactly how anxiety can be good for us. In my own research experiments at NYU, I have started to explore and identify those interventions (including movement, meditation, naps, social stimuli) that have the biggest impact on not only decreasing anxiety levels per se but also enhancing the emotional and cognitive states most affected by anxiety, including focus, attention, depression, and hostility.


And that realization of how anxiety works, my friends, became the subject—and the promise—of this book: understanding how anxiety works in the brain and body and then using that knowledge to feel better, think more clearly, be more productive, and perform more optimally. In the pages ahead, you will learn more about how you can use the neurobiological processes underlying anxiety, the worry, and general emotional discomfort to lay down new neural pathways and set down new ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that can change your life.


Our inherent capacity for adaptation offers the power to change and direct our thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and interactions with ourselves and others. When you adopt strategies that harness the neural networks of anxiety, you open the door to activating your brain-body at an even deeper, more meaningful level. Instead of feeling at the mercy of anxiety, we can take charge of it concretely. Anxiety becomes a tool to supercharge our brains and bodies in ways that will resound in every dimension of our lives—emotionally, cognitively, and physically. This is the domain of what I call anxiety’s superpowers. You will shift from living in a moderately functional way to functioning at a higher, more fulfilling level; from living an ordinary life to one that is extraordinary.


This book is about taking everything we know about plasticity to create a personalized strategy of adapting our responses to the stress in our lives and using anxiety as a warning signal and opportunity to redirect that energy for good. Everyone’s particular flavor of positive brain plasticity will be a bit different because everyone manifests anxiety in unique ways, but when you learn how you respond, how you manage the discomfort, and how you typically cope and reach for that homeostatic balance, then you will find your own personal superpowers of anxiety. Anxiety can be good … or bad. It turns out that it’s really up to you.
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The daily stress of living can often feel like it’s leaving us short of breath, literally and figuratively, as if getting through each day is like climbing a mountain. Our nights are often sleepless, and our days are marked by distraction and a difficulty shifting our focus away from bad things. We are filled to the brim with responsibility, worry, uncertainty, and doubt. We are overstimulated by everything from terror to FOMO (fear of missing out), regardless of whether this experience emanates from using Instagram, Twitter, or Facebook or reading news reports online. For a lot of us, anxiety seems like the only appropriate reaction to the state of the world.


People call it different things, but anxiety is the psychological and physical response to stress. The body does not know the difference between stress caused by real factors and stress generated from imagined or hypothetical situations. But by understanding the actual neurobiology of what triggers anxiety and what happens in our brains and bodies when it occurs, it’s possible to learn how to parse our feelings into smaller pieces that can be moved around and managed. It also becomes possible to leverage the energy of anxiety for good. Anxiety really does work like a form of energy. Think of it as a chemical reaction to an event or situation: Without trustworthy resources, training, and timing, that chemical reaction can get out of hand—but it can also be controlled and used for valuable good.


· ANXIETY AS DETECTION OF THREAT ·


Imagine you are a woman in the Pleistocene epoch and part of a hunter-gatherer tribe. It’s your job to forage near a shallow riverbed approximately five hundred yards from the nomadic tent encampment. Your twelve-month-old infant is strapped to your back as you reach down and search for edible shrubs alongside the river. Suddenly you hear a rustle nearby. You freeze immediately, stopping all of your movement. You crouch silently, so as to not disturb the baby and also to hide from a possible attacker. From this position, you listen for more rustling, trying to approximate the distance of the noise. Your heart begins to beat more quickly, adrenaline courses through your body, and you feel your breathing become jagged and shallow as you firm up your legs, ready to run … or defend yourself.


You are in the midst of a threat response: an automatic reaction to possible danger. If you stand up and catch sight of a large cat on the prowl, the anxiety response would no doubt be warranted and you’ll either freeze, flee, or fight, depending on an adrenaline-enhanced evaluation of your best chances for survival. If you stand up and see that the noise came from a low-flying bird, your heart rate will slow down and return to normal. The adrenaline and feeling of fear will subside quickly. Your brain-body will reset to normal.


This is the first level of anxiety: an automatic processing of threat. This ancient part of our brain works so fast and automatically that we are barely conscious of its functioning. It’s designed this way to ensure our survival. The brain sends signals to the body, which then reacts with increased heart rate, sweaty palms, a surge of adrenaline and cortisol, and a shutting down of the digestive and reproductive systems so that you can escape quickly or ramp up your strength to protect yourself and your offspring.


Now imagine another scenario, this time in 2020, where you live alone in a one-bedroom bungalow that backs onto an alley in a small suburban town. It’s evening, and you are preparing a cup of tea to enjoy while watching a new episode of your favorite show. As you plug in your electric kettle and look for some cookies in the back of the cabinet, you hear a loud crashing noise coming from the direction of the back door. Your heart quickens and you freeze for a moment as you stare toward the door in fear: Is it an intruder? Are you about to be harmed? At first, you feel afraid to move, but then decide to peek out the kitchen window. As you do, you catch a glimpse of the neighborhood raccoon. Now that you think about it, just last week you had to pick up trash strewn across your driveway. You return to your tea and TV show but can’t seem to settle down. You feel anxious and begin to wonder if your neighborhood is safe, if you should get a roommate, if you should move to another part of town or live in a high-rise so you don’t have to feel so close to the street. Then you recall a story about a recent surge in break-ins and wonder if you should get a gun to protect yourself. You may find yourself feeling suddenly afraid and confused by the very thought of handling a gun. You turn off the TV, unable to enjoy your show, and decide to take an over-the-counter sleep medication to knock yourself out. You just want to sleep away all the terrible feelings.


These scenarios may be hypothetical and set millions of years apart, but they both embody the trigger and experience of anxiety, with different results.


First, let’s take a look at what they have in common. Before you even become consciously aware of it, the brain detects the presence of a possible threat or danger and sends a signal to the body to ready itself to act. This response is in part physiological, as noted by the increased heart rate, the uptick of adrenaline, and the shallow breathing—these are all designed to prepare you to move quickly either to escape or defend yourself. The response is also emotional, triggered by the release of cortisol and noted by the immediate feeling of fear experienced in both versions. This threat response is often referred to as “fight, flight, or freeze,” which happens in microseconds as your brain tries to figure out if a stimulus is indeed threatening and whether to flee as fast as possible, fight the potential threat, or freeze and act as though you’re dead. This response is controlled by a specific part of our central nervous system called the sympathetic nervous system. With its main communication pathways located primarily just outside the spinal cord, this part of the nervous system works automatically and without our conscious control. It causes a cascade of reactions, including an acceleration of our heart rate, pupil dilation to better focus on the source of the threat, the queasy feeling in our stomach (an indication of blood rushing away from the digestive system to our muscles to enable fast action), and activation of our muscles to give us the power to either run or fight. The activation of all these systems is useful for dangerous situations. The physiological responses and the emotional experience of fear have to happen automatically in order to bring our attention to the threat of immediate danger.


In this way, anxiety is a hardwired threat response that our brain-body uses to protect us, as is the feeling of fear that reinforces the physiological changes.


In the first scenario, the woman’s brain-body reset as soon as she determined she was not in immediate danger. In the second case, the woman’s response continued even after she spotted the racoon. Her brain-body was caught up in the fearful feeling and she felt out of control. Professor Joseph LeDoux, a foremost neuroscientist and one of my NYU colleagues, explains that “fear states occur when a threat is present and imminent; states of anxiety result when a threat is possible but its occurrence is uncertain.”1 LeDoux is differentiating between fear (experienced in the presence of a real threat) and perceived or imagined danger (experienced emotionally as anxiety). The Pleistocene woman experienced a very sharp instance of fear along with her body’s changes; the woman in the one-bedroom bungalow felt anxiety, a more prolonged, lingering emotional experience and one that she had trouble turning off.


Early research into anxiety focused on this preconscious, wired-in fear response as an evolutionary adaptive mechanism that is inherently natural and helpful. It’s our brain’s way of signaling us to pay attention to possible danger and is driven by our survival instincts. But as humans have advanced over time, and our world has become more complicated, structured, and socially driven, our brains have not completely caught up with the increasing social, intellectual, and emotional demands of our environment, which is why we feel anxiety as out of our control. This system, rooted in our more primal brain, is not adept at assessing the nuances of threats. Though the prefrontal cortex (i.e., the so-called top [executive] part of the brain critical for decision making) can help override these automatic fear-based responses through its intelligence, our primal brain, especially those areas related to these automatic threat responses, is still very much functioning as it was millions of years ago. This mechanism explains why the Pleistocene woman on the savannah and the contemporary woman in the town have, at first, very similar reactions to the noise. But it’s only the more evolved woman who feels the lingering anxiety and the ensuing what-if list of worries. The Pleistocene woman goes on with her day once she has assessed that there is no reason to feel fear of imminent danger. The suburban woman is stuck in bad anxiety.


Scientists such as neuroscientist and primatologist Robert Sapolsky2 have uncovered a challenging truth: Our brains have not changed enough in response to the vastly different, more complex social landscape in which we live. The first-level, automatic emotional responses to perceived threats are still generated and triggered deep in the more primal brain (often called the limbic system, which includes at its core the amygdala, insula, and ventral striatum), but our modern-day brains do not automatically discern between a real and an imagined threat; as a result, we often get stuck in anxiety mode.


Sapolsky has shown that this lack of discernment is why we individually and as a culture often find ourselves in chronic stress mode. We are unable to filter possible threats in our environment, and we are unable to turn off the emotional, mental, and physiological response to these threats even if they are imagined. These unregulated responses undermine our health and create what can become a near-constant negative feedback loop—the very essence of everyday anxiety.


Sapolsky and other researchers have shown that our brain-body systems are in a chronic activation of threat response—but not due to real dangers like lions on the savannah. Instead, our stress is exacerbated by living in loud cities; the stress of illness or poverty; the stress of emotional abuse or history of trauma. Big or small, seemingly inconsequential or traumatic, our brain-bodies do not automatically distinguish between potential threats and excessive stimulation—this causes the body to initiate the risk assessment protocol even when we can see that it was simply triggered by a passing fire truck. In truly disheartening research, Jack Shonkoff3 and his researchers at Harvard’s Center on the Developing Child have shown that early and continued exposure to extreme stress creates near-permanent maladaptations in the brain, affecting IQ and executive functioning. Such stressors include food insecurity and either direct or indirect exposure to physical or emotional abuse.


Indeed, our response to imagined threats is often the cause of the bad anxiety I’m talking about—the chronic worry, distraction, physical and emotional discomfort; the sense of doom and gloom, the second-guessing of the intentions of others; the feeling that you have no control over your life. It’s all the “what-ifs” that come to us late at night when we can’t fall asleep or are triggered by a health scare or some unexpected traumatic event in our lives. When we get stuck in that loop, we get caught in a brain-body response that becomes essentially maladaptive.


· SIMPLIFIED FEAR/STRESS/ANXIETY CIRCUITS OF THE BRAIN ·


Although scientists are still working to fully reveal all the brain areas and interconnected circuits involved in this threat or, more accurately, stress response, they generally agree that the brain areas shown in the following diagram are intimately involved. Threatening stimuli are quickly detected by the amygdala, a small almond-shaped structure deep in the temporal lobe. Think of the amygdala as the director of the primal brain, and the prefrontal cortex (PFC) as the director of the top or executive brain. When the amygdala responds automatically to threatening stimuli (real or imagined), it activates a wide range of areas, including the hypothalamus, which controls the sympathetic nervous system, to respond to the threatening or anxiety-provoking stimuli. The sympathetic nervous system, working through the brain’s hypothalamus and pituitary gland, then activates the release of cortisol (a hormone produced in the adrenal glands), increases heart rate and respiration, releases glucose (energy), and prepares the body for action. (The sympathetic nervous system refers to the part of the autonomic nervous system that prepares the body for action in a fight-or-flight situation that is controlled by the hypothalamus.) In the modern-day stress response, this cycle happens, but the cortisol keeps being produced and released—this is the state of bad anxiety.


BRAIN-BODY FEAR AND EMOTION CIRCUTS
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Figure 1: Definitions


Subcortical structures refer to any brain area below the cortex or outer covering of the brain.


“Bottom-up” brain processing refers to the automatic emotion-inducing signals from the lower brain to the cortex that assist in the processing of intense emotional reactions.


“Top-down” brain mechanisms typically arise from the prefrontal cortex and regulate the lower brain areas like the amygdala where intense emotional responses to stimuli are generated.


Sympathetic nervous system refers to the part of the autonomic nervous system that prepares the body for action in a “fight-or-flight” situation and is controlled by the hypothalamus.


HPA (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal) Axis refers to the complex interaction between the hypothalamus and the pituitary gland that, together, control the release of the stress hormone cortisol from the adrenal glands.


Another way to think about how the brain processes both emotion and thoughts is in terms of “lower-brain” or “bottom-up” functioning and “top-down” functioning. “Bottom-up” brain processing refers to the automatic emotion-inducing signals from the lower brain (i.e., the amygdala and other aspects of the limbic system) to the cortex to assist in the processing of intense emotional reactions. (The so-called lower brain also refers to any brain area below the cortex, i.e., “subcortical.”)


“Top-down” brain mechanisms typically arise from the prefrontal cortex and regulate the lower brain areas like the amygdala, where intense emotional responses to stimuli are generated. It’s the HPA (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal) axis that then manages the complex interaction between the hypothalamus and the pituitary gland, which together, control the release of the stress hormone cortisol from the adrenal glands.



· EVERYDAY ANXIETY VERSUS CLINICAL DISORDERS ·



It’s helpful to think of anxiety as existing on a continuum, with clinical disorders on one end and everyday anxiety representing most of the spectrum.


In this book we are talking about everyday anxiety, but it bears mentioning that the number of people who have been diagnosed with clinical anxiety disorders is startling. Currently, 28 percent of the US population have been diagnosed with some form of anxiety-related disorder during their lifetimes—and that number is more than 90 million.


Psychologists and psychiatrists break down anxiety disorders into six general categories according to how symptoms develop and manifest:


Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is the most common group of symptoms that suggest a person has become overwhelmed with worry about any number of aspects of their life, including family and relationships, health, the state of their job or career, and money. People with GAD have trouble turning off their worries and often lose perspective about the reality of threat. According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA)4, symptoms for GAD include:




	a persistent feeling of dread or impending danger


	rapid breathing


	trouble sleeping


	difficulty focusing or sustaining attention


	persistent gastrointestinal upset





Another common anxiety disorder is Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD), which is often referred to as social phobia. People experience fear of social situations, worries about how they are being perceived by others, and whether or not they belong or are accepted by a social group. In extreme cases SAD can trigger a panic attack (see below for more on panic disorder). According to the ADAA, many people with social anxiety disorder show strong physical symptoms, including:




	rapid heart rate


	nausea


	sweating





Some people with extreme anxiety develop a panic disorder, which is marked by sudden and intense experiences of alarm or fear. Per the ADAA, panic attacks are often accompanied by:




	sweating


	trembling or shaking


	sensations of shortness of breath or smothering


	feelings of choking


	chest pain or discomfort


	nausea or abdominal distress


	feeling dizzy, unsteady, light-headed, or faint


	chills or heat sensations


	paresthesia (numbness or tingling sensations)


	derealization (feelings of unreality) or depersonalization (being detached from oneself)





Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) is a form of anxiety that shows up as compulsive behaviors or repeated thought patterns. At first, certain behaviors might be used as coping strategies to deflect the anxiety, but then the behaviors themselves become problematic and exacerbate instead of mitigate anxiety. According to the ADAA, people with OCD may be overly concerned about contamination and obsessed with cleanliness and a need for symmetry. Common compulsions include checking, washing/cleaning, and arranging.


Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is an all-too-common mental health condition suffered by many who have either “experienced or witnessed a natural disaster, serious accident, terrorist incident, sudden death of a loved one, war, violent personal assault such as rape, or other life-threatening events.” Per the ADAA, about 8 million people (or 7–8 percent of the population) in the United States are living with PTSD. The disorder is characterized by three main types of symptoms:




• reexperiencing the trauma through intrusive distressing recollections of the event, flashbacks, and nightmares


• emotional numbness and avoidance of places, people, and activities that are reminders of the trauma


• increased arousal such as difficulty sleeping, problems with concentrating and focusing, feeling jumpy, and being easily irritated and angered





In addition to those listed above, some forms of anxiety disorders show up as specific phobias, where the anxiety is related to an object or irrational fear of something. Common phobias include fear of flying, fear of bugs, fear of enclosed places such as elevators, fear of bridges, and fear of heights. Phobias are so intense that people go out of their way to avoid the source of the fear and as a result curtail what they do on a daily basis.


It’s important to keep in mind that all these types of disorders exist on a continuum and vary in intensity and duration in response to—you guessed it—the amount or type of stress. Many of these severe clinical disorders are managed by psychopharmacological medicines, which act to suppress or redirect the nervous system and dampen anxiety.


Let’s take a look at the chart developed by the Anxiety and Depression Association of America below. (LeDoux also includes this chart in his book Anxiety.)


WHICH IS IT?


Table 1.





	EVERYDAY ANXIETY
	ANXIETY DISORDER




	Worry about paying bills, landing a job, a romantic breakup, or other important life events
	Constant and unsubstantiated worry that causes signifi cant distress and interferes with daily life




	Embarassment or self-consciousness in an uncomfortable or awkward social situation
	Avoiding social situations for fear of being judged, embarrassed, or humiliated




	A case of nerves or sweating before a big test, business presentation, stage performance, or other signifi cant event
	Seemingly out-of-the-blue panic attacks and the preoccupation with the fear of having another one




	Realistic fear of a dangerous object, place, or situation
	Irrational fear or avoidance of an object, place, or situation that poses little or no threat of danger




	Anxiety, sadness, or diffi culty sleeping immediately after a traumatic event
	Recurring nightmares, flashbacks, or emotional numbing related to a traumatic event that occurred several months or years before






Credit: Little House Studio


Looking at the list of characteristics, many of the signs of everyday anxiety are familiar and may not seem so serious. The clinical disorders are more intense and disruptive. What’s important to keep in mind is that the underlying biology of anxiety is generally the same; it’s the expression of it that varies. Anxiety is changeable, adaptable like any other feature of our brain. The very good news is that we e have the power to control everyday anxiety We can consciously use and apply the principles of neuroplasticity and learn how to manage the stressors of our environment more effectively so that anxiety is not in charge of us, but that we become in charge of anxiety. 


· UNDER THE HOOD ·


While anxiety can manifest in so many different ways for so many different circumstances, there are some common traits that are important to point out. Let’s take a look at what’s happening under the hood of our brain-body when we experience anxiety as something out of our control. When anxiety gets in our way, we experience it as uncomfortable. We feel on edge and overstimulated and perhaps even hypervigilant. Too much cortisol is streaming through our brain-body and we can’t seem to control its effects. Dopamine and serotonin levels, the two main neurotransmitters that make us feel both grounded and in charge, are either low or not communicating with each other properly. As a result, we have difficulty staying on task, which might make us procrastinate or unable to finish projects. We begin to feel pessimistic and perhaps a little hopeless. This state of emotional imbalance upsets our sleep cycle, our eating habits, and our overall health. We might begin to take the edge off these disruptive thoughts and feelings by drinking more alcohol or taking drugs, or eating too much of foods that feel good in the moment but end up making us feel kind of sluggish or sick. The longer the anxiousness lasts, the less we want to hang out with friends. We begin to withdraw and self-isolate, which in turn makes us feel lonely. We are so caught up in our worries we forget to ask for help.


Okay, that’s a pretty dire description of anxiety, and yet it may seem familiar to most people because the idea of learning to control our everyday anxiety is relatively new. However, when you are in charge of anxiety, you will feel decidedly different. Anxiety’s arousal, triggered by the stress response, will alert you to something that’s bothering you—a sudden change at home or work, for instance. You pay attention and think through what’s at stake: What does this change mean for you? For your loved ones? Can you control the situation? By organizing your thoughts around what you can control, you draw upon serotonin, dopamine, and cortisol to keep you focused on next steps. This action keeps you emotionally regulated and goal-driven. You ask for feedback from people you trust. You monitor your progress. You accept whatever mistakes you made or other ways that you may have contributed to the change and learn from that information. You stay open to new ideas. You make sure to take care of yourself, eating well and exercising regularly, so that you can sleep and give your brain-body time to recharge at night. You decide to avoid alcohol because you understand that it acts like a depressant and it disrupts your normal sleep rhythms. Soon, as you see your path forward, you begin to feel more relaxed and at ease.


The initial anxiety began similarly in these two situations, but the arousal of that threat-defense system took two very different pathways.


In the pages ahead, you will learn more about how we can shift our stress response so that it doesn’t cause a cascade of negative effects. You will learn how to quiet and relax your body and calm your mind; you will learn how to redirect thoughts and reappraise situations so that you can make decisions that work for you. You will learn how to monitor how you respond to stress and tolerate uncomfortable feelings.
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