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Sheldon Mindfulness
Anxiety and Depression


Dr Cheryl Rezek is a consultant clinical psychologist and mindfulness teacher who brings a fresh and dynamic approach to how mindfulness and psychological concepts can be integrated into everyone’s life as a way of managing it in the most helpful way. Her work is engaging, accessible and, most importantly, realistic, and her writing easy to read and follow, giving it a broad appeal to all audiences. Her model (affectionately known as Life Happens) is based on academic knowledge and her extensive clinical experience, and it is regarded as an emerging mindfulness-based approach. It encourages awareness of oneself within a context, the development of resilience and skills, and the use of mindfulness. She has a long-standing clinical and academic career; she’s lectured, supervised, developed programmes, appeared on radio and TV shows, as well as run workshops nationally and internationally. She is the author of a number of books, including Life Happens: Waking up to yourself and your life in a mindful way (Leachcroft); Mindfulness: How the mindful approach can help you towards a better life (Pearson); Mindfulness for Carers: How to manage the demands of caregiving while finding a place for yourself (Jessica Kingsley); Monkey Mind and the Mountain: Mindfulness for 8–12-year-olds (and older) (Leachcroft); and Sheldon Mindfulness: Quit Smoking (Sheldon Press). Dr Rezek also has a highly rated app entitled iMindfulness on the Go (Android and iOS).


Visit her website at <www.lifehappens-mindfulness.com>.
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An important note about the text


To access the audio downloads that accompany this book, go to: <www.lifehappens-mindfulness.com/book-audio>.


Do not listen to the audio download material while driving or operating any machinery or item.


Disclaimer: This book makes no claim to act as a cure or treatment for any conditions, nor does it advocate discontinuation of any intervention or treatment.




Introduction


Life happens


Life happens for better and for worse. It gives us both our most cherished moments and experiences that throw us into turmoil and chaos. At times when we feel anxious or depressed, it can be very difficult to see how life could be different. If you have ever felt that life is just one struggle after the next, felt a sense of panic about where your life is heading, or just tried to block out the present in order to suppress your anxiety and distress, then a mindful approach can help you build resilience and cultivate an inner calmness and stability.


Mindfulness is an approach that can help reconcile all the joys and challenges of your life, enabling you to choose how you want to be within each moment, to live out your life in a balanced and considered way.


How to use this book


This book provides an introduction to mindfulness, the concepts and theory behind it and the way it has been adapted into an approach that has been used to manage not only anxiety but a number of physical and emotional issues. Importantly, by combining it with key psychological concepts and skills, it provides you with an integrated, useful casket of treasure. Step-by-step it leads you through how this approach can be used to manage your anxiety and depression and be implemented into your life by developing an understanding of yourself, your situation and a mindful approach to life. Engaging with the ideas and practices that are included, both in written form and in an audio download of guided meditations, will help you reap the rewards.






To download the guided meditations, go to <www.lifehappens-mindfulness/book-audio>. Whenever you see this symbol [image: image] it indicates that there is a guided meditation in the form of an audio download that you can listen to.








Mindfulness is an approach to life, so it can be used without the practices spread throughout this book. However, the practices are the cornerstone to mindfulness work and are an invaluable tool for managing anxiety or depression. At times you may be reluctant to listen to the audio download material as you won’t know what to expect, so short transcripts of parts of them have been made available in this book. Making time to do the practices will transfer the theories and ideas into a practical and helpful tool that you can use throughout your life.


Each part is important in its own right, so try to find one aspect of each that interests or engages you the most. This will motivate you to continue with the suggestions and practices, which will have a positive impact on your sense of balance and well-being and help to transform your life. If you want the benefits you do need to do the work. Nothing can happen if you don’t.


At the end of each chapter there is a blank page entitled ‘Notes to myself’. Use these pages as a way of keeping a running commentary or journal to yourself on anything that comes to mind as you move through the book. You can also use them as a mindfulness journal, to recognize how mindfulness is impacting on you as you work through the chapters.




Part 1


Understanding anxiety, depression and mindfulness



1

Connecting the dots

Making sense of your life

This book combines the age-old philosophies of mindfulness with the research and clinical meaning of psychology in everyday life, to help you examine your life and your anxieties in a thoughtful way. It makes no claim to change your life, but it is a resource that can be developed to provide you with a sense of balance and calm on which to draw when life is at its most chaotic and destructive. It can also enable you to be fully present in moments of happiness and peace, promoting your emotional, mental and physical health and well-being. By taking the time to do the practices and paying attention to your life, you will find that you are more able to make sense of your life and recognize positive choices, which will bring a feeling of being grounded and stable.

When we feel depressed or our levels of anxiety and stress are high, it is difficult to see how life can be any different or anticipate a time when we will feel more in control and happy. Feelings of emotional distress often develop over a long period and for a number of different reasons. Giving yourself the time to think about how you are feeling can help you understand your past experiences and make the links to your emotions and reactions in the present.

Once you begin to connect the dots, it becomes much easier to see the bigger picture and make thoughtful, mindful decisions about how to live your life.

Understanding anxiety and depression

One in four people will meet the criteria for an anxiety disorder, mood disorder or alcohol dependence at some time in their life, and mixed anxiety and depression is the most common mental health issue in the UK, where approximately 9 per cent of adults would meet the criteria for diagnosis at any time.1 Although this figure is high, it is unsurprising given the constant demands and pressures of modern life. You don’t need to be diagnosed with an anxiety disorder or depression to know that you are experiencing symptoms of them, and there is no shame in admitting to yourself that you are unhappy with your life or would like to engage with it in a more open way.

Everyone experiences times when life seems difficult or overwhelming.

This part of the book explores what anxiety and depression are in more detail; if you are experiencing any of these symptoms, then mindfulness practice may be very beneficial for you. Although anxiety and depression are often considered separately, many people have symptoms of both. During times of stress or when feeling overwhelmed, it isn’t uncommon to experience low mood or lose confidence in yourself. Likewise, when you feel depressed and your self-esteem is low, you can feel uneasy about social situations or start to panic when emotions build up.



Notes to myself


2

Anxiety, depression and mindfulness

What is anxiety?

Anxiety can take many forms – it may be a specific phobia, such as of heights or small spaces, a fear of social embarrassment or humiliation, a general feeling of unease or nervousness, or a feeling of panic and being overwhelmed. Perhaps some of the following physical, psychological or emotional symptoms will seem familiar:

•nausea or stomach pain

•sweating

•headache or migraine

•breathlessness and chest pain

•palpitations

•fast heart rate

•muscle tension

•shaking

•dry mouth

•low mood

•irritability

•restlessness

•disturbed sleep or insomnia

•poor concentration

•recurring thoughts

•feelings of apprehension or dread

•nervousness and feeling jittery

•increased use of alcohol or drugs

•phobias

•panic attacks.

Whatever its form, anxiety can affect your mood, your relationships and your well-being, and it is a sign that you need to intervene in your life.

Fear is an emotional and physical response to things that you perceive to have the potential to harm you. At a basic level it triggers the ‘fight or flight’ response, which is a primitive, automatic, reaction at an evolutionary level, allowing you to react quickly to protect you from whatever is threatening you.1 However, when fear occurs in anticipation of something that you think is a threat but isn’t (a perceived threat, such as from being stuck in traffic), or when no threat is present, then it can become problematic. This is the essence of anxiety – a feeling of apprehension or nervousness that occurs when there is no immediate threat present to cause or justify it.

Most people have experienced anxiety at some time in their life – feelings of fear and apprehension are normal responses. However, when these feelings begin to interfere with your life on a frequent basis and restrict the things you feel you are able to do, then they ought to be addressed.

What is depression?

Depression affects your thoughts, feelings and involvement in your life. It may cause you to be low in mood, tearful, despairing, restless or agitated. Alternatively, people with depression may feel numb or empty inside. Depression can affect how you relate to other people, and you may find yourself cutting yourself off from others or being unable to ask for help. People who have depression generally have low self-confidence and may think they are not good enough or feel guilty a lot of the time. During times of depression, people tend to feel that their future is bleak and find it difficult to imagine a time when life will feel happier and easier. It may cause the following symptoms, among others:

•persistent low mood

•feelings of despair or hopelessness

•helplessness

•difficulty making decisions

•speaking or moving more slowly

•irritability

•tearfulness

•lack of energy

•decreased interest in sex

•emotional numbness

•low self-esteem

•increased use of painkillers

•disturbed sleep

•changes in weight and appetite

•aches and pains

•increased alcohol and drug use

•thoughts of harming yourself

•loss of interest in activities you enjoy.

Everyone experiences fluctuations in mood, and it is unrealistic to think that you can feel fantastic every moment of every day. When low moods become persistent, however, and they are accompanied by other symptoms of depression, these feelings need to be dealt with to reduce the negative effects they may have on your life, and contain any urges to harm yourself or others as well as increase your happiness and well-being.



Mindfulness practice: A Moment of Stillness

This exercise is a simple but effective way to begin to understand what mindfulness is about. It can be used as a starting point or as a marker of your progress as you become more involved in the process of mindfulness.

•Sit in stillness for two minutes.

•Pay attention to what thoughts and sensations are going through your mind. Is there an itch in your leg? Have you just remembered that you need to pay the phone bill? Do your shoulders feel tense? Is your heart pounding? Are you thinking about all the things on your to-do list?

What was it like sitting in stillness – did you feel comfortable or were you in any physical or emotional discomfort? Did you start to feel calmer or did your anxiety start to increase? Did the time go quickly or slowly? Why do you think that was?





When you take the time to sit in stillness, often your mind can be overrun by all the things queuing for your attention. This is especially true for people who have high levels of anxiety – the prospect of stopping for one moment and letting these thoughts come and go can be daunting. The mindfulness practices in this book can help you develop your focus, allowing you to take a step back from these thoughts and feelings and gently quieten your anxieties and distress.

A mindful approach

Mindfulness is about paying attention to, and accepting, your thoughts, feelings and responses to cultivate an alert and balanced state of mind.

•It is an approach to life that involves both practices and the development of a way of being, a mindset.

•It can be developed and used by anyone and everyone.

•It is about relearning the ability that you had as a child to accept the present moment and to only be in this moment.

•It is not relaxation or an altered state of mind.

•It is a resource you can draw on in difficult times and a way to fully enjoy the good times.

When we are anxious or depressed it is often easiest to bury our heads in the sand, hide away or else distract ourselves from our fears with alcohol, drugs and other negative behaviours. A mindful approach to life is one that encourages kindness and understanding towards yourself, providing a safe and stable anchor to each and every moment. It is not a cure or treatment but a way of life that promotes resilience, no matter what life may throw at us.

A brief history of mindfulness

Mindfulness is a key component of Buddhist and other philosophies, which stretch back over two and a half thousand years.2 Meditations focusing on breathing and being present in the moment are an important part of Buddhist practices, and their effectiveness and usefulness have filtered through to the Western world over the centuries. In 1979, colleagues at the University of Massachusetts developed a programme that integrated these mindfulness practices into a structured format to provide interventions for people suffering from physical and emotional distress in a hospital setting. This programme became known as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), which is now an internationally recognized programme that has been used worldwide for a variety of physical and emotional conditions.
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