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About this book



We can all feel suspicious or mistrustful at times, especially when we have gone through difficult experiences. Occasionally though, these feelings can be difficult to shake off, and can start to impact on our day-to-day lives and the lives of those around us. If this is something you can relate to, then this self-help guide could be for you.


The aim of this book is to help you to find some relief from suspicious or paranoid ideas, by offering an insight into how paranoid thoughts develop, what keeps them going, and how you can help yourself to overcome them. It uses cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which is a psychological treatment with a proven track record of helping people who are struggling with paranoid thinking. The approach is practical and down to earth and contains case examples that you will hopefully find useful and relevant to your own situation.


To get the most out of this book, rather than simply reading through the pages, we strongly encourage you to take part in the exercises, and to use these opportunities to pause, take a step back and reflect. This can be challenging and may be different to how you have managed up until now; however the very fact that you have picked this book up shows that you might be ready to make some changes – that is a great first step!


The idea of being open to looking at your situation differently can be daunting, and trying out new things may feel strange at first. However, developing and adopting new strategies is important in moving forward and finding some relief, and putting new learning into practice is key. It’s OK if you find yourself slipping back into old habits alongside the new ones that this book introduces you to: it’s all part of learning. Try to remain open to these new experiences and see what happens – you won’t regret it!


This book is designed for you to use as a form of self-help. However, if you find that you are not making as much progress as you would like or if you require additional support, please take a look at the Useful Resources section at the end of this book. There you will find books that give a little more detail on the topics discussed. If at any time you feel worse, or are struggling, remember there is help available for you. This may include visiting your GP or speaking to another healthcare worker about how you are feeling. You are not alone, and you can do this!


Good luck!


May Sarsam and Katie Pownell










Part 1: UNDERSTANDING PARANOID THOUGHTS











1



What is Paranoia?


We have probably all come across the term ‘paranoia’. It is a commonly used word because paranoid thoughts are quite common. Paranoia is the experience of feeling strongly suspicious or mistrustful about people, things or the world, when most other people around us do not feel there is a good enough reason to feel that way. It can involve us holding beliefs that others are trying to harm us in some way, or are talking about us, laughing at us, know things about us, or are planning something against us. The beliefs can be very strong, and people who are experiencing paranoia can feel that they are absolutely true, beyond a shadow of a doubt. Even if we have an awareness that our paranoia might not be entirely based in reality, the thoughts can be incredibly distressing, and can have a major impact on our quality of life.


Common examples of paranoid thoughts are:


• people are talking or laughing about you behind your back


• others are trying to harm you in some way


• you are at risk of being harmed, or your life is in danger


• people are deliberately trying to trick, upset or annoy you


• you are being watched or targeted by other people or agencies


• people are trying to steal from you in some way


• others are using double meanings to threaten you


Research has shown that paranoid thinking happens across a range or ‘continuum’, with very common experiences at one end, like suspiciousness when something unusual happens, to very strongly held, specific beliefs at the other, less common end, for example thinking that someone intends to do you serious harm.


The intensity of the paranoid thoughts can also range from mild to severe. For most people, the thoughts might come and go quickly; we can dismiss them without too much effort, and they cause little distress or impact on our lives. For some people however, the thoughts really bother us; they stick around, we tend to spend a long time paying attention to them and they can start to have a big impact on our day-to-day functioning.


It is important to consider whether our thoughts might be accurate, and based on real concerns, evidence or threats. How can we tell? Beliefs are described as ‘paranoid’ when they don’t seem to fit in with what other people around us think is a reasonable concern, even when those other people have access to the same information or evidence that we do. Paranoia becomes a problem when those thoughts, concerns and beliefs start to get in the way of us living a normal life.


Paranoid thoughts tend to involve four elements:


• something harmful could happen to us or those we care about


• someone or something is deliberately intending to cause that harm


• the idea is difficult to dismiss and keeps coming up


• other people around us don’t agree with our assessment of what is happening
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Cross 1: Frank believes black cats are unlucky. He feels so worried about this that if he sees one, he experiences anxiety and sleepless nights, worrying about what might happen. The idea that black cats might be unlucky is very common to lots of people, but Frank’s belief is strong enough to cause a moderate impact on his mood and life (anxiety and sleeplessness) so his cross is towards the left-hand side and halfway up the graph.


Cross 2: Andy believes the Moon landing was faked. He has watched a number of documentaries on it and is convinced that this is the case, making him suspicious of governments generally. Andy’s belief does not get in the way of his job or his relationships. It doesn’t bother him from day to day, although he does spend a lot of time researching and sharing his ideas on internet groups. His belief is less common but does not impact his life or mood very much, so his cross is in the centre-bottom of the graph.


Cross 3: For the last three months, Gisele has believed that she is in danger of being hurt by a man who shouted at her in the pub she used to work at. Following this incident, Gisele became very upset and frightened. She quit her job for fear that he might look for her there and has begun to worry that he has found out where she lives. Her colleagues, friends, family and the police don’t believe there is any reason for Gisele to worry about her safety, but Gisele is unconvinced. She is frequently tearful, has panic attacks most days and will not leave the house. Gisele’s belief is not a common one to have, and it has understandably had a major impact on her mood and day-to-day life. Her cross is therefore in the top right section of the graph.


Cross 4: Chris hears that cars in the local area have been broken into and worries that his car might be at risk. For the next few weeks, Chris parks his car in view of his bedroom window, makes sure to remove all visible items at the end of every day, and checks the car from his window a couple of times every evening. His concern is very common and understandable, and is not impacting negatively on his life, so his cross is in the lower left-hand corner.
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