

    [image: ]

  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         
            Happiness is not a state to arrive at,  rather, a manner of travelling.
            
 
            –Samuel Johnson (1709–84)

         
 
         This book is about stress and anxiety and what helps to manage  them. This is not another complicated textbook – it has been  written to meet the need for a readable, understandable and  enjoyable book on stress and anxiety. It is based on our 50+  combined years of experience working with people with stress  or anxiety in individual, group therapy and teaching situations.  Our experience combines medical and psychological  knowledge as well as a holistic approach to health.  Consequently, we believe this book will be invaluable to  individuals experiencing stress or anxiety, their friends and  families, and a range of health or other students and  professionals.
 
         Stress and anxiety are common. Almost one-fifth of  individuals will experience significant anxiety in their lifetime.  Release Your Worries was written to give you hope that things  can be different and so you don’t have to feel that stress and  anxiety are running your life. You are definitely not alone – in  fact, you may be surprised to know that many successful  people throughout history, including Winston Churchill and Oprah Winfrey, have experienced anxiety and panic. This  book contains stories based on real situations, to help highlight  ideas that we have found useful.
         
 
         This book will provide a range of reliable and up-to-date  strategies to put you back in the driver’s seat of your life. It  will be useful at any stage of your journey with stress or  anxiety – especially at the beginning of the journey when  information is crucial to help you understand what is happening  and what you can do about it, during the journey to help guide  you as to what approaches suit you as an individual and also at  the end, to look back on, and celebrate, your progress.
 
         We use a ‘multimodal’ approach to the management of  stress and anxiety, drawing on many different models of  therapy, because we believe one size does not fit all. Please  don’t worry if you find some of the ideas do not suit you; we  aim to present a wide range of strategies, so that some of them  will fit you and your life.
 
         We also believe that each person is a unique individual.  Your knowledge of yourself will guide you to choose the  strategies that are going to be most helpful to your particular  needs, and we encourage you to use your expert knowledge on  what will be helpful to you. Our thinking is that the strategies  in this book will help you to identify the strengths and resources  you already have and help you build on them.
 
         In this book, we will challenge many taken-for-granted  ways of being and thinking that may be blocking you from  being the person you want to be or may be pushing you to act  in ways that are uncharacteristic. We will guide you towards  ideas and strategies that will enable you to reach your potential  in health and enjoyment of life. The great news is that these  strategies and skills will be yours to use long after the original  problem of stress or anxiety has gone. Hence, you will have  the confidence of knowing you have a range of experience and skills that you can use to face future challenges in life.
         
 
         This guide will help you:
 
              
            	identify the signs and symptoms of stress and anxiety
     
            	manage the symptoms of stress and anxiety
     
            	develop a range of strategies and skills to help prevent  and manage possible future challenges in your life
     
            	gain an understanding or world-view that may help you  enjoy your life more fully.
 
         
 
         About this journey
 
         This book has been developed to enable you to change the  parts of your life that need to be changed, in order to facilitate  your own journey towards managing stress and anxiety. We  believe it will also assist you in gaining a greater sense of  compassion towards yourself and your wellbeing. We have  chosen the metaphor of a journey to convey the information  we wish to share, because we have found this a useful way for  people to visualise, understand and contemplate making  changes in their lives. We have addressed different issues in  each chapter of this book as a way of providing a potential  ‘map’ of your own journey to managing the stress and anxiety  that has been pushing you around.
 
         You may feel that stress or anxiety is blocking you from  living the kind of life you would prefer. You may even believe  that the thought of addressing the stress or anxiety is as  daunting as climbing Mount Everest – you may feel ill-equipped  and fearful of what lies ahead. In the past you may  have tried different strategies to address the anxiety but they  did not work. Perhaps you embarked on your climb up your  personal stress or anxiety mountain with bare feet, no water  and having not exercised in years! In other words, you set yourself up for failure. However, if you had been provided  with a ‘travel kit’ of things to make your journey easier, had  engaged in some training or practice to increase stamina and  confidence, and had also become aware of your own personal  resources, the journey would have had a much greater chance  of success. This book will provide you with the travel kit for  your own successful personal journey.
         
 
         We will introduce concepts, and return to them when  relevant later in the book. Sometimes we repeat ideas because  they are important, or we might want to expand on them later  on. At the end of each chapter there will be a summary of  important points called ‘Travel reminders’. They can be  photocopied and placed in your purse or wallet, or magnetised  to put on the fridge or placed anywhere you feel will be the  most helpful to your progress. There are also ‘Travel diary’  pages at the end of each chapter, to enable you to jot down  points from the chapter which you find particularly helpful, to  record your progress or to write down questions to ask your  doctor or therapist. We hope you find this book respectful,  useful, ‘down to earth’ and enjoyable.
 
         Your journey may take many different forms. At times it  may feel like a mountain climb, a bus ride, a car trip or perhaps  a leisurely stroll in the park. Dr Russ Harris, in his book The  Happiness Trap, has suggested that working through a book  can be like a journey into a foreign country where much seems  strange and new. At times the new country can be exciting and  exhilarating, but at the same time a bit frightening or  challenging. Sometimes you will think that the new country is  better than the old country. However, when you are tired it  may feel easier to stay in the old country, because it is familiar  and takes less effort to manage.1
         
 
         We are in no sense experts on your own particular journey.  It is as if we are travel guides who have had the privilege of travelling many different journeys with many different people.  All of these journeys were unique, but because we have  experienced so many we have been able to draw out some  similarities or signposts to the journeys that were most helpful  in relieving stress and anxiety. It is in no way that we are  better, less anxious, smarter, or stronger than you. It is just a  matter of distance and perspective.
         
 
         In fact, even though we have gained a lot of specialist  knowledge through years of formal study, our most precious  lessons and insights have come from fellow travellers with  whom we have had the honour of working over the years. This  is another reason we emphasise the importance of your expert  knowledge about your own journey. Although this book may  open up many different directions for you, ultimately you are  responsible for choosing your own way and putting in the  effort it will take to complete that journey.
 
         The good news is that there is hope and help for your  journey. Your brain is both complex and amazing, and through  knowledge, strategies and practice, it can learn new ways of  being. This guide will provide some of the knowledge and  strategies, and encourage you to put them into practice. So,  let’s get started on the journey.
 
         
         
 
         
            CAUTION
 
            We think it is very important to put a ‘warning’ label on  this book, as we have seen some clients who have felt  worse after reading a ‘self-help’ book! This might have  been because they believed that the book would ‘fix’ the  problem, or that they did not ‘measure up’ in relation to  the messages in the book. The aim of our book is to assist  and encourage you. You will find we express a number  of times in the book that we believe you are the expert  on you. As a result, we urge you to choose the ideas that  suit you from the book, and to ignore the others that do  not fit with your expert knowledge of yourself.
 
            What we are really saying is that we would be  mortified if this book was used as a means of ‘self-destruction’.  We would not want your mind to ‘whip’  you for ‘not reading the book’, ‘not following the book’,  ‘not measuring up to what the book says’. If this is  difficult for you to do, you may like to work through the  book with a therapist or see a therapist alongside working  through the book yourself. Our care instructions for you  (not the book!) are quite clear: this book is to be read  with self-compassion and self-kindness ever present and  with the express goal of guiding you towards things that  make your life better for you, not worse.
            

         
 
         
            Notes
 
            1. Harris, R. 2007, The Happiness Trap: Stop struggling, start living, Exisle Publishing, Wollombi, NSW, p. 16.
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            ALL ABOUT STRESS AND ANXIETY

         
 
         
            Not until we are lost do we begin to understand ourselves.
            
 
            –Henry Thoreau (1817–62)

         
 
         All individuals experience stress in their life journey, whether stress occurs at work, on social occasions or at home. A degree of stress can be ‘a friend’, as it may help us to function well, but too much stress may interfere with our life.1 This is especially so in today’s world as we live in complex times, and lead busy and demanding lives. An individual may also have high expectations of themselves and all aspects of their life (personal, emotional, social, spiritual, occupational and financial), and become stressed when they perceive that they are not reaching these expectations.
         
 
         As you will read later in this chapter, humans are designed to respond to sudden or acute, short-term stress, but a lot of today’s stresses are ongoing, such as family or financial worries. We are not so well equipped to cope with this chronic stress. Stress can be helpful and spur us on to achieve things, but unfortunately stress can also impact on our quality of life and health. When we are stressed, we might turn for relief to certain foods or activities, such as drinking too much alcohol or working late, and these behaviours can have a negative impact on our health and wellbeing. This guide will help you understand your stress triggers and how you react to stress, so that you can find different ways to manage it.
         
 
         Anxiety is also a normal and universal emotion, and is related to one of the key human emotions: fear. We all know the feeling of fear, whether experiencing fear related to a job interview, giving a talk or heights. We can recognise when we are feeling frightened or anxious by what we experience in our mind and body. These responses can help us survive in a dangerous situation, but in many cases anxiety can be distressing and can significantly interfere with a person’s home life, relationships or work. The individual can feel demoralised, lose confidence, and their sense of self-esteem can be affected. Some people experience acute or sudden anxiety, while others might experience ongoing anxiety.
 
         For all of these reasons, it is important to understand the nature of stress and anxiety, and to learn ways to reduce them both. This chapter will focus on ‘psycho-education’ or providing information on the nature of stress and anxiety, including what causes them and how to recognise them. Some of the common myths about anxiety and the impact of stress and anxiety on health will be highlighted, and you will be introduced to the range of strategies which can be learnt and practised, and which will help you let go of stress and anxiety.
 
         There is more and more evidence that the brain is capable of reorganising itself as you learn and practise. There are billions of interconnecting nerve cells in the brain. In the past,  the brain was thought to be rigid in structure. Current thinking,  however, is that the brain has the ability to change in response  to experience; this is called ‘neuroplasticity’.2 Whenever you  learn something new, including a skill or strategy related to  managing stress and anxiety, the brain changes. New neuronal  (nerve cell) connections or ‘wiring’ form, so that in the future  you will be more relaxed.3 These new neuronal connections are  strengthened through repetition and practice. This is why we  recommend that, as you read this book, you practise the  strategies a number of times. Throughout the book we have  also repeated important ideas and strategies, because we  believe this repetition will also assist in reinforcing new  pathways.
         
 
         It is also important to remember that you are an individual,  and that you will take different things from this guide than  another person, but that is what we want – we will present a  whole lot of information, ideas and strategies and from this you  can take what suits you. We will pose different questions and  tasks for you to work through. There are no right or wrong  answers; the tasks are included to help you understand your  unique, individual self and to stimulate your thoughts and ideas.
 
         The good news message from this book is that stress and  anxiety can be managed in different ways and reduced, and  you can develop a greater sense of peace and wellbeing as a  result. Remember that you are not alone, and that there is help  available. Many individuals have overcome stress or anxiety  by using resources such as this guide and seeking support or  professional help if need be.
 
         
             

         
 
         The place to begin this journey of understanding stress and  anxiety, and managing the associated symptoms and their  impact, is by looking at some definitions.
 
         
         
 
         Stress
 
         Stress is defined as a response to a demand which we are experiencing, such as responding to a hungry child, dealing with a problem at work or making a decision. However, stress is an individual experience, and has different meanings to different people. Some people might describe stress as tension, others as worry, or feeling overwhelmed or out of control.4
         
 
         The quotes below highlight the different ways in which different individuals experience stress.
 
         
            When I feel out of control and unable to fix the problem, or when it is unfixable. Then it feels overwhelming.
            
 
            –Sue
 
            I feel stressed when I have everyone wanting something from me, my boss, my girlfriend and my parents. Just too many things all at once. I wish they would leave me alone.
            
 
            –John 
            

         
 
         
            NOW CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING: 
 What does stress mean to you? 
 How would you define stress? 
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         Fear
 
         Fear is a normal human response to a danger or threat, whether it is real or imagined. It is a reaction to what is or could be happening in the moment.5 Most people feel scared or worry about some things, such as a child being afraid of the dark or of dogs, or adults having a degree of fear about flying. However, some worries or fears are bigger than others, and sometimes a person might need help in dealing with them.
         
 
         Anxiety
 
         Anxiety is part of life and everyone experiences it. It is one of the emotions we are born with, and it is generally an unpleasant one. There are some similarities between excitement and anxiety, and it is a lot like fear. However, anxiety is typically about something that might happen in the future.6 When a person feels anxious, they might be anticipating a problem or there might actually be some element of danger, such as when driving on a busy motorway. Anxiety is often described as a feeling of impending danger.7
         
 
         However, when anxiety is excessive or interferes with the person’s ability to lead their life, such as their ability to work or to go to social functions, it becomes a problem. Some individuals feel constantly anxious or they may experience episodes of extreme fear or panic, commonly called a ‘panic attack’ or ‘episode’.8 When anxiety symptoms are distressing and interfere with the person’s ability to carry out their daily activities, the degree of anxiety is significant and is referred to as an anxiety disorder. Types of anxiety disorders include generalised anxiety disorder, social anxiety disorder, panic disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder. These terms will be explained in more detail later in this chapter.
         
 
         The following two examples start to show how anxiety can significantly impact on an individual’s life:
         
 
         
            Anxiety is when I worry constantly about something or many things, and I can’t stop thinking about it, I can’t sleep, and it makes everything else seem worse. It brings me down.
            
 
            –Bill
 
            Anxiety comes on quickly, starting with a feeling in my stomach, then my heart races, and I just want to be swallowed up into the ground and disappear, so I don’t have to feel it.
            
 
            –Sarah

         
 
         
            OTHER EXAMPLES OF FEARS AND ANXIETIES
 
                 
               	Mary is confident in her work, but becomes very anxious at work social functions.
     
               	John has a fabulous new apartment, but if there is a spider in the apartment, John is out of it.
     
               	Lou had a panic attack at the local shopping centre, and now dreads going there. He avoids it whenever he can.
     
               	Ashley works as a nurse, but worries that she will make a mistake and harm a patient. As a result she constantly checks patient wristbands and notes to make sure she does not make a mistake when giving out medications. She is spending so much time checking that her manager has called her in for a meeting.
 
            

         
 
         
         
 
         ANXIETY IS UNIVERSAL
 
         Significant anxiety is one of the most common mental health problems in communities across the globe. Researchers have gathered results from studies of anxiety from the United States of America, Europe, the Middle East, Canada, Asia, South America and New Zealand. They have found that in the general population, the one-year prevalence rate of anxiety is 10.6 per cent; that is, 10.6 per cent of people will experience anxiety over a 12-month period.9 A recent survey of Australian adults found a prevalence rate of 14.4 per cent, with women experiencing higher rates than men (18 per cent versus 11 per cent).10
         
 
         The lifetime prevalence rate of anxiety is reported to be 16.6 per cent, which means that almost 17 per cent of individuals will experience significant anxiety in their lifetime.11 This is almost one-fifth of individuals. Importantly, most adults with anxiety disorders do not receive appropriate treatment, with only 5.1 per cent receiving psychological treatment and 3.8 per cent being prescribed appropriate medication.12 This is why guides such as this are useful and important, to provide information on anxiety and its treatment, strategies for managing anxiety, and advice on how to access extra assistance when needed.
         
 
         ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION
 
         It is also important to be aware that anxiety may co-exist with depression. Depression is characterised by persistent depressed mood and/or loss of pleasure or interest in almost all activities. There is a range of other symptoms such as: low energy, poor sleep or concentration, changed eating patterns or thoughts of worthlessness or guilt.13 It has been established that stressful life events are likely to play a role in the onset or relapse of depression. Loss and grief may also be a trigger. It is important to determine whether depression is also present alongside anxiety to make sure the most appropriate help is sought and provided.
         
 
         How the body and mind react to stress
 
         When an individual is under stress, their mind and body will react. These responses are adaptive – that is, they help us to survive. The stress response is designed to protect us and not harm us. In the age of the ‘caveman’, an everyday danger would have been coming face to face with a dangerous animal, such as a sabre-toothed tiger, when out hunting for food. The caveman would have been fearful of the tiger, which would have been able to kill him in an instant.
 
         In this scenario, the caveman would have seen the tiger in his path, recognised the danger, and then a number of changes would have automatically happened in his body and mind. These changes (shown in figure 1 on page 15) would have included:
 
              
            	A change in blood flow to prepare the body for activity. There would have been a redirection of blood flow from the brain, skin and extremities (fingers, toes), the intestines and other organs to the muscles, so that the caveman could either run away or fight the tiger. These changes would also mean that if the tiger cut the caveman on the limbs, he would have been less likely to bleed to death.
     
            	The movement of glucose from stores in the body into the blood to provide energy to run or fight.
     
            	An increase in alertness through the senses (hearing, sight, smell) to enable the caveman to accurately see and hear what the tiger was doing or preparing to do. The pupils would have enlarged in response.
     
            	An increase in sweating to cool the body and make the skin slippery.
     
            	A reduction in saliva production in the mouth.
     
            	A reduction in other body functions, such as the immune system or digestion, as they were no longer the priority.14
            
     
            	The heart rate increases to pump blood to necessary parts of the body.
     
            	The breathing rate speeds up to take more oxygen into the body.
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          Today, the danger might not be a wild animal; instead, it might be job redundancy, a family conflict, a financial threat, or a divorce dispute. But the same reactions occur in our bodies today as they did in caveman times. That is because our bodies and minds are programmed to respond to danger by producing changes in the nervous and hormonal systems, known as the ‘fight or flight response’.15 The physical changes that accompany stress are intense but tend to be of limited duration, often no more than half an hour, and rarely beyond an hour. In fact, our bodies are not capable of keeping up these sorts of changes for long periods of time.16
         
 
         The changes begin through the action of a number of structures in the body and brain. When we are in danger, the brain is generally stimulated causing an increased nervousness and alertness. The hypothalamus and pituitary gland in the brain are also stimulated and trigger an increase in activity in the sympathetic nervous system, which controls functions such as blood flow, heart rate, breathing rate, blood pressure and sweating.
 
         The stress response also activates the adrenal glands, which release a number of hormones into the blood stream (adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol). These hormones also increase the sympathetic nervous system effects. That is why we might experience a racing heart or palpitations when we are stressed or anxious, rapid breathing, sweating or feeling hyper-alert. It is also why it takes time for the stress feelings and nervousness to settle, as it takes a while for the hormones to dissipate and slowly decrease to nothing.
         
 
         WHY ME AND WHY NOW?
 
         One of the first questions clients often ask about stress and anxiety is, ‘Why am I experiencing it, and why now?’ Sometimes there are very clear external factors or stressors, such as pending examinations, a recent job loss or a marriage breakdown. Feelings of stress can be triggered by injury or illness, losing a relationship or a loved one through death. Often there is a series of stressors impacting on the individual, or several occurring together. But sometimes the reasons for the stress or anxiety are less obvious.
         
 
         
            What are some of the triggers or stressors in your life that often result in stress (for example, a difficult boss or tricky teenager, or health or money worries)?
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         The experience of stress is also influenced by ‘internal’ factors – how an individual responds to stress will be determined by their:
 
              
            	perception of the stress (some people might be threatened by going for a job interview, others might find it an invigorating challenge)
     
            	personality factors (further information is provided below)
     
            	expectations of themselves, especially if there are high expectations of doing well in a particular circumstance
     
            	coping skills, or skills learnt in the past to help cope with stress.
     
            	available support.17
            
 
         
 
          There are several factors which may play a role in the development of anxiety. Firstly, some anxiety disorders are more common in first-degree relatives of sufferers; that is, there may be an inherited tendency to anxiety. Sometimes it is hard to work out how much of the anxiety is related to inheritance and how much is due to life experiences. The story below illustrates how anxiety may tend to be experienced by a number of family members.
         
 
         
            CATHY’S STORY
 
            Cathy found herself worrying as a child about her schoolwork and friends. At night, she would go over and over the events of the day, and she would worry about what had happened and what had been said. To get to sleep, she would tell herself, ‘Today is over, no point worrying – tomorrow is a new day.’ At times this helped a lot.
 
            Cathy’s mother, Andrea, would worry too, about anything and everything. She especially worried about her health. Cathy’s grandfather had been the same, and had also suffered from depression as a young man.

         
 
         SYMPTOMS – PHYSICAL AND BEHAVIOURAL CAUSES
 
         Some medical conditions (such as an overactive thyroid gland), and some medications can cause anxiety symptoms. The symptoms of severe anaemia, for example, may mimic anxiety symptoms. For this reason, if there is significant anxiety it is important to have a check-up with your GP to make sure any physical causes are identified and treated.18
         
 
          There may be ‘behavioural’ causes of anxiety, in which the person’s experiences in life may be associated with the development of specific fears, phobias or obsessions (persistent and intrusive thoughts).19 For example, a child may develop a phobia of dogs after being chased by one, and then may learn to deal with this by avoiding areas where dogs might be. This is referred to as ‘conditioning’.20 The story below illustrates the influence of experience in the development of fears.
         
 
         
            WILL’S STORY
 
            Will was twenty months old when his mother, Sandy, noticed a lot of bees in the back garden, and dead bees on the ground. As toddlers tend to fall quite a lot, and roll around on the grass when playing, Sandy was concerned that Will might be stung. She had concerns that this would be painful, and was worried by the thought, ‘What if Will is allergic to bees?’ Also, Sandy was scared of bees as a young child herself.
 
            As a result, whenever Sandy saw Will outside, she would point to the bees and say, ‘Be careful, don’t play there because there are bees. Ouch, hurt.’ Very soon Will would point to the bees and say ‘Ouch’, and move towards his mother. He did not get stung, but became increasingly scared of bees. He would run away from a bee whenever he spotted one.
 
            One day, Sandy spotted a lot of bees near the back shed, and found that there was a hive in the roof of the shed. Getting rid of the hive sorted out the problem with the bees, but Will remained scared of them for a number of years. When he was stung by a bee at seven years old, he said, ‘It wasn’t that bad’, and his fear disappeared.

         
 
         Personality is said to influence the development of anxiety, and some people have personality traits that may contribute to a tendency towards anxiety.21 They may tend to be avoidant in behaviour, or be more obsessive about things than the next person. Being obsessive is not necessarily a bad thing (for example, it is helpful when doctors and nurses are obsessive in their care of a sick patient, or when musicians make sure they practise regularly), but when obsessiveness becomes excessive, it is a problem. An example of excessive obsessiveness was given earlier with the story of Ashley the nurse repeatedly checking patient wristbands out of fear of harming patients.
         
 
         Other factors which may influence the development of anxiety are early life traumas, and difficult social and economic circumstances. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, anxiety disorders can also occur alongside other mental health problems such as depression.22
         
 
         Recognising stress and anxiety
 
         In this section we will look at some ways of recognising and measuring stress and anxiety. Let’s look at stress to begin with.
 
         STRESS
 
         You will recognise many of the common symptoms and signs of stress, such as feeling tense, shaking, sweating, rapid breathing or a racing heart (palpitations), and you have also thought about how stress affects you. We have also highlighted that stress can be both a positive and negative experience for the individual.
 
         It is also useful to think about how stress can produce physical signs, cognitive (thinking) signs, emotional and behavioural (changes in actions) signs. Table 1 outlines some of these signs. Are you aware of any others? If so, add them at the end of the table.
         
 
         TABLE 1: SIGNS OF STRESS
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	
Physical
                                     
                        	
Cognitive
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	Headaches             
                        	Negative thoughts         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Indigestion             
                        	Thoughts about not being able to cope, about ‘losing control’ or ‘going crazy’         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Heart palpitations             
                        	Loss of concentration         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Muscle tension, twitches             
                        	Impaired judgement or decision-making         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Muscle aches and pains             
                        	Forgetfulness, mind going blank         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Fatigue             
                        	Bad dreams         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Rashes             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Clenched jaw             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Shortness of breath             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Dizziness             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Increased sweating             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Increased urination             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Constipation or diarrhoea             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Emotional
                                     
                        	
Behavioural
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	Nervousness             
                        	Eating more or less         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Tension             
                        	Increased smoking or alcohol         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Lack of enthusiasm, motivation             
                        	Increased coffee or energy drinks         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Loss of confidence             
                        	Problems managing time         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Decrease in pleasure in activities             
                        	Rushing things – having mishaps, accidents, clumsiness         
                     
         
                                  
                        	A sense of unreality             
                        	Avoiding different situations         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Irritable, snappy             
                        	          
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            Think about a time when you have experienced severe stress (not necessarily the most severe, but still severe). Describe the situation and the symptoms you experienced.
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         Now we will look at a way of grading how much stress you are under at any time, by using a simple 0–10 scale. Ask yourself, how would you grade your level of stress right now on a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = no stress, 10 = the most stress you have ever experienced)?
 
         
            0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

         
 
         The higher the score out of 10, the higher your level of stress at the moment. This scale is a useful way of identifying stress now, but also monitoring how you are going over time by repeating the scale from time to time.
 
         
         
 
         ANXIETY
 
         Now for anxiety!
 
         
            Think about a time when you have experienced significant (but not the most severe) anxiety. What was happening at that time?
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         Again, you can use a 10-point rating scale, and ask yourself, how would you grade your level of anxiety right now on a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = no anxiety, 10 = the most anxiety you have ever experienced)?
 
         
            0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

         
 
         The higher the score out of 10, the higher your level of anxiety at the moment.
 
         Another approach is to consider signs for anxiety. Consider the list overleaf and see if you recognise one or a number of signs. Tick the signs you recognise in yourself – you may find that you recognise a few or a large number of these warning signs.
 
         
         
 
         TABLE 2: SIGNS OF ANXIETY
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	Sign             
                        	Sign         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Feeling on edge much of the time             
                        	Fear of experiencing again the feelings of a past traumatic event         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Constantly worried about a lot of things             
                        	Worrying a lot about your health         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Feeling irritable             
                        	Fear of dying, ‘going crazy’ or something bad happening         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Tense or nervous much of the time             
                        	Having thoughts that are hard to control         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Avoiding people or social situations             
                        	Fear of being in a place that you can’t get out of, or that you can’t get out of without embarrassment         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Trembling, tingling, light-headedness, dizzy spells, sweating, urinary frequency, diarrhoea             
                        	Fear of germs or infection         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Feeling panicky in some situations             
                        	Compulsively checking, counting or cleaning things         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Sleeping poorly, having difficulty falling asleep             
                        	Headaches, neck aches, chest pain, joint pain or nausea         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Having difficulty relaxing             
                        	Fear of having a serious illness tha the doctor can’t detect         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Fear of making a fool of yourself socially, or of other people watching you or drawing attention to yourself             
                        	Tiredness or fatigue         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Using alcohol or sedatives to calm down or to get to sleep             
                        	          
                     
     
                   
               
 
               Source: Ashfield, S. 2004, Taking Care of Yourself and Your Family: A resource book for good mental health, Mid North Health.
               

            

         
 
         You may want to discuss the signs you recognise with your GP or mental health professional. Further information is also provided overleaf about the different types of anxiety disorders and how they can affect individuals.
 
         
         
 
         Anxiety disorders
 
         There are a number of specific anxiety disorders, and these  include:
 
              
            	generalised anxiety disorder
     
            	panic disorder
     
            	agoraphobia
     
            	specific phobias
     
            	social anxiety disorder
     
            	obsessive-compulsive disorder
     
            	adjustment disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder.23
            
 
         
 
         The most common anxiety disorders are generalised anxiety  disorder and specific phobias.24
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Generalised anxiety disorder (GAD): the individual  experiences excessive and persistent worry about a variety of  general life issues, such as family, health, work or finances.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Panic disorder: the individual has recurring and unanticipated  periods of intense fear or discomfort, which are followed by  persistent concern about having further attacks, or worry about  the implications of having the panic attacks, such as losing  control, having a heart attack, vomiting or passing out, dying,  or going ‘crazy’. A panic attack may include a number of the  symptoms listed in Table 3, and the symptoms may occur in a  cascade (or in a series with one following the other). More  information on panic attacks will be covered in later chapters.
         
 
         
         
 
          TABLE 3: SYMPTOMS OF PANIC ATTACKS
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Palpitations (pounding heart or fast heart rate)         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Excessive perspiration, shakes and tremor         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Feeling breathless or as if you are choking         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Chest pain or tightness         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Nausea or abdominal symptoms         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Dizziness or feeling faint         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Feeling out of touch with reality or ‘out of your body’         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Feeling out of control         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	A feeling of impending doom         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Tingling or numbness (in the hands or feet, or around the mouth)         
                     
         
                                  
                        	•             
                        	Hot or cold flushes         
                     
     
                   
               
 
               Source: Mental Health Foundation of Australia, 1998.

            

         
 
         Agoraphobia (may be associated with panic disorder, but  not always): the individual is anxious about being in a  situation in which it may be difficult to escape or which may  be embarrassing. They may be anxious about being able to  find help if they do something humiliating or show obvious  anxiety symptoms. This anxiety usually leads to avoidance of  the feared situations, such as crowded places, buses or  shopping centres.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Social phobia: the individual is anxious about being  scrutinised or negatively appraised by others, in case they do  something embarrassing or show obvious anxiety symptoms.  This anxiety usually leads to avoidance of the feared situations,  such as eating or speaking in front of others, or going to social  gatherings.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Specific phobia: the individual has an unrelenting and  irrational fear of a specific object or situation, such as a fear of enclosed spaces (claustrophobia), or a fear related to an animal  or heights. This fear usually leads to avoidance of the object or  situation.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD): the individual may  experience unpleasant, intrusive obsessional thoughts, ideas,  images and impulses that they find difficult to control, such as  concerns about contaminating or harming themself or their  family. These obsessional thoughts often lead to seemingly  uncontrollable repetitive or stereotyped behaviours, including  hand-washing, checking or counting. These behaviours are  performed on the basis of preventing the occurrence of the  unlikely event or to reduce anxiety.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Adjustment disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder  (PTSD): these disorders are seen as reactions to severe stress.  They operate on a continuum, with a mild reaction to stress at  one end, adjustment disorders in the middle, and PTSD at the  severe end of the spectrum. Adjustment disorder involves  severe anxiety in response to an acute illness or psychological  stress (such as a relationship breakdown). PTSD involves the  development of long-lasting anxiety following a traumatic  event. It is characterised by images, dreams or flashbacks of  the event and a range of other symptoms.25
         
 
         Debunking anxiety myths and  misinterpretations
 
         You may have many misconceptions about anxiety, including  that it leads to heart attacks, can cause insanity, can lead to  fainting, and can cause a loss of control.26 Let’s debunk some  of the myths and misinterpretations surrounding anxiety one  by one.
         
 
         
         
 
         IT IS REAL
 
         Yes, anxiety is real and it is probably the most basic of all emotions. Not only is it experienced by all humans, but anxiety responses have been found in all species of animals right down to the sea slug. Anxiety experiences vary in their severity, from mild uneasiness to extreme terror and panic. They can also vary in their length from a brief, almost fleeting flash to a seemingly constant all-day experience.
 
         IT IS NOT HARMFUL
 
         While anxiety is an unpleasant sensation, and we would not ask for a bucket full of it, it is not in the least bit dangerous. As we have already defined, anxiety is a response to danger or threat. Immediate anxiety is termed the fight or flight response because all of its effects are aimed toward either fighting or fleeing the danger. The number one purpose for anxiety is to protect you, not harm you. Therefore, it does not make any sense for nature to develop a mechanism whose purpose is to protect you but, as it is protecting you, is actually harming you.
 
         YOU ARE NOT GOING TO HAVE A HEART ATTACK
 
         You may have misinterpreted the symptoms of the fight or flight response and believed you were dying of a heart attack. Breathlessness, chest pain as well as palpitations and fainting can occur in heart disease. However, in heart disease the symptoms are generally directly related to effort. The harder you exercise, the worse the symptoms. Also, the symptoms will usually go away fairly quickly with rest. Heart disease will almost always produce major electrical changes in the heart which are picked up by electrocardiograph (ECG).
 
         This is very different to the symptoms associated with anxiety attacks. Anxiety attacks often occur at rest and seem to have a mind of their own. In anxiety attacks the only change which shows up on an ECG is a slight increase in heart rate. Like exercise, anxiety causes temporary increases in blood pressure, and exercise is good for the heart. There is only a problem when blood pressure is constantly too high.
         
 
         YOU ARE NOT LOSING CONTROL
 
         You may have had the belief that you were going to ‘lose control’ during an anxiety attack. You may have feared that you will either become totally paralysed and not be able to move, or that you will not know what you are doing and may run around wildly, yelling out obscenities and embarrassing yourself. Alternatively, you may not have really thought about how it would look if you actually ‘lost control’ but you just experienced an overwhelming feeling of ‘impending doom’.
 
         It is important to remember that the anxiety response:
 
              
            	is there to keep you safe and there has never been a recorded case of someone ‘going wild’ during an anxiety attack
     
            	is not aimed at hurting other people (who are not a threat)
     
            	will not produce paralysis
     
            	may make you feel somewhat confused, ‘unreal’ and distracted, but you are still able to think and function normally
     
            	is often invisible to others around you. Just think of how often other people even notice that you are having an anxiety attack.
 
         
 
         YOU ARE NOT GOING CRAZY
 
         You may have wondered if the anxiety symptoms were a sign that you were ‘losing it’ or ‘going crazy’. These terms are neither helpful nor meaningful. Unfortunately the symptoms of severe mental illnesses are sometimes colloquially referred to as ‘craziness’, and when people think about mental illness they often think about conditions involving psychotic symptoms. Such symptoms include hallucinations (for example, hearing derogatory voices or seeing frightening visual hallucinations), or delusions, which are firmly held beliefs that are not true (for example, a belief about receiving messages from an inanimate object). It is important to understand that no amount of stress or anxiety will cause these symptoms, and these symptoms are very different from anxiety symptoms.
         
 
         YOU ARE UNLIKELY TO FAINT
 
         You may have been frightened about what might happen to you as a result of your anxiety symptoms. Perhaps you have shared the belief that your nerves might become exhausted and collapse, resulting in you fainting. Nerves are not like electrical wires and anxiety cannot wear out, damage or ‘use up’ nerves. Ask yourself, ‘Have I ever fainted during an anxiety attack?’
 
         Again, fear about fainting may come from a misunderstanding about what causes someone to faint. Fainting is caused by a drop in blood pressure; that is, when blood pressure is very low then fainting occurs. When you experience anxiety your blood pressure increases because your heart is beating faster. Therefore you are very unlikely to faint when you are anxious.27
         
 
         The impact of stress and anxiety on how we function
 
         There are a number of negative effects of stress and anxiety, and these occur especially when stress or anxiety is prolonged. The negative effects are summarised on the opposite page.
 
         
         
 
         TABLE 4: NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF STRESS AND ANXIETY
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	
Physical
                                     
                        	
Emotional
                                     
                        	
Behavioural
                                     
                        	
Social
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	Headaches             
                        	Irritability or anger             
                        	Changes in eating, smoking or alcohol use             
                        	Inability to fulfil social roles         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Tiredness             
                        	Poor concentraion             
                        	Nail biting             
                        	Impact on relationships at home or work         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Sleeping problems             
                        	Overly sensitive/reactive             
                        	Lowered libido             
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Muscle tightness or cramps             
                        	Anxiety or depression symptoms             
                        	              
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Palpitations             
                        	              
                        	              
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Chest discomfort             
                        	              
                        	              
                        	          
                     
     
                   
               
 
               Source: Evans, B., Coman, G. and Burrows, G.D. 1998, Your Guide to  Understanding and Managing Stress, Mental Health Foundation of  Australia, Victoria.
               

            

         
 
         
            Write down any of the negative effects which you have experienced.
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         The mind and body are closely related, so that anxiety also affects physical health. It has similar effects to those mentioned in the table above. Those affected will often say that anxiety is very tiring, and that it disturbs sleep and eating habits. The individual may try to manage the anxiety with alcohol or marijuana, and these substances can also have negative effects on health and wellbeing. Stress has also been shown to affect the immune system, which protects us against viral and bacterial infections. This is why stressed or anxious individuals may find that they are more prone to colds and flu.28
         
 
         Travel tips
 
         Just by deciding to read this book you have taken one of the most courageous steps you can take. You have recognised that stress or anxiety is the problem and you have decided to do something helpful about it. Following are some positive points to think about as you start your journey.
 
         STRENGTH
 
         You may have had the thought that you must be weak to be pushed around by stress or anxiety. Ironically, it is just the opposite. You have probably spent what seems like a lifetime ‘being strong’ for everyone else and doing what needs to be done. You have probably handled much more difficult situations than the one you are in now. So you may be asking, ‘Why me? Why now?’
 
         We are not absolutely sure why stress or anxiety has decided to visit you now, but we believe that they can have a cumulative effect over time. That is, stress or anxiety can build up and express themselves suddenly for no apparent (or easily identifiable) reason. In our experience, it is often ‘strong’ people who experience stress or anxiety because they are the ones who have difficulty saying ‘no’, looking after themselves before others and maintaining a balanced lifestyle.
 
         
         
 
         WEAKNESS
 
         We discourage the idea that stress or anxiety reflects weakness. We believe that individuals with stress or anxiety often have a great passion for life and a fear of life being cut short, or they may have high expectations of themselves and not want to let anyone down.
 
         Remember too that stress and anxiety are neither good nor bad. Sometimes they work for you and sometimes they work against you. Chances are, if you are reading this book, stress or anxiety is working more against you at the moment. This book will help you get things back in balance.
 
         PLANNING
 
         All memorable journeys require a bit of planning to make them a success. Similarly you may need to think about how you plan to work through this book in a way that best suits you.
 
         
            Do you need to pencil in some special times in your diary to read this book? Do you need to tell someone else so that they can encourage you to continue? Write down your ideas here.
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            Do you also need to list some of the issues that may block you from progressing through this book as you would like? (By being aware of them you may be able to make sure they don’t get in the way.) Jot down the potential blocks in the space below.
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         GUIDE
 
         We used the word ‘guide’ in the subtitle of this book because we hope it will be a useful guide for your journey. You may use it as your only guide or you may wish to get information from other sources, such as reputable websites.
 
         GATHERING INFORMATION
 
         There are lots of places to gather information that may help you. There are libraries, websites and books. You will find many useful references in the ‘Further resources’ section at the end of this book.
 
         FAMILY AND FRIENDS
 
         You may wish to share your progress through the book with family and friends whom you trust. You may like to ask them to read the parts of the book you are working on to facilitate their understanding of the changes they may be seeing in you. It is also very powerful to have an audience to your successes as they will reinforce your progress. You may be surprised how supportive other people in your life can be.
         
 
         Alternatively, if you have confided in someone who does not seem to understand what you are experiencing, or you have found them to be discouraging in some way, it is okay to minimise your contact with them for a short while. Or just talk about issues other than the anxiety when you do have contact.
 
         TRAVEL JOURNAL
 
         Another great way of marking your progress is to keep a journal or diary. This may be a separate, private notebook, or you might like to use the ‘Travel diary’ pages at the end of each chapter.
 
         A travel diary can have a number of functions:
 
              
            	It is a convenient, safe and cheap way to express your feelings and ideas.
     
            	You don’t have to worry about reactions or hurting anyone’s feelings. Just make sure you keep it in a safe place and it’s accessible only by you. It provides a wonderful record of signposts of your progress. You may be astounded to read how bad you felt before you started to make the changes suggested in this book.
     
            	Finally, it provides a strong, concrete reminder of the strategies that have worked for you in the past, in your journey towards letting go of stress and anxiety. Hence, if you happen to experience a setback you can consult your diary to get back on the right track that will lead you once again towards your values and goals.
 
         
 
         PAST STRATEGIES THAT HAVE WORKED
 
         It may be useful to list the strategies that have worked for you in the past, before you started reading this book. You may be surprised to realise how much you already know about pushing anxiety out of your life. We have mentioned previously that you do not have to persevere with strategies that do not fit with you or have not worked for you in the past. However, we have learnt from many people that sometimes strategies that have not worked in the past can be worth experimenting with. For example, the strategy may have been used incorrectly, or perhaps you have changed and what did not work in the past may be useful now.
         
 
         
            You can make a list below of any strategies that you think might be worth revisiting.
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         ‘BABY’ STEPS
 
         It is very important to go slowly and steadily through this book. We have found that the idea of taking small or ‘baby’ steps when starting your journey is very useful. We will discuss this more in Chapter 2.
 
         
         
 
         BEING IN THE PRESENT
 
         We have found that depression is often situated in the past:  past hurts, past losses, decisions we regret. We cannot change  the past and this can be very frustrating and demoralising.  Conversely, we have found that anxiety is often about the  future. For example, the ‘what ifs’: ‘What if I can’t meet the  deadline? What if I can’t pay the mortgage?’ This type of  thinking is unhelpful because you can’t solve a problem that  has not happened yet. It is impossible. You cannot travel  across that bridge until you come to it. Therefore, it is helpful  to try to keep yourself in the present moment, as the present is  a place where you can make some helpful choices on how you  would like to live your life. We will discuss this concept more  in later chapters.
 
         THERAPIST
 
         You may wish to work through this guide with a psychologist,  GP or other health professional of your choice. Your therapist  will be a great resource to ask questions of, express your  feelings and thoughts to, and to support and encourage your  progress. A therapist may also help you keep yourself  accountable to your goals. You may be worried that you will  get distracted and not follow through on your wishes for your  life. It is also useful to write down your questions as you work  through this guide, so that your therapist can provide the help  you need effectively and efficiently. Throughout this guide,  we have used the word ‘therapist’ as a general term to refer to  the professional with whom you may be consulting, whether  that is a psychologist, medical practitioner, other mental health  professional or counsellor.
 
         
         
 
         THERAPIES
 
         There are many psychological therapies available that have  been found to be helpful with stress and anxiety, and our  experience has been influenced by all of them. These therapies  include: Multimodal Therapy, Motivational Interviewing  (MI), Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Narrative  Therapy, Relaxation Therapy and Hypnotherapy, mindfulness-based  approaches, Constructive Living, and Acceptance and  Commitment Therapy (ACT). These therapies may be used in  individual therapy (one on one), or in a group programme.
         
 
         There are also natural therapies or medications which may  be helpful, and your GP and naturopath can answer any  questions on these. The range of available approaches will be  discussed further in Chapter 2, and you will find that we have  drawn a number of strategies from them to share with you in  this guide.
 
         HOLISTIC APPROACH
 
         In this guide we take a holistic approach to dealing with  anxiety and stress. We believe that by addressing your whole  lifestyle, you can not only reduce your stress and anxiety, but  you can also aim for a greater sense of health and wellness.  Balanced and healthy lifestyles include: healthy eating,  exercise, adequate sleep, quitting smoking, relaxation,  fulfilling and supportive relationships, meaningful work and  other interests, humour and laughter. By its very nature, a  healthy and balanced lifestyle involves seeing your health and  wellbeing as important and taking time for yourself to nurture  body, mind and spirit.
 
         Taking a holistic approach also relates to our choice of the  different types of therapeutic approaches which may be of  benefit. We utilise a number of different therapies, as they  each have valuable approaches to stress and anxiety and skills to learn. Each individual is different and will relate to different approaches.
         
 
         EFFORT
 
         It makes sense that most skills take some effort to learn and get better with practice. An example is playing a musical instrument, or playing sport. The more you practise, the greater your sense of mastery and confidence in your new skills. Remember that ‘work will – wishing won’t’. The bottom line is that with a bit of effort you can reach your destination, and reap the rewards of your effort. Morita, a Japanese therapist, refers to effort as being good fortune.29
         
 
         REWARDING PROGRESS
 
         It is crucial that you build in celebrations and reward your progress. These rewards may be as simple as engaging in activities you enjoy, such as reading, watching movies or catching up with friends. In addition you may like to plan more elaborate celebrations when you reach important destinations in your journey. Gaining an audience to your successes is important and filling in people about the new you can be pivotal in stabilising your new identity as a person who has let go of their stress and anxiety.
 
         Where to from here?
 
         Well done for reaching the end of this chapter. Sometimes it is helpful for relatives to read this sort of information too, so that they can better understand what you are experiencing.
 
         The next chapter is about taking action – one step at a time.  It will talk about breaking down your journey into achievable stages, and will guide you in how to take the first steps in managing stress and anxiety. We will start teaching you some useful early strategies for managing stress and anxiety.
         
 
         It is worth re-reading each chapter later on, as you often pick up different pieces of information as you re-read. Also, you may choose to continue to work through this guide on your own, or you may decide to seek some further assistance, whether that is by taking a course or finding a therapist.
 
         
            TRAVEL REMINDERS
 
            Here are some reminders from this chapter. You may want to copy them and make them into a reminder card to place in your diary or wallet, or even on the fridge or a mirror at home.
            
 
                 
               	
You are not alone, and there is hope.
               
     
               	
Stress and anxiety are common.
               
     
               	
You are a unique individual – use your expert knowledge on your journey, and develop your ‘travel kit’ with the help of this guide.
               
     
               	
Stress leads to protective responses in the mind and body.
               
     
               	
Different factors (external and internal) can trigger stress.
               
     
               	
Anxiety is real and is not harmful.
               
     
               	
There are many strategies which can help.
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