



[image: cover]










The Little Workbooks Series 


The Little ACT Workbook


The Little Anxiety Workbook


The Little CBT Workbook


The Little Depression Workbook


The Little Mindfulness Workbook


The Little Self-Esteem Workbook


The Little Stress-Relief Workbook










The Little Anxiety Workbook


 


 


Reclaim Your Life with Acceptance and Commitment Therapy


 


 


Dr Michael Sinclair, Dr Elena Gil-Rodriguez and Dr Michael Eisen


 


 


[image: crimson]


www.hodder.co.uk










Important note


The information in this book is not intended


as a substitute for medical advice. Neither


the author nor Hachette UK can accept


any responsibility for any injuries, damages


or losses suffered as a result of


following the information herein.


 


 


First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Crimson


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright ©  Dr Michael Sinclair, Dr Elena


Gil-Rodriguez and Dr Michael Eisen 2021


 


The right of  Dr Michael Sinclair, Dr Elena Gil-Rodriguez


and Dr Michael Eisen to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by them in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  978 1 78059278 7  


Trade Paperback ISBN  978 1 78059274 9 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










About the authors


Dr Michael Sinclair CPsychol AFBPsS CSci is a Consultant Counselling Psychologist, an Associate Fellow of the British Psychological Society, a Chartered Scientist registered with the Science Council, and a Senior Practitioner on the Register of Psychologists Specialising in Psychotherapy. Following a career in the NHS, he established City Psychology Group (CPG), a private therapy practice in the City of London. He currently serves as the Clinical Director of CPG, offering therapy to clients using Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and other mindfulness-based approaches, supervision to other psychologists, ACT coaching to senior executives, workshops for corporate audiences and the general public, and consultancy to corporate occupational health departments. Michael has co-authored seven self-help books including Mindfulness for Busy People (now in its second edition), The Little ACT Workbook and The Little Depression Workbook, and is regularly interviewed by the media on topics relating to psychological wellbeing.


Dr Elena Gil-Rodriguez CPsychol AFBPsS is a Counselling Psychologist and an Associate Fellow of the British Psychological Society. Following a career in hospital pharmacy, Elena was inspired by her own therapeutic journey to train as a Counselling Psychologist. Since qualifying in 2009, she has worked in private practice and academia, lecturing on various Counselling and Clinical Psychology university training programmes and serving as a director of London IPA Training. She has trained extensively in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and she currently practises at City Psychology Group (CPG) in London, providing high quality, evidence-based ACT interventions to adult clients working in the corporate sector.


Dr Michael Eisen CPsychol DClinPsy MA (Cantab) is a Clinical Psychologist with experience in both private practice and the NHS. His private work at City Psychology Group (CPG) is primarily with busy professionals, helping them to overcome depression, anxiety and other common difficulties using mindfulness-based approaches such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). In the NHS, he has worked with clients of all ages, from a wide range of backgrounds, and with the full range of mental health issues, but has specialised in treating violent offenders with serious mental illness. He has a particular interest in mindfulness and meditation, having practised them since 2006, and has undertaken mindfulness teacher training with the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice. He has taught mindfulness to NHS staff groups and patients, to corporate groups at Google and other organisations, and to clients in private practice. He is a co-author of The Little Depression Workbook.










Acknowledgments


Thank you to our families, friends and colleagues for their support during the writing of this book, and in particular to Louise Gardner for the wonderful illustrations and Nicole Perkins for her invaluable input. Thank you to all of our clients over the years, for their courage and commitment, without which this book would not have been possible. And finally, thank you to all members of the Association for Contextual Behavioural Science (ACBS), for being a truly inspiring community.










Introduction


Welcome to The Little Anxiety Workbook. We are glad to have you with us. If you are reading this book, then perhaps your anxiety has reached a point where it, rather than you, seems to be in control of your life. If this is so, then be reassured that you are not alone. Everyone experiences anxiety, and it is a perfectly appropriate response to some situations. But it can all too easily run out of control and begin to take over. We use up valuable time and energy wrestling with our anxiety, and in trying to avoid it we might avoid situations that are important to us. Our efforts to feel better can start to pull us away from the life that we want to live.


Although we will each experience anxiety differently, you might relate to some of the following:



	■
	You feel nervous, tense and unable to relax





	■
	You have difficulty concentrating or thinking about anything other than your worries





	■
	You worry that your anxiety will make you ill, or that you are going mad





	■
	You avoid doing things because they make you anxious





	■
	Your heart pounds, your stomach churns, you find it hard to breathe or you feel chest pain





	■
	Your life feels narrow and lacking in meaning





	■
	You feel as though anxiety is taking over your life




If any of that is familiar, then we are here to help. You may have already tried many ways to rid yourself of anxiety, with limited success. You may even have noticed that the more you struggle against it, the tighter the grip of your anxiety becomes. Or you may have come to identify with your anxiety, labelling yourself as ‘just an anxious person’, and given up hope of things getting better. But, as you will see in the upcoming chapters, we are here to tell you that there is an alternative. You are more than your anxiety, and it need not control you.


A different approach


The ideas and techniques that we offer here are drawn from the third wave of cognitive and behavioural therapies, a group of psychological treatments that take a radical approach to dealing with painful experiences such as anxiety.


Usually, when confronted with difficult thoughts, emotions and body sensations, we do whatever it takes to feel better. We try to make them go away or change them into something more pleasant. The third wave therapies ask us to do something different: to simply be aware of our thoughts, emotions and body sensations and let them be as they are, rather than struggling against them or letting them control us. This is often referred to as mindfulness, although we will not use that term very much in this book. Instead, we will refer to the various skills that come together to make up mindfulness.


The radical approach of the third wave therapies is derived from the meeting of Western psychology and Eastern contemplative traditions since the 1970s. In that meeting, Western psychologists saw that the Eastern traditions contained profound insights into the human mind, and powerful methods (such as mindfulness) for relieving suffering. They set about integrating them into Western psychological therapies, and the third wave therapies were born.


In particular, we will draw upon Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, which is usually referred to by the single word ‘ACT’. Developed in the USA by Steven Hayes, Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl, ACT uses mindfulness and positive behaviour change to address the core processes that keep us stuck in life. As such, it can be used in any situation, not just with anxiety, and promotes positive wellbeing that goes beyond the relief of distress. It has been validated, to date, in more than 400 randomised controlled trials (the gold standard for research on psychological therapies), including many which directly tested its effectiveness for people struggling with anxiety.


True to ACT, this book will ask you to stop trying to get rid of your anxiety, and instead to develop skills that will let you deal with it more effectively, so that you can live a full and satisfying life. You will learn how to let your thoughts, emotions and body sensations be as they are, identify what truly matters to you in life, and move towards it, while treating yourself kindly. And if that sounds unappealing – after all, it is quite natural to want to get rid of your anxiety – then consider this: perhaps your efforts to get rid of your anxiety haven’t worked so far; and perhaps it’s time to try something new.


How to use this book


To help you free yourself from the grip of anxiety, we will:



	■
	Introduce you to relevant psychological theories and principles;





	■
	Illustrate these with examples from our own clinical work (all case examples are composites, to protect the anonymity of our clients);





	■
	Ask you to do brief practical exercises as you read, to help you understand more deeply the ideas being discussed;





	■
	Teach you exercises that you can do regularly, to help you build the skills that you need.




To help you get the most from the book, we ask you to take on board four key principles:


1. Practise


We will ask you to develop new skills to deal with your anxiety, and that will take practice. It is not enough to just read the book and pick up some new ideas. You have had a lifetime’s worth of practice at doing things in your usual way, after all, and so it will take consistent effort to learn some new habits. And once you have finished the book, you will need to keep on practising, especially at times when you are feeling fine, so that when things get difficult, you will be ready.


Think of learning to play a musical instrument: you could not develop the skills that you need just by reading a book about them. You would need to practise, practise, practise, working on your technique, your scales, and on particular pieces. You would practise all of the skills that you need, individually, over and over again, slowly putting them together until you could play fluidly, without needing to think too much about it. And if you had a big performance coming up, at which you were going to play a difficult new piece, you wouldn’t wait until you were up there on stage to try it for the first time; you would practise and practise until it was second nature. It’s the same with the skills in this book: at first, they might seem unfamiliar and awkward, but if you keep on practising them, you can use them with the deftness and confidence of a skilled musician.


2. Workability


We have a natural tendency to evaluate things – to judge them as good or bad, right or wrong, or true or false. But throughout this book we will encourage you to look at things another way. We will ask you to instead focus on what is helpful – what moves you closer to the life that you want to live. This is a focus on workability.


In particular, this is a radical departure from the way that we usually view thoughts and ideas. Usually we want to know whether they are true or false. We might ask ourselves whether our worries are really accurate, whether we are really a pathetic person for having these worries, or whether the ideas in this book are really true. But how will you ever settle those questions? How will you ever know for sure? We could go back and forth forever trying to figure out the truth about things. A more helpful approach is to simply ask, ‘Does engaging with this idea help? Is this taking me in a direction that I want to go?’ We ask you to look at everything you do, including your thinking, through the lens of workability.


3. Trust your experience


In deciding what is workable, we suggest that you try it and see. This applies in particular to the ideas and techniques in this book. That is the surest, most direct way to find out what will work for you, and it leaves no room for talking yourself out of trying something new! If you try our approach and don’t find it helpful, then that is no problem. But if you wait until you are sure that it will work before you try it, you will never try it at all.


4. Be kind to yourself


When we have a job to do, many of us are in the habit of speaking to ourselves harshly, in an effort to motivate ourselves. We might tell ourselves to get on with it, and criticise ourselves if we fail to do it as quickly or as well as we had wanted to. In Chapter 6 we will explore why this is not a good idea, and suggest that a more effective way to get the job done is to take an attitude of gentle encouragement towards ourselves.


In the meantime, though, we suggest that you try to be kind to yourself while reading this book. You might find it hard to consistently practise the exercises that we suggest, or you might not think that they are working for you, or you might find it hard to read the book itself. If so, then try to encourage yourself with a gentle, supportive attitude, much as you would a friend who was struggling with a difficult task. Remember that you are doing this, ultimately, because you care about yourself and want to relieve your own suffering, and that treating yourself harshly will just make it worse.


Going further


This book contains some of the most powerful ideas and techniques in modern behavioural science, but it is not intended to be a complete remedy for your struggle with anxiety. It could certainly turn out to be, but it is also possible that you will want to seek further help.


There are a range of other self-help books on the subject, many of which will give you more detailed information on the therapies that we draw on here – see the Recommended reading section at the end of the book.


No book, however, can replace in-person therapy. A properly trained therapist can work with you in a way that is tailored to your particular circumstances and experiences, in the context of a supportive and trusting relationship. And while the techniques and ideas presented in this book have been validated with scientific research, this particular presentation of them has not. Most of that research has been conducted on face-to-face therapy, rather than on self-help books like this one, and this particular book has not been the subject of research.


And finally, people differ in what approach will work for them, and so while this book may be a great help to you, it is also possible that another approach would suit you better. If so, then we hope that you will not give up on your efforts to improve your relationship with anxiety and will instead keep looking for the approach that is most useful for you right now.


We hope that this book will be of some help, whether on its own, or by inspiring you to seek face-to-face therapy, or as a companion to therapy, or as a refresher if you have already had therapy. However you use it, we hope that it will assist you in breaking free from anxiety and moving towards the life that you want. We wish you well on this journey.


Michael, Elena and Michael










1 What is anxiety?


Anxiety disorders are some of the most common mental health complaints: thirty-four per cent of us will be diagnosed with an anxiety disorder at some point in our lives (Bandelow & Michaelis, 2015). But of course, anxiety itself is far more common – because everyone gets anxious. In this chapter, we will explore why we get anxious, and why it becomes a problem for some of us.


Anxiety 101


Anxiety is, essentially, fear, and it is our brain and body’s way of keeping us safe: when something appears that could be bad for us – anything from a snarling dog to a global pandemic – fear kicks in, and motivates us to do something about it. In the case of immediate threats such as snarling dogs, we often react reflexively, without much time to think. But in the case of most of the threats that we face nowadays, such as pandemics, unemployment, or climate change, we have lots and lots of time to think, and that is just what we do. In an effort to deal with the threat, we focus our thoughts upon it, exploring all possible eventualities, especially the most disastrous. This thinking is worry, and it fuels the state of anxiety.


You may have noticed that anxiety is often a physical as well as a mental experience: you might feel a racing heart, physical tension, shortness of breath, and nausea or your stomach churning. All of this is called the fight-or-flight response, because it is what your body does to get itself ready to deal with threats – it gets ready to literally fight them or flee from them. Adrenaline floods your system. Blood pumps rapidly to your muscles, which tense, ready for action. Your digestive system switches off, freeing up energy for your muscles to use. Your breathing accelerates, bringing more oxygen into your blood. None of which, unfortunately, is terribly helpful when the threat you face is not a snarling animal, but rather the threat of catching a virus or losing your job.


The evolution of anxiety


The fight-or-flight response gives us a clue as to why we get anxious: because we evolved to be that way. For many millions of years, animals have needed to fight or run away from threats, and so they evolved the feeling of fear, to motivate them to run or fight, and the fight-or-flight response to help them do it. And our human ancestors were no different; their worry and fearfulness kept them safe. Imagine what would have happened to a cave-person who was always relaxed and never worried: they would have not lasted long in a harsh environment teeming with predators, natural hazards, and (most dangerous of all) other people. Their anxiety protected them, and so they survived to pass on their genes, including the ones for anxiety, to us.


The smoke detector


Not only did we evolve to get anxious, we evolved to get overly anxious. Think of anxiety as being like a smoke detector – it alerts you to serious danger, and so you really want it to go off when you need it. If it fails to go off when there is a fire, you may not survive. On the other hand, if it goes off when you don’t need it, for instance when you burn the toast, then you suffer some inconvenience, but nothing terrible happens. And so smoke detectors are built to be very sensitive. They may sometimes go off when you don’t need them to, but they are absolutely guaranteed to go off when you do need them to.


Anxiety is like that. If our ancestors got anxious when they didn’t really need to, that was probably not a catastrophe. Whereas if they failed to get anxious when they needed to, for example when a lion was nearby, then they could end up dead. And so our anxiety has evolved to be like a smoke detector: very sensitive, and liable to go off when it’s not needed, resulting in many false alarms. This is part of why anxiety, in our modern world, can feel like a problem, going off at the smallest trigger and getting in our way.


Mismatch


Not only is our anxiety like a smoke detector, but in our modern world it might be like one that has been fitted incorrectly (perhaps directly over the toaster) and that now goes off even more than it was designed to. This is because of the massive difference between modern environments and the ones that our ancestors lived in.


We no longer have to worry about wolves, bears or sabre-toothed tigers eating us, but instead, via the internet and the media, we are bombarded by information about all the countless things that are going wrong in the world or could go wrong. Our minds, designed as they are to scan for threats and then think hard about them in an effort to head them off, do just that. We worry and worry, about everything from crime to the economy to pandemic illness. Our complicated lives, too, provide plenty of smoke that can set off our sensitive smoke detectors: we have many relationships to maintain, many projects on the go, and many things, it seems, that could go wrong. And through the lens of the internet and media, it always looks as though our lives are going wrong. We look at advertising, celebrity gossip and social media, and compare ourselves endlessly to others, worrying always that we are not keeping up.


The trouble with thinking


It might seem that modern environments cause us problems because they give us too much to think about. But the problem is not so much with the modern world as with our minds. Our distinctively human ability to think is a great gift, but it can also tie us in knots, and this is very much true when it comes to anxiety.


The beauty of thinking is that it enables us to engage with things that aren’t actually happening right now, and might never happen: the past; the future; anything that we can imagine. This has enabled us to create all of the technology, institutions and culture that make our lives so different from those of our caveperson ancestors. But it also causes us problems, because we react emotionally to our thoughts as though the events that they describe were happening right now. So if you think of a snarling dog, for example, you might experience all of the emotional and physical feelings of anxiety (both of which we will just call ‘feelings’ from now on), even though there is nothing there – apart from your own thoughts.


This causes trouble because it enables us to generate unlimited anxiety using only our minds. We worry about what is to come, imagine unlikely worst-case scenarios, and fret over past mistakes, all of which can keep us in a near-constant state of anxiety. And our anxiety, as we shall see, becomes a real problem not because it feels bad – painful feelings are an inevitable part of being human – but because it starts to interfere with our lives. We might spend much of our time worrying instead of engaging with what matters to us in life, and steer clear of the situations that we worry about. Unfortunately, these are often the very situations that matter to us, so that avoiding them leads our lives to become constricted and joyless. And that, we can say, is when anxiety becomes a problem.


How anxiety becomes a problem: disorder vs process


So far, we have talked about anxiety as a thing – a particular pattern of thought (worry), emotion (fear), and bodily responses (fight-or-flight) that can cause us trouble. And if you go to your doctor complaining of anxiety, they might diagnose you with an ‘anxiety disorder’ – a thing called, for example, Panic Disorder, or Health Anxiety, or Generalised Anxiety Disorder. Such diagnoses certainly have their uses. They tell the doctor what kind of treatment might be most useful, and they can provide comfort in giving a name to distress that otherwise might seem confusing and unmanageable.


But diagnoses also have their drawbacks. If we think that we have a ‘disorder’ called ‘anxiety’ then we might not think there is much we can do about it. We might see it as something external to us that is beyond our control. And if we should manage to rid ourselves of our ‘disorder’, then we are back to where we started: no longer ‘ill’, but no better than we were beforehand.


And so we offer here an alternative. We suggest that your trouble is not so much with a thing called anxiety, but rather with a set of processes: the habitual ways that you behave in response to your anxiety. And it’s not just you! These processes are common to us all and very ancient: they evolved in us over millennia, because they helped our caveperson ancestors to survive and thrive. But some of the time, for some of us, perhaps especially in our fast-paced modern world, they can get out of hand. And that is when anxiety becomes a problem.


When anxiety is a matter of processes rather than disorders, we see that we are not ‘ill’ or broken, and that really there is nothing wrong with us; we just have some unhelpful habits. We see that while evolution, the modern world, and our own personal history might have led us to behave in ways that aren’t ultimately helpful to us, it is in our hands to change things. And we discover that not only can we free ourselves from the worst effects of our struggle with anxiety, but we can go further. As we get better at responding skilfully to anxiety, we get better at responding to all of our other thoughts and feelings as well. We can go beyond the relief of a ‘disorder’ and take our life in the directions we truly want to go, and thrive in ways that we might not have thought possible.


But all of this might sound a little abstract. What, you might be wondering, are these mysterious processes or habits that keep you trapped in the grip of anxiety? Let’s take a look.


1. Losing awareness


When we worry, we often get caught up in our thoughts and lose touch with the present moment, so that we have the experience of being physically here, but mentally somewhere else. We don’t notice what is happening around us, what we are doing, and, most importantly, what consequences our actions have. Instead of engaging with our lives in the here-and-now, and doing what is necessary to take them in the directions that we want to, we lose ourselves in worry, regret and analysis and pay little attention to our actions. We act blindly, out of habit, and then find that our lives don’t go in the directions that we would like. And from all this thinking we construct narratives about ourselves that we allow to define and limit us, keeping us from seeing and doing all that we are capable of. In Chapters 2 and 4, we will explore this process in more detail and show you how to counteract it: by connecting with the present moment, and seeing that you are much more than the story that your mind tells about you.


2. Getting hooked


As we have said, the problem with anxiety is not the thoughts or feelings themselves, but rather how we respond to them. And the problem is that we get hooked by them, meaning that we get overly caught up in them. We either buy into thoughts and do what they tell us, or we struggle with both thoughts and feelings, trying to change them, avoid them or make them go away. In fact, we often do both at the same time: we buy into our worried thoughts, which causes more anxious feelings, which we then try to get rid of with more thinking and by avoiding whatever we are worried about.
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