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Important Information before Reading this Book


This book is not a substitute for medical or psychological intervention, nor is the content intended to replace therapy, or medical help or advice.


While we are confident that this book will help to alleviate anxiety, and make a significant positive difference, there are no guarantees. We would therefore always strongly encourage you to speak with your doctor or a health professional about how you are feeling, and also to inquire about counselling or therapy.


Please do not be discouraged if you have already had therapy which to date has not been entirely successful for you. The success of therapy is very much based upon the skill set of the therapist who delivers it. It is often necessary, therefore, to speak to a number of therapists before meeting the one who fully understands your issue and is able to successfully help you.




Introduction


We are all masters of our own destiny and by picking up this book, you have made the first important step towards your recovery from anxiety.


By recognising and understanding that you are suffering from anxiety, you have moved closer towards the life you want and deserve – a life filled with inner peace and contentment.


We will guide you and be with you every step of the way, as you become emotionally stronger and return to having good mental health.


Together, we can address the causes of your anxiety and make sure you feel less anxious for the rest of your life.


Here’s to an anxiety-free day!


Conquering Anxiety


In this book we will be sharing with you our approach to anxiety and anxiety-related disorders. We will also explain how anxiety starts, how to locate and challenge the cause of anxiety, and how this can help to manage or alleviate anxiety for good.


On a daily basis, we work with people who are suffering from anxiety, anxiety disorders and panic attacks. They are asking for our help, our advice, or just some guidance to help manage their feelings of anxiety. It truly saddens us that for many people, dealing with anxiety can be such a daily struggle – many people we see develop a fear of the fact they will have to wake up and live with anxiety every day.


Anxiety is a Symptom


Anxiety, and the feelings associated with anxiety, is not a cause but a symptom. From working closely with our clients and seeing anxiety manifest itself in every possible way, we have come to understand that there is always a trigger or several triggers that cause the negative symptoms associated with anxiety.


We believe that everyone is born free from anxiety and no one is destined to live a life consumed by anxiety. As a result, our life’s work has been, and will continue to focus on, alleviating anxiety, negativity and sadness.


We hope that reading this book will help you to locate, challenge and address the thoughts and events that have created your negative behavioural references (known as ‘schemas’) and allow you to challenge and condition or change them, which will subsequently change your resulting behaviours.


But first we must understand where anxiety comes from.


What is a Schema?


The word ‘schema’ can sound rather academic, but it’s simply a term used in psychology.


A schema is a cognitive framework or concept that helps organise and interpret information. Schemas allow us to take shortcuts in interpreting the vast amount of information that is available in our environment.


In simple terms, schemas are learnings that we acquire in our life. They can be both good and bad. If we have had a positive life, we will have an abundance of positive schemas, but if we have endured negative life events, then invariably we will have a plentiful supply of negative behavioural schemas.


Negative schemas are the culprits that cause feelings of low confidence, low self-esteem, anxiety and anxiety disorders such as phobias, obsessive compulsive disorder, panic attacks and post-traumatic stress disorder.


Schemas are the basis of all opinions, thoughts and beliefs, and depending on the age at which they were created, they can often be inaccurate and nonsensical.




We will continue to believe everything we don’t challenge.





From a child’s perspective


Most childhood schemas are naturally conditioned, or corrected, as we grow and mature. However, many remain unchallenged, particularly the schemas and associations created around an unpleasant or traumatic event.


We therefore continue to use an immature behavioural reference or schema that’s stuck with a child’s viewpoint. This is often the case with phobias, or people with low self-esteem due to bullying during their school years.


As an adult, you may feel frustrated at the feelings you are experiencing that are due to a childhood schema which does not serve you, and this causes an internal conflict between the schema and your current thoughts and feelings. You know now that the schema is wrong or even ridiculous, but you just cannot override it and this makes you feel helpless. For example, if you have a phobia of mice, as an adult you know that the mouse cannot kill or hurt you, yet the moment you see a mouse you become hysterical, irrational or terrified: you become an adult acting like a child.


These childhood schemas often inhibit elements of your life, which can then lead to feelings of frustration and confusion. How you want to think, feel and behave is overtaken by how you actually think, feel and behave – behaviours that are based upon a thought process or set of circumstances from the past.


Challenging the Past


The good news is that negative schemas can be changed. We change them by conditioning them – essentially, challenging them with new and overwhelming evidence to the contrary. This process is the basis of our schema conditioning therapy.


As you read through the information we share with you and the case studies we have included for you to consider in this book, we hope we will help you to see your past negative schemas from a different, more positive perspective, and thereby alleviate the subsequent associated negative symptoms of anxiety.


By always seeing things in the same way, you will always feel the same way. Changing and upgrading your thoughts and perspective will change and upgrade your feelings.




Once you change the way you look at the world, the world you look at begins to change.





The Path of Emotions


The two primal instincts are to survive and to procreate. These instincts keep the human race going. Sadly, there is no primal drive to make us blissfully happy, and herein lies the biggest problem we face as human beings.




‘The most important decision we will ever have to make is whether we live in a friendly or hostile universe.’


Anon.





We all have to accept that if we want to live a life of happiness, we have to create feelings of happiness from within. We then need to couple these internal emotions with external experiences and actions. We must practise continually – we have to work at being happy! But it’s worth it.


Think of happiness like being physically fit. It is impossible to go to the gym once and then suddenly attain a toned and healthy body. Fitness is a process that has to become a lifestyle. Being happy and creating happiness is no different.


The Key to Upgrading Your Life … is Practice!


We are not born predisposed to be happy – positive emotions have to be cultivated and practised on a daily basis. Make no mistake: this takes effort. Social conditioning (how our society and environment train us to behave and what is considered to be acceptable among our peers) is slanted towards the negative. In essence, practising being happy is going against our nature, because really we’re here just to survive. The good news is that happiness is attainable, and by practising daily techniques you can create a self-fulfilling happiness prophecy.


In our book, The Key to Upgrading Your Life, we created a comprehensive guide for how to think and feel happier. In that book we shared techniques on how to create new positive core schemas, as well as many tips and exercises to create happiness, and we explained the necessary components required, including our environment and our friends, and also challenging negative learned beliefs and behavioural references (schemas).


Our aforementioned book provides a good foundation to help counteract the daily challenges we all face, and it can help change your perspective in support of a friendly universe.


If we imagine our life measured on a ‘scale of happiness’, with positivity on one side and negativity on the other, we know that it is natural for us to move up and down the scale as we go through life. Irrespective of the negative challenges you may face in your day, our schema conditioning psychotherapy helps to add weight to the positive side of your scale, and also helps to lighten your perspective and approach towards negative events. With a more positive outlook, your levels of anxiety will decrease and refocus your mind on the present.



The Scale of Happiness
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If you consider the scale of happiness, the good news is that you cannot be at both ends at the same time. For example, you cannot feel afraid or angry if you are having fun and are laughing. Therefore, it is vital to direct ourselves to the positive side of the scale.


I have no idea what words to use to even start explaining how much you have helped me. Thank you so much for not only helping me conquer my fears, but for giving me back my smile. You have both absolutely changed my life. I will always be thankful to you both for how much you have helped me. Keep doing what you are doing. You are amazing.


Sarah


Again, happiness is not a birthright, genetic predisposition or created by luck. As well as challenging negative anxiety-causing schemas, which this book will help you to do, you also have to take positive steps to create positive emotions, such as spending time with friends who make you feel good about yourself, watching TV programmes or films that will make you laugh, practising gratitude every day and learning to love yourself.


A Fresh Perspective


As you read through this book, we will share with you our advice on how to alleviate and work through anxiety disorders. We’ve worked with thousands of clients and have seen every manifestation of anxiety – from quietly destructive to dramatically debilitating. And that’s why we’re in the best position to share our knowledge of what’s worked for every kind of person.


When we have a fear, phobia, problem, negative schema, bad memory or traumatic event, we are immersed in it, and as a result it is difficult to see it from a different perspective. It’s like drowning in negativity. You’re blinded and paralysed by it.


We’re sure that many times in your life, a friend has told you that their world is falling apart because of a huge problem, a problem they just can’t get around. They tell you the full story and it’s almost as if you are still waiting to hear the problem. Then, when they ask you what you think, you answer, ‘That’s not a big problem.’ You can see a route out or a plan that will ease the pain of your friend, a plan they just couldn’t see. And that’s because when you are not emotionally involved in a problem, it is a lot easier to find a solution.


For this reason, not only will we share our approach to anxiety in the hope you can use it to help yourself, but we will also be sharing numerous case studies that will give you the opportunity to see someone else’s issues from a non-emotional third-party perspective, thereby giving you an alternative point of view, and the formula we used to help that individual. We hope that you can then apply a personalised version of the same formula to work through your own problem and become less anxious.


Hope Can Shine through Anxiety


We very much hope you enjoy reading our book and find it helpful and informative, and the real-life stories and case studies inspirational.


You are not alone in your feelings right now, however deep your levels of anxiety are, and that’s one of our most important messages.


So many people we meet in person, speak to or interact with on social media, have told us that seeing our work on television has given them hope and a reason to wake up each day. This is the greatest compliment we could ever receive, knowing that we have changed their lives for the better.


As you read our own personal stories of life challenges and anxiety, and the many people who believed they could never overcome their issue who we then subsequently helped, you will realise that there is always hope and always a reason to continue to search for or ask for help, until you have your answer that will release you from your anxieties.
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Our Therapy


Since my therapy with you a year ago, I have experienced the greatest changes. It has been a fabulous year, and I have allowed myself to enjoy it. It is how I have been feeling inside where the greatest change is. I now feel I am truly worthy and deserving of love and happiness. I recently visited my brother. He and his wife were stunned by my transformation. They described me as having ‘a shining aura’. You saved and transformed my life and are the most amazingly incredible people and therapists in existence. I had multiple and complex issues, but you healed me.


Liz


Our Conditioning Therapy for Anxiety


This book is about helping you. We really want you to have the closest experience possible to being in a session with us in person, and therefore we would like to start our journey together by explaining the basis of our therapy in a way that is personal to you, which you can identify with. Once you understand this, you can relax and know that we will share information and suggestions with you, to help you see things from a different perspective. Once you accept this new perspective, the way you look at the world will change, and in turn, the world you look at will change.


With that in mind, we would like you to imagine how you would feel if we told you we were going on holiday, and we would like to offer you a job looking after our pets while we were away (on the assumption that you, like us, are an animal lover!). We would pay you handsomely for the job, as we want nothing but the best for our animals. We introduce you to our six cats, showing you where and how they like to be fed, explaining that you need only call in twice a day to feed them. This all sounds straightforward.


We then escort you to a large enclosure in our back garden, and show you our gorilla, which also needs to be fed twice a day. We explain the enclosure’s two-door safety policy, explaining that you have to go through the first door into a holding area, then close it before opening the second door into the gorilla’s habitat. Bemused and a little nervous, you figure you can manage this task for the next seven days, and off we go on holiday, leaving you in charge of our beloved pets.


Although perfectly happy with our cats, you decide to google silverback gorillas and find that you may have made a hasty and rather dangerous decision. You start to regret agreeing to feed our gorilla when you discover that male silverback gorillas weigh 300–400 lb on average, and can reach speeds of up to 25 mph. They are also reported to be six times stronger than a human, with a bite force of 1300 lb/in2: twice as strong as a lion! Nevertheless, having made your commitment to us, despite your discomfort and uncertainty you continue to feed our gorilla, but every feed makes you more and more anxious and fearful. Sometimes you have to wait hours for the gorilla to be at the other end of the enclosure before you can enter, giving you the best chance of getting out if it ran at you. Your sleep becomes affected as you worry about the fact you will have to go and feed the gorilla the next day, and this affects your appetite and general mood. Your anxiety and fear begin to consume you, as you feel after each successful feed that you are pushing your luck. You visit your doctor, explaining you feel anxious day and night. Because you have not mentioned the gorilla, the doctor assumes you have anxiety or generalised anxiety disorder.


Seven days later, much to your relief we return home from holiday, asking you how the week has been. You tell us, ‘It’s been horrendous. In fact, it has been without doubt the worst week of my life. I’ve been filled with anxiety, fear and dread every day at the prospect of feeding your gorilla, as it is a really dangerous animal that could easily have killed me.’


A little surprised by your comment, we gently ask you to follow us to the cage, and when we get there we ask you, ‘Did you not speak to Pete?’


You look at us entirely confused as we call Pete to come over. As the gorilla approaches, we ask him to take off his mask, and you see for the first time that the gorilla is actually a man in a gorilla suit. We then explain that we have been conducting a social experiment with Pete living as a gorilla for a month. In that moment, your anxiety immediately disappears as you realise that you totally misunderstood the situation. With this new contrary evidence that we have supplied, your schema about the gorilla changes instantly and indefinitely. We don’t ever have to remind you he’s a man in a gorilla suit, and you don’t have to go home and work on your anxiety, breathing through it or considering how to manage it. The link you had created between the gorilla and your fight-or-flight response has been severed entirely because of the new evidence you now have.


The inaccurate schema you had has been positively conditioned with the overwhelming positive evidence we provided. You never feel anxious being around Pete the gorilla again, and when we ask you to feed him in the future you do so with no anxiety whatsoever.


While this may sound like a silly metaphor, it is a great example of how our therapy works and how you can change, without needing multiple meetings with us to keep asking Pete to take his mask off. Once your belief has changed, it alters how you feel. Every one of us has a number of our own anxiety-causing schemas, and we want to help you unmask your fear and anxiety-causing schemas, and positively condition your beliefs. Essentially, we want you to find and unmask your gorilla.



Our questionnaire


So, welcome to your first session with us. We all have ‘gorillas’ that cause anxiety and need to be unmasked. We may not even realise what exactly they are, so let us find out more about you. We would like to help you discover what life events may have created negative schemas that today contribute to your anxiety. Let us help you look for clues. We will also be asking you to consider the positive elements of your life, which we will ask you to consider once more when you have finished the book. You should see that more positive and happy memories begin to surface once they are released from the weight of negative past events.


Take a pen and paper, and write down your answers to the following questions:


*   Briefly describe your typical day. What you do and the people you surround yourself with will impact how you feel, so it is very important to consider this.


*   What events, people or experiences have contributed to making you the way you are? Please be specific.


1.   Positive.


2.   Negative. As you read through the book, these are potentially the schemas you will need to address and challenge with contrary evidence. When you think of each negative experience, score your negative feeling out of ten. When you have finished the book, score each one again to highlight what has changed and what still needs to be worked on.


*   What would you say are your biggest personal:


1. Successes?


2. Failures? When you have finished the book, note how each failure resulted in a positive learning.


*   What is your specific reason for reading this book? Noting and rereading this every time you pick up the book will help you to look for a solution to this specific problem.


*   When did this issue start? Knowing this will give you clues as to the time in your life when something may have occurred to create your anxiety-causing schema.


*   What dreams and ambitions did you have when you were younger?


*   What dreams and ambitions do you have now? This will help you to reflect on the things from childhood you may still like to work towards as an adult.


*   List everything in your life that you appreciate.


*   List the values and qualities you appreciate about yourself.


*   Score your life out of ten. Please reflect on this again when you have read the book, and consider what else must happen and what actions you can take to make this score a nine or ten.


*   If you could attempt any one thing and you knew that you couldn’t fail, what would it be?


*   Finish the sentences below, writing the first thing that comes to mind:
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*   What is your most frequent recurring thought? This will give you an idea of what occupies your mind – this may also be creating anxiety, and so needs to be challenged with contrary evidence.


*   List your top ten personal successes (e.g. passing your driving test, earning a degree, getting married, getting a job, organising a party, making someone laugh, an act of kindness).


*   What comedians/actors makes you laugh? You can’t always control external events but you can make time for laughter, and watching clips of these people will help you feel happier.



Your timeline


To feel happier today and in the future, it is important to feel happy about your past as well.


A great way to do this is to write a timeline of your life, so that you can look at negative events and positively change your perspective on each one, slowly and systemically.


It is equally important to be aware of all the positive things that have happened in your life, which should include your achievements, times you have laughed uncontrollably, been somewhere exciting, fallen in love; an amazing date, a fantastic concert, or other memorable events. You should read your positive events on your timeline regularly to remind you of the great things you have done, seen and experienced.


With regard to the negative list, you can work on just one event at a time, ensuring that you read your positive list before and after. To try and reduce the negative effects of each memory, it is important to find something to help you feel better about it. This may be acknowledging that you have learned something new from it, or that it made you stronger, more empathetic, kinder, or able to help somebody as a result.


Also consider if it is something that has been and gone, and is now over. If so, you are no longer a victim of that event; you survived it and you became a victor. Alternatively, you can change your emotional attachment to a negative event by accepting that it was not personal to you. For example, if you have experienced an abusive relationship, this was not instigated by you, nor was it personal to you – the abusive partner will have been abusive in the past and will continue to be abusive in the future. The abuse was not personal to you and it was the abuser who had the issue.


If after reading this book and considering the suggestions you are struggling to change a negative event to a more positive perspective, try speaking to a therapist or a positive friend that you trust. Explain to them that a painful memory is affecting you today, and ask if they could offer you any suggestions to be able to see the event in a more positive light, so that you can sever that emotional tie and leave the event in the past.


When you are starting to feel better about the event, move on to the next, so that systematically you can work through painful memories to ensure they have no negative effect, or a lesser effect, on you today.


Carrying the past is an unnecessary weight on your shoulders that does not impact your life in a positive way. Therefore, even if you find it difficult to lessen the negative emotion, you can start by making a decision to remind yourself that what you endured should not have happened, that you didn’t deserve it to happen, but that it is now over. In any event, a timeline like this is a great tool to take with you if you are having or seeking therapy, as you can direct your therapist to all the areas in your past that you would like to work on to improve.


Now, please complete a timeline of your life events, using the template opposite. We send timelines out along with our therapy questionnaires to all our clients, and often we receive more than one page back – in fact, one lady sent us seventeen timeline pages, as she had so many life events to deal with. Bearing that in mind, do not worry how many pages you fill, as long as it allows you to find the answers you need.


Consider each negative event, and whether it still affects you or causes you any discomfort or anxiety. Score the negative event out of ten (zero means it has no negative effect and ten means you feel an extreme negative reaction).


If you have scored anything in the negative life event column as a six or above, this could contribute to feelings of anxiety and may have created negative behavioural schemas that affect you today. These are all events that need to be challenged to positively alter your perception, so as to condition the schema created at that time.
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If you can see an event for what it really was and not how it felt at the time, this will allow you to become emotionally distanced from it. You can then become a third-party observer of that past life event, as opposed to allowing the memory to play in your subconscious and affect your present. You will notice, for example, that when your friends have a problem, while you may be upset for them, not having a personal attachment to the issue allows you to have no emotionality around it. Therefore you are able to soothe them and forget what happened. This is where we want you to be when you think about the negative memories you have.


You will see many examples as you read on, but to start you off right now we would like you to go through each negative event in your timeline and ask yourself the following questions, to begin to positively condition and alter the negative schemas:


*   Was it personal? For example, was someone mean to you specifically, or were they a person who was unkind to everyone? If so, the event was not specifically about you. Perhaps the person who made you feel bad had low self-esteem, or had a difficult upbringing, so they knew no different.


*   Was it just an unfortunate accident?


*   What did you learn? Did the event make you stronger, wiser, more compassionate?


*   What good came from that? Did the event make you more charitable, more understanding of others?


*   What actually happened? Describe what happened – factually and without emotion.


None of us are immune from bad things happening, and we often get trapped in a past event without realising we had no control over it, and forgetting that despite that, we survived it.


Traumatic life events can often feel so personal and make us feel lonely and weak, but please know that you are not alone. We have all had life challenges – some worse than others – but take solace in the fact that you got through all your issues. You survived your worst ever day, and therefore you can get over any other issue too.


You may not be able to forget the event, but you can certainly change your perception of it, cut the emotional ties and leave your anxieties in the past. You deserve to be happy, and free from the burdens of anxiety. So, a very well done for taking the action needed to start working on improving your thoughts and feelings.
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What is Anxiety?
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