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Introduction


Don’t be scared! Everything’s going to be fine. The text from your friend arrives just as you’re about to walk into the job interview that you’ve been dreading for weeks. ‘Easy for you to say’, you mutter, as you put your phone away with shaking hands. Your heart is thumping so hard in your chest you’re sure everyone in the vicinity can hear it. You reach for the door handle and realise your palms are sweating. ‘I can’t do this’, you think, ‘I’m sweaty and disgusting. I don’t know what I’m doing. They’ll see right through me. I’ll make a total fool of myself. It’ll be just like last time. It’s better if I don’t go in at all.’ Breathing hard, you turn away, having made up your mind to leave. Head home. Give up. But the door swings open. ‘Ready?’ the smiling woman asks. You stare at her, frozen, not knowing what to say.


Fear. It’s the ice crawling up your spine signalling that danger is close. It’s the whoosh of horror screaming at you to RUN AWAY. It’s the insidious angst influencing every decision you consider. It’s the heart-thumping, leg-shaking, hard-to-breathe reality of facing new things, both ‘good’ and ‘bad’. But guess what? Everyone feels scared sometimes. Yep, even that huge guy who bellows his political views at the top of his voice to anyone who’ll listen in the pub. He’s terrified about his upcoming custody battle and the fact that he knows, deep down, that the views he constantly espouses are probably rubbish.


Fear takes many forms and affects everyone differently. It can hold us back, get us stuck in a rut and make us judge ourselves and others. It can be very painful, paralysing us both emotionally and physically. It can make us terrified of moving forward, so we hang on to things we know aren’t working in our lives and that fail to make us happy. It can make us feel powerless and depressed. It can alter the course of our entire lives and make us question ourselves and others – until we can’t see any way to change things. If fear was a person, they would be the most unpopular dinner guest in the history of socialising. But – and here’s the big BUT – that’s unfair. There are some good things about fear. No, seriously, hear me out.


You won’t ever be able to get rid of fear completely – and nor should you want to. We, as humans, are designed to experience the full range of emotions available in the mood shop, and fear is one of them. It’s our inbuilt threat-detecting device, flagging up danger, hazards and peril. It’s nature’s way of trying to protect us – and we need that. Sometimes. Just, not all the time. (Especially not when we’re on a date or negotiating a pay rise.) So yes, fear has its place, and this book will teach you how to accept that feeling frightened is an essential part of being human and then how to push through it. For without fear, we might never experience the rush of pride, pleasure and confidence that comes from doing something that tests us, that shoves us out of our comfort zone, that makes us think, ‘YES, I did it!’


Without fear we’d never get to be brave.


And that’s the kicker: you can’t ban fear, delete it or extinguish it, but you can work with it to achieve great things. Fear doesn’t have to hold you back or dictate your life. Being fearless means acknowledging your fear, saying ‘yes, I see you’ and then making the choice to take action anyway. And the good news is you’ve already taken the first step by simply picking up this book.


Why choose this book?


This Book Will Make You Fearless is a concise and practical guide to recognising your fears, battling through them and getting what you want out of life. Based on a cognitive behavioural therapy framework, there are tips, tools and examples throughout that offer simple and effective ways of dealing with fear in all its many guises. You’ll learn to recognise how fear affects you personally – how it influences your mood, body, thoughts and behaviour. This will enable you to notice negative patterns, so you can stop yourself charging down well-worn, destructive paths. Understanding fear’s differences from, and relationship to, anxiety and worry is an essential part of the book and will enable you to better understand why you respond the way you do to certain situations – so you can alter these reactions next time. You’ll learn to accept that change isn’t bad, that ‘settling’ can be a recipe for disaster and, most importantly, that you do have choices. This book will teach you to start seeing fear differently – not as a big STOP sign blocking your ambitions, but as a confirmation that you’re heading in the right direction because you’re testing yourself and growing. All of which will force you to accept (perhaps grudgingly) that the world isn’t tilted against you and that you’re not a victim of circumstance. You choose how you deal with whatever happens to you. This knowledge will make you feel brave, confident and independent enough to make decisions that are right for you. It will make you stop thinking you are less than you are. Cut yourself some slack!


How to get the most out of this book


This is a manual for overcoming fear. As such, you’ll have to dedicate time and energy into making some changes. You wouldn’t just read a book on captaining a steamer ship and then leap aboard, deck shoes akimbo, expecting to sail the seven seas. You’d do research, you’d make notes and you’d practise. Practise. Practise. Practise. Yep, that sounds boring and a lot like hard work, but you’re altering belief systems that have been buried deep within you for years, if not your entire life. The only way to break those beliefs down and reassess them is to get busy and take action. There are some strategies that will deliver immediate results, but for long-term change prepare to practise, take things seriously and give it your best shot.


[image: images]  Read the chapters in numerical order as each builds on the last. You’ll be able to dip in and out when you’ve got the hang of things, but you don’t want to miss something you may later rely on


[image: images]  Please try all of the strategies (identified by [image: image]). Don’t skip past them or skim-read them, thinking, ‘That’s not for me’ or ‘I don’t need that’. This stuff really does work. By disregarding it you may skip something that could help you, but by trying all the strategies, you’re giving yourself the best possible chance at beating your fears


[image: images]  Buy a notebook that you only use for working with this book. Yes, a real-life notebook with actual pages you can write on with a pen. As antiquated as it sounds, writing things down has been proven to aid memory, increase concentration and make things seem more ‘official’ in your head. Also, you’ll be able to flip back and see how far you’ve come as you progress


[image: images]  Practise. We’ve already covered this bit, but I’ve added it in again because it’s so important


Just by picking up this book you’ve made the conscious decision to take control of your fear and stop it controlling you. You’ve already taken the first step in feeling braver and that deserves some recognition. Give yourself a pat on the back, pour yourself a stiff gin or do a little jig. You should be proud of yourself for not settling for a life half-lived. Remember: you can make changes and you can cope with whatever life throws at you – no matter how frightening it seems.




1


The Frighteners








What are you scared of? What is it that holds you back, keeps you up at night and makes you feel frustrated, anxious or insecure? This chapter will teach you the first steps in feeling fearless: identifying your fears and recognising how they affect your life.









What is fear?


Fear is a primitive human emotion. It’s our inbuilt alarm system, flagging up danger and triggering the physical ‘fight or flight’ response (see Chapter 3) – so we can either fight the threat or run from it, screaming at the top of our lungs.


On a very basic level, fear can be categorised into two types: Conditioned fear: A fear that is ‘learned’, usually by something ‘harmless’ being repeatedly associated with something scary, such as visiting the dentist reminding one of experiencing pain and discomfort. These connections can come from your own memories, stories you’ve heard, novels you’ve read, television programmes you’ve watched or even news reports – pretty much anything that sticks in your mind and makes an impression on you.


Unconditioned fear: A fear that is wholly instinctual; an evolutionary survival mechanism. For example, the fear you feel when standing on the edge of a crumbly cliff or when facing a furious rhinoceros.




The difference between fear, panic, anxiety, stress and worry


Many people use these words interchangeably, and, in everyday use, that’s fine. However, if you want to better understand the nitty-gritty of what’s going on in your head and in your life, it’s crucial to recognise the subtle differences between them. This book deals with fear, anxiety and worry as they are defined here:


Fear An emotional response to a known and well-defined threat that can be identified (even if it’s imaginary), i.e. ‘I am scared of X and Y’.


Panic The most extreme form of fear. Panic is triggered by something your body construes as life-threatening that is happening to you in the present moment – right now.


Anxiety Anxiety is an emotional response, usually anticipatory in nature, to an unknown or ill-defined threat or perception of danger, i.e. ‘I feel anxious about the possible outcome of X or Y’.


Stress A feeling (both emotional and physical) of being under pressure, i.e. ‘I feel stressed about this deadline, but I know I’ll make it’ versus ‘I feel anxious about the possible repercussions of missing my deadline’.


Worry The thought processes that trigger anxiety and fear, i.e. ‘What if. . .?





Feeling afraid at certain moments is totally and utterly normal. Fear keeps us safe, stopping us from strolling across a motorway, setting fire to our hair or walking down dark, dingy alleys alone at night. It’s also a natural reaction to doing something new, to being put under pressure or to deliberately freaking yourself out. If you are faced with something frightening, but trust you aren’t in actual danger, your physical response can actually be quite enjoyable. It’s what people mean when they say they’re ‘buzzing’ and why they take part in extreme sports, go on rollercoasters or watch horror films. If you’re about to go on stage the ‘rush’ of adrenaline can push you to succeed and do your very best.


However, sometimes fear can get carried away with itself and materialise too regularly, or over things that don’t warrant it. Fear is a sly beast and can sneak its way into all areas of our lives, making everything seem harder and less achievable. Where once you were confident and happy, you suddenly find yourself sipping a drink you didn’t order because you’re nervous about offending the bar staff; feeling angry about everything and griping at people, but not knowing why; staying in a relationship or job that makes you miserable, but feeling unable to leave. Fear, anxiety and worries can warp your sense of reality until you see opportunities as problems and problems as insurmountable. The ability to push through your fear becomes impossible. What might be a minor bump in the road for someone else becomes an impassable crater for you.


Gratuitous fear can be incredibly debilitating because you don’t know it’s out of context or in any way misleading – you trust it totally. If your body is screaming, ‘RUN FOR THE HILLS!’ it’s pretty hard to ignore it. And so when thoughts like, ‘I can’t do that’ or ‘It’ll be a total disaster’ pass through your head, you accept them as facts, hiding away, making excuses and avoiding dealing with stuff. This, in turn, makes you feel guilty, resentful, angry, insecure or frustrated. Not feeling able to take chances or make changes chips away at your self-esteem, making you feel even less able to face the next situation, issue or problem. It’s a vicious circle.


[image: image]




Are you suffering from an anxiety disorder?


If you feel anxious all the time and believe you may be suffering from an anxiety disorder (such as phobias, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), paranoia, social anxiety, panic disorder, generalised anxiety disorder or post-traumatic stress disorder) please visit your doctor for further help. However, don’t dismiss this book – the strategies will help you too.





Whether you’re scared of one big thing or lots of little things and whether your fear is characterised by occasional jitters or a generalised dread, the fact that you picked up this book is a great step forward in seizing back control from your fear gremlins. Retreating from difficult situations, avoiding changes and settling for unsatisfactory or unhappy situations isn’t any way to live. While fear is a natural part of life, it doesn’t have to – and absolutely won’t if you follow the strategies in this book – rule your life.


What are you scared of?


If I asked you that question, right now, what would your answer be? Perhaps something along the lines of:


[image: images]  Giving a presentation at work tomorrow


[image: images]  Telling my flatmate I’m moving out


[image: images]  Having sex for the first time with my new partner


[image: images]  Taking my driving test


[image: images]  Trying to find a new job


[image: images]  Breaking up with my boyfriend


[image: images]  Telling my brother I’ve broken his laptop


[image: images]  Asking my friend if I can borrow some money from them


[image: images]  Looking fat at my sister’s wedding


[image: images]  Asking for a pay rise


Great! Well, it’s obviously not great that you’re scared of those things – no one’s going to crack open the bubbly at the thought of breaking up with someone, even if the dumpee is a chump. But recognising your fears and being honest about them is a positive first step. Seeing common worries listed like that should reassure you that becoming frightened is completely natural. Everyone feels scared sometimes. It’s part of life. It’s how we know we’re pushing ourselves out of our comfort zone. It’s our body’s way of saying either, ‘Wow, this could be exciting’, or ‘WARNING: IT’S THE END OF DAYS’.


The problems start when anxiety and worries over these things become crippling and stop us taking action. When the thought of making changes, standing up for yourself, asking for favours, looking towards the future or facing up to potentially uncomfortable truths paralyses you with fear. When you don’t dump the chump or ask for that totally deserved pay rise because fear has inhibited your ambitions, making you feel trapped, powerless and paralysed. So, while ‘having to get a new job’ would naturally cause a few worries for anybody, if you feel that you can’t even contemplate it without breaking into hives, that entering the job market is akin to leaping feet-first into a pool of piranhas, then something’s not right. Your fear-o-meter is out of whack.


Completing the next strategy is the first step in finding out why.


[image: image] Your fear list


Make a list of everything you’re fearful about right now. Don’t overthink it or get in too deep (we’ll get to that later – something to look forward to!). Just anything that springs to mind, for example:


What I’m scared of:


[image: images]  Moving house


[image: images]  Making new friends


[image: images]  Going to Jonny’s party on Friday night


[image: images]  Having to make small-talk at my in-laws’ on Saturday


[image: images]  The suspicion that my partner might be an alcoholic


[image: images]  My dad’s deteriorating health


[image: images]  Getting old


[image: images]  Being attacked by a stranger


[image: images]  Someone I love dying


[image: images]  The threat of terrorism


Forcing yourself to break down your fears like this will make fear itself seem less all-encompassing. Stopping to assess things in a systematic way is an important step in making fear lose its aura of ubiquity.


Congratulations: you have just scratched the tip of the fear iceberg.


Meet the fear iceberg


[image: image]


Top-level fears


All the things you wrote down in the fear list strategy are your top-level fears. External events and things happening out in the world that you can point to and go, ‘You. You’re a real pain in my ass.’


These kind of fears can be split into two groups: those that you can’t do anything about and those that you do have some control over.






	Fears you CAN’T do anything about

	Fears you CAN do something about






	Ageing

	Making new friends






	Death

	Finding a new job






	War/famine/ecological disasters

	Signing up to a dating app






	A family member becoming ill

	Splitting up with your partner






	Becoming ill yourself

	Having kids






	Being attacked by a stranger

	Moving house






	Having an accident

	Losing or gaining weight






	What other people are thinking

	Giving up drinking







You probably recognise many of these fears and could add a few more of your own. That’s not because you’re scared of everything; you’re not a paranoiac or bag of nerves.


The reason lots of us fear many things is because top-level fears are created by mid-level ones and, while top-level fears are situation-driven, mid-level ones are emotionally driven. They’re about your state of mind. As such they spread like wildfire, making one fear lead to two, three, four, five hundred. So, what are these hideous fear fire-starters?


Mid-level fears


[image: images]  Rejection


[image: images]  Humiliation


[image: images]  Disapproval


[image: images]  Vulnerability


[image: images]  Change


[image: images]  Failure


[image: images]  Success


[image: images]  Responsibility


[image: images]  Helplessness and powerlessness


Now we’re talking. If you’re scared of disapproval, of people judging you, it follows that you’ll be scared of meeting new people, insecure about how you look and fearful of attending events. Just as if you’re scared of being vulnerable you’ll be wary of intimacy, of starting new relationships, of making new friends and of losing the ones you have. These are the emotions driving your everyday situation-based top-level fears.


Working out your mid-level fears


[image: image] Your mid-level fear list


Have a look at your original fear list from page 14. Taking them one at a time, think about what mid-level fear may be behind it. What emotion are you running from?






	Top-level fear

	Mid-level fear






	I’ve found a lump under my armpit

	Vulnerability and helplessness






	My partner’s bad temper

	Vulnerability and rejection






	Applying for a loan

	Rejection and disapproval






	Public speaking

	Humiliation






	Job interview

	Failure or success






	Starting internet dating

	Rejection, disapproval and vulnerability







If, instead of saying, ‘I’m scared of public speaking’, you said, ‘I’m scared of being humiliated’, you’d be cutting much closer to the bone and getting to the heart of your fear. You’d also be able to recognise the breeding ground for many of your other fears. If, rather than saying, ‘I’m scared of this job interview’, you said, ‘I’m scared of failing, of not being good enough, but also of succeeding – of the pressure that might bring’, you’d be giving a much more honest account of what’s actually going on.


Which brings us on to the deepest, murkiest level of the fear iceberg: your bottom-level fear. Drum roll please. . .


Bottom-level fears


The thing driving all of your fears, the thought behind your most tempestuous sleepless nights, the reason your fingernails are bitten to bloody stumps, the fertiliser for the sludgy muck from which grow the weeds of your discontent, is. . .


‘I can’t cope’


ARGH! THE HORROR. THE TERROR. THE UNMITIGATED HIDEOUSNESS. No, seriously, that’s it. That’s the golem feeding your terror: the thought that you can’t cope. That when push comes to shove, you won’t cut it, you won’t handle it and will eventually be found curled up in the foetal position weeping and hugging a bottle of gin. That’s what we’re all really scared of.


So, at the top level it’s:


‘I can’t cope with getting older’


‘I can’t cope with being single’


‘I can’t cope with changing my life plan’


‘I can’t cope with making new friends’


‘I can’t cope with asking for a pay rise’


And why don’t you think you can cope with them? Because. . .


‘I can’t cope with rejection’


‘I can’t cope with humiliation’


‘I can’t cope with change’


‘I can’t cope with more responsibility’


‘I can’t cope with failing’


‘I can’t cope with feeling vulnerable’


‘I can’t cope with feeling helpless’


‘I can’t cope with disapproval’


Yes, that one tiny thought ‘I can’t cope’ is the root of all your trouble. And the reason it’s so powerful is because you don’t even recognise it as just a thought any more – it’s become a belief. A belief is an acceptance that something is real and true with or without any evidence. And this particular belief is so established, so bedded into your psyche, that you don’t even notice when it rears its ugly head and starts messing with your business. You just accept it and feel like crap. You accept a thought like, ‘I can’t handle failure’ as a fact, without challenging it or analysing it, and then skip your job interview, cancel your date or shelve your dream for running your own business. In a nutshell: you overestimate the danger and underestimate your ability to cope.


The symptoms of fear


[image: image] Your symptom check list


Please tick all of the symptoms you recognise in these boxes. Going through this list will get you thinking about your personal response to fear and will help you to categorise those reactions – your emotions, physicality, behaviour and thoughts – and understand how they are all connected. Something we go into in much more detail in Chapter 2.




Thoughts


[image: images]  ‘I can’t cope’


[image: images]  ‘What if’ worries about the future


[image: images]  Worst-case scenarios (often stemming from ‘what ifs’)


[image: images]  Black-and-white thinking (it’s either right or wrong, with no grey area)


[image: images]  Mind-reading (‘They’re thinking I’m not good enough’)


[image: images]  Catastrophising (‘This is a disaster, everything is ruined’)


[image: images]  Ruminations on the past


[image: images]  Laying blame on yourself (‘This is all my fault’)


[image: images]  Excuse thoughts (‘I’ll do it when I’ve lost some weight/moved house’)


[image: images]  Taking things personally (‘This always happens to me’)


[image: images]  Laying blame on others/not taking responsibility


[image: images]  Comparing yourself to others unfavourably and unfairly


[image: images]  Becoming self-absorbed


[image: images]  Self-absorbed thoughts (making everything about you)







Physicality


[image: images]  Racing heart


[image: images]  Increased respiratory rate


[image: images]  Muscle aches and pains


[image: images]  Chest pains/‘tight’ chest


[image: images]  Tension in neck and shoulders


[image: images]  Pins and needles


[image: images]  Numbness in extremities


[image: images]  Difficulty swallowing


[image: images]  Difficulty sleeping


[image: images]  Exhaustion


[image: images]  Increased or decreased appetite


[image: images]  Increased sweating


[image: images]  Low libido


[image: images]  Nervous tics


[image: images]  Nauseous








Behaviour
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