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Introduction


Do you feel safe? Hopefully, the answer is yes. You can focus on these words and block out the world around you. Unfortunately, you may not always feel this way and your attention might sometimes be absorbed by something that fills you with a sense of dread, unease or imminent risk of harm. 


It might be a situation that brings the possibility of change, injury or pain; it could be the risk of germs, judgement or confined spaces; or perhaps it’s simply getting through another day. Whatever the cause, the sensation is one of potential danger and it is real, debilitating and all-consuming; the feeling commonly known as anxiety.


Whether you have a medical diagnosis or you suspect your worries are getting out of hand, Part 1 of this book will help you understand what anxiety is and the potential cause of your feelings. A range of tools are then outlined in Part 2 that can help you to gain a greater sense of control, safety and empowerment.








 


 


 


PART 1


Understanding Anxiety


Mental health disorders are widely under-reported globally and yet 284 million people were diagnosed with an anxiety disorder worldwide in 2021. Comprising almost 4 per cent of the global population, it is the mental health disorder that affects the most people and it is common everywhere. But what exactly is anxiety?


The following pages will introduce you to the science of anxiety, what causes it and why it is so prevalent. The most common symptoms, triggers and disorders will be outlined to help you understand whether you have anxiety and explain the possible reasons why.


 


 


 


 


What is anxiety?


Anxiety is an emotional experience and it is part of what makes you human. It is a normal response designed to protect you in situations that are new, challenging or potentially threatening. As the body’s protector, it is vital for your survival as it guides you between danger and safety. It is also what helps you to perform well in tests and interviews or cope in an emergency; when it is triggered, it sharpens your thoughts and puts you on “high alert”. 


However, your mind is not always accurate in gauging danger. The anxiety experienced can be out of proportion to the risk at hand or continue for longer periods than is necessary – this is when anxiety becomes a problem.


 


 


 


 


Fear, stress and anxiety


Fear, stress and anxiety are often confused so it’s worth understanding the difference between these terms. They all relate to a threat that inspires a “fight, flight or freeze” response in your body, with important distinctions:




	Fear – this is about real-world danger. Something in the present moment is causing you to be scared for your safety or the safety of others.


	Stress – this is when you are struggling to cope with demands or expectations placed on you that can be mental (e.g. workplace) or physical (e.g. athletic training).


	Anxiety – this is about danger that is perceived in your mind but may not be accurate. It can occur in reaction to a situation that you consider stressful or frightening.





 


 


 


 


There’s nothing “wrong” with you


Anxiety is part of being human. It is designed to keep you safe by preparing your body for action. Put simply, if you sense some sort of danger, your brain will release hormones that cause physical and mental changes to defend itself. Once the danger passes, your hormone levels should return to their base level.


Given anxiety’s importance in your survival, you can’t make it vanish. While it is unpleasant and even debilitating at times, its absence would be much more dangerous. That’s why there is no quick “fix” and you can’t expect it to disappear altogether – what you can do is learn more about why you have anxiety and then take steps to mitigate it.


 


 


 


 


The science behind anxiety


Anxiety starts in the thalamus section of your brain, which is highly sensitive to information that relates to your survival. Once activated it automatically triggers the amygdala part of your brain, which deals with your reactions and activates the stress response – flooding your body with adrenalin and cortisol to sharpen your senses and quicken your reflexes. Your brain doesn’t think about the danger, it simply reacts rapidly and without question, and those reactions are out of your awareness and control. 


This domino effect occurs regardless of whether the trigger is from your environment (i.e. the real world) or imagery, thoughts or fantasies; your brain struggles to distinguish between what is real and what is imagined. 


This means that your brain is so sensitive to threat that anxiety can be triggered by simply glancing at an image that is unsettling, or at the mere thought of something frightening. That’s why just thinking about something you fear can make you feel afraid; your mind and body react even if the threat is not real.


This distortion between what is real and fake has its benefits in allowing you to be fully immersed when watching a film or listening to a story, but the downside is that your sense of threat (and your body’s automatic anxious response) can be inspired by a thought or image that isn’t present in real life or it can continue well past a dangerous situation.


 


 


 


 


Feeling anxious vs having anxiety


Anxiety is a normal and necessary emotion for your survival – although the meaning of “survival” is different in the twenty-first century compared with the time of your cave-dwelling ancestors. So, if you experience some anxiety in the lead up to a specific event – such as a job interview or a speech at a wedding – and if the sensation feels proportionate to the situation and isn’t affecting other parts of your life, it’s likely you’re experiencing “normal” anxiety.


A problem arises when the anxiety occurs on a regular basis, unexpectedly or in everyday scenarios. Perhaps you can’t seem to stop yourself from worrying or you’ve started to avoid socializing, doing certain things or visiting places. If your anxiety is overwhelming or excessive to the point of affecting your quality of life, then this might indicate a problem – an anxiety disorder.


 


 


 


 


Primal fears


The cause of anxiety and anxiety disorders can be complex, but often at its core is a fear of something imagined in the present or future, that has developed from a real fear from your past. This can become clearer if you consider two primal fears that you share with all humans – namely, death and abandonment. 


So, to put it simply, if you notice that your anxiety is related to present or future physical suffering, illness or pain, then this is likely to be about your (natural and highly understandable) fear of death. 


If instead, your anxiety seems to arise in situations where you fear present or future rejection, humiliation or “failure”, then your anxiety relates to your (equally reasonable and universal) fear of abandonment.


 


 


 


 


Why is anxiety so common?


It all comes down to survival. Your brain is the result of millions of years of human evolution, culminating in your brain’s ability to automatically react and deal with threats to your survival. While those threats may no longer be a predatory animal or insufficient food to feed your tribe, danger exists in different forms: pain/illness, loneliness, unemployment, news alerts, data hacking, identity theft and so on. 


The history of anxiety as a disorder is also not a recent phenomenon, though the precise terminology has changed over time. Joseph Lévy-Valensi, a French professor of psychiatry, defined anxiété in the early twentieth century as a “dark and distressing feeling of expectation”.


 


 


 


 


Highly sensitive people


Studies have found that some brains are more sensitive than others – a trait known as “sensory processing sensitivity”, which is thought to be present in an estimated 1.4 billion people globally. If you are one of these “highly sensitive people”, you are more responsive to your surroundings (for better or worse), such as people’s moods, strong smells, bright lights and even caffeine, and you require extra time to process information and stimuli. This heightened emotional reactivity and overstimulation also means that you are more susceptible to anxiety.


 


 


 


 


What does anxiety feel like?


The sensation of anxiety is different for everyone and it can manifest itself in your thought processes as well as physical changes. 


The effects on your mind can be as follows:




	Having a sense of dread or unease


	Feeling tense and unable to relax


	Increased irritability


	Difficulty concentrating or remembering


	Needing lots of reassurance from others or feeling insecure about how others feel toward you


	Rumination, repeatedly thinking about one situation or conversation
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