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To every person who’s ever felt troubled by anxiety. 
I’m truly inspired by your courage. Never give up.









Disclaimer: This book aims to provide general educational information and is not tailored to any specific individual. It should not be relied upon as a substitute for professional advice. The information presented in this book is based on research evidence and my clinical experience at the time of writing.


Each individual’s experience of anxiety is unique and their ability to use the information in this book may also differ. Therefore, the outcomes and changes achieved will vary accordingly. Since I cannot know the personal circumstances of each reader, neither I, nor the Publisher, can accept liability for the consequences of the information provided. To address your specific circumstances, it is recommended you consult with your doctor to find an approach specifically tailored to you.


If you experience physical symptoms, it is crucial not to self-diagnose and instead seek confirmation and guidance from your doctor, including assessing if anxiety plays a role.


Additionally, follow your doctor’s guidance on when to schedule further consultations for any symptoms you experience. Please note that using alcohol or drugs as coping mechanisms for anxiety can lead to addiction and other issues so, if you have concerns about this, please consult your doctor.


Throughout this book, various patient examples are used to enhance readability and relatability. Although these may be inspired by my clinical experiences, they do not depict specific individuals. They are composite narratives that illustrate key concepts and ideas.









Introduction


One of the most wonderful things I’ve had the privilege to witness in my professional life is the capability people have to beat anxiety and change their lives. They just need to know how to do it and this is exactly what you and I are going to do in Ten Times Calmer. You may have been struggling with anxiety for most of your life or just more recently. Perhaps you’ve tried a range of quick fixes or therapeutic approaches, yet none have provided a real solution for your struggles. The help you need is within the pages of this book and I’ll guide you on the path to overcoming your anxiety. I want you to imagine yourself sitting with me in my clinic room, as I share with you simple, clear and detailed strategies for beating anxiety and transforming your life.


Though the experience of anxiety is different for everyone, clinically it’s recognized that certain anxiety problems share common features. Because they share these characteristics, the ways in which they are managed and treated can also overlap. The Ten Times Calmer programme will guide you through a series of ten essential components to help you beat your anxiety. Whether this is general anxiety, health anxiety, panic or social anxiety. The strategies in this book will help you learn how to deal with your anxiety in the best way possible, so that you can heal yourself. These strategies are the best ones, because they’re drawn from clinical guidance, supported by scientific evidence, and have been clinically validated through my extensive experience with patients. By consistently using the strategies and following the ten stage programme I’ve designed, you’ll be able to conquer your anxiety and achieve lasting change.


You may be curious about my expertise and authority on this topic, and might be wondering why you should listen to me. So let me give you a little background and explain what qualifies me to give you this advice. I am a Clinical Psychologist, trained at the University of Oxford. I’ve lived and worked in Oxford ever since I qualified, though I’m a northerner at heart. I continue to work in clinical practice with both adults and children. Over my twenty-year career as a psychologist I’ve treated thousands of patients with anxiety disorders, as well as those with many other mental health problems.


In addition to my clinical work, I share practical advice with a large following on my social media platforms. My social media journey started during the pandemic, and the response from people struggling with anxiety was incredible. My followers related to my content and expressed that they felt understood, often remarking that they’d never encountered someone discussing anxiety in such a relatable manner. What I saw through my social media work corroborated what I’d observed: that so many people just don’t have access to the mental health care they need.


Anxiety can be influenced by various life stages, although each person’s experience is distinct, and not everyone will encounter anxiety during these periods. It’s important to recognize that feeling anxious during certain life transitions is normal, but if the anxiety becomes overwhelming or significantly impacts daily functioning it may have become a bigger problem. Here are some typical life stages and events that are often associated with anxiety:


• Adolescence: Hormonal and physical changes during puberty, along with the challenges of transitioning into adulthood.


• College or university: Academic pressures, social adjustments, and increased responsibilities.


• Starting a career: Job interviews, performance expectations, career uncertainties and workplace conflicts.


• Relationship changes: Starting or ending romantic relationships, conflicts, divorce or separation.


• Parenthood: Becoming a first-time parent or adjusting to the demands and uncertainties of raising children.


• Empty Nest Syndrome: When children leave home, parents may experience a sense of loss or purposelessness.


• Menopause: Hormonal changes during this stage can impact mood and increase the risk of anxiety for some women.


• Ageing and retirement: The process of ageing, health concerns, and transitioning into retirement can introduce anxieties related to identity, health and financial stability.


• Significant life changes: Moving, changing careers, experiencing bereavement, financial difficulties, or trauma can also trigger anxiety problems.


At the time of writing this book, anxiety is affecting approximately 284 million people worldwide – and that’s just the number of cases we know about. Unfortunately, this number is expected to increase. Regardless of where you look in the world, it’s troubling to note that there’s a significant gap between the demand for treatment and its availability. Shockingly, 85 per cent of people suffering from anxiety never receive the help they need. People don’t have access to good-quality help, because public services are overburdened, and the waiting times are often extremely long. Even when people get to the front of the queue, they often don’t get the help they really need. I’m truly grateful for where I am today. As someone who has faced adversity, I know how challenging it can be to overcome life’s toughest obstacles. I also recognize that private help is not an option for most individuals.


All these experiences have shown me time and again that there’s a pressing need to broaden clinic-based treatments, and tailor them for self-help purposes. To show people the way to help themselves. Self-directed skills have a remarkable ability to alleviate stress and foster resilience, making them an ideal approach for beating anxiety. For decades, reading to support mental health or ‘bibliotherapy’ has been an influential therapeutic tool in managing many mental health problems. It brings me great joy to be able to contribute to this, and to every single one of you reading this book right now.


Just as with my patients in the clinic, our shared aim is to break free from problematic anxiety. You have come here with the desire to move from point A to point B, and it is my privilege to guide you through this process with my expertise. I will equip you with the strategies you need, and support you in working through things at a pace that is comfortable for you. As you get better you might experience a setback; if you do, then please remember, it’s natural to feel hopeless at times and setbacks are a normal part of progress. Don’t let a setback be the reason for giving up. Many people who suffer from persistent anxiety have been able to make a full recovery. It’s important to keep going with kindness, compassion and an open mind towards yourself. Even if you feel scared, weak or lost, acknowledge the courage within you. Your bravery is apparent in the ways you’ve faced your challenges, persistently trying your best even when anxiety has left you feeling mentally and physically exhausted. By reading this book, you’re showing your resourcefulness, your courage, your willingness to help yourself and your belief in your ability to recover. This is truly admirable.


Maybe you resonate with the feeling that you’ve been struggling for so long, and question whether things can ever get better. I’ve met and worked with people from all walks of life with different levels of suffering. By the time they come to meet me, people have suffered for weeks, others for months, even years and decades. Let me share a story with you to give you hope and inspire courage. One September, a patient who was eighty-two years old, and had been struggling with travel anxiety for decades, asked me if there was any chance of improvement. I assured them that there was, and by Christmas that same year, they’d conquered their anxiety and taken their first flight in thirty-five years! This patient’s success is just one of many examples that show how remarkable changes can be achieved by ordinary people through manageable steps. I want you to know that you can experience these transformations too. Although recovery can happen quickly, it’s important not to put unnecessary pressure on yourself by setting strict time frames for progress. Every single one of us is different: we all have our own ways of thinking, feeling and processing. We all get there via our own path. While it’s important not to set rigid deadlines, it’s also important to understand that the work you need to put in to overcome anxiety is not endless.


What you’ll learn


Ten Times Calmer is designed to follow a specific format. In laying the book out, I’ve mirrored the work I do in the clinic with my own patients. I’ve incorporated the same strategies I use with my patients and modified these so you can use them for self-help. As you progress through the book, integrate these self-help strategies into your personal toolkit. This toolkit serves as a valuable resource, equipping you with a wide array of skills to draw upon to effectively confront and manage your anxiety. The chapters here follow the same sequence as I do in my clinical approach. To get the most out of this book, approach it with a sense of openness and flexibility. I’d like to encourage you to work through each chapter before moving on to the next. From this you’ll gain a strong understanding of the foundational concepts I discuss early on, as these serve as building blocks for some of the later sections. Everyone’s needs and circumstances are different, and certain chapters or exercises may not feel as relevant to you as others. It’s perfectly fine to skip over them if they do not apply to you at all. On the other hand, if you find some chapters resonate strongly with you, I recommend revisiting them as needed, and especially if you notice that you’re slipping back into anxiety. By doing this, you’ll be able to reinforce the concepts and strategies that have helped you the most. Remember, the goal of this book is to provide you with the tools and strategies you need to improve your anxiety. As you work through the chapters you’ll find what works best for you, and you can customize this to fit your individual needs.


In the ten stage programme, we’ll start by exploring the root causes of your anxiety in Chapter 1. Moving on to Chapter 2, we’ll delve into the skill of acceptance, which will empower you with the freedom and flexibility needed to make progress.


When anxiety becomes problematic, your nervous system is under stress. This stress can be brief, or it can be chronic (persisting for a long time or recurring). When this stress is chronic it can result in physical symptoms that persist even when you’re not feeling anxious or panicky. Chronic anxiety can feel like a leaky tap that slowly drains your energy and leaves you feeling exhausted. It can be challenging to shake off the constant worry and anticipation of anxiety, even when you’re not actively experiencing it. Just like a leaky tap that keeps dripping water when you’re not using it, anxiety can keep your mind racing even when you’re not in an anxious situation. This constant drain on your mental and emotional resources can lead to feeling depleted and overwhelmed. But, just as you can fix a leaky tap to prevent water waste, you can also learn to manage your anxiety and conserve your energy. To tackle this problem, it’s crucial to understand how to trigger the relaxation response in your body. In Chapter 3, we’ll explore various strategies you can utilize to achieve this goal.


Anxious thoughts can range from fears about serious illness, death (either your own or that of a loved one), losing control, panic attacks, heart attacks, passing out or not being able to breathe, to finding yourself in embarrassing situations like peeing or losing control of your bowels. It’s as if your mind is consumed with endless possibilities of negative outcomes. In Chapter 4, which is the largest chapter, I’ll provide you with my most effective strategies for managing anxious thoughts.


Anxiety can narrow and intensify your focus on the things that trigger your fear. To overcome this fear, it’s vital to learn how to redirect your attention and broaden its scope. In Chapter 5 I’ll provide you with specific strategies to help accomplish this. By expanding the scope of your attention, you can decrease the power of anxiety-provoking thoughts and sensations.


The way you handle your emotions can perpetuate your anxiety problems too. Because anxiety gives rise to terrifying thoughts, this naturally generates intense emotional distress, which can be difficult to endure. This intense emotional distress can make you feel different in your body. You might then interpret this distress as a sign of something being wrong, leading you to react in ways that reinforce your anxiety. Learning effective skills for regulating these intense and distressing emotions can help break this cycle, as we’ll see in Chapter 6.


Chapter 7 is all about uncertainty, which is closely linked with anxiety, and if you struggle with tolerating uncertainty, you’re more likely to experience high levels of anxiety. It’s impossible to completely eliminate uncertainty from life and attempting to do so is not only a temporary fix but it also makes anxiety worse as your intolerance reduces further. It’s important to learn how to live with and tolerate uncertainty, as this can really help reduce the impact of anxiety.


Avoidance is a common coping mechanism for those with anxiety, as it provides a sense of safety from feared situations. But this avoidance can actually worsen anxiety. In Chapter 8 I’ll guide you through a step-by-step process to overcoming avoidance so you can return to activities that are important to you.


Experiencing traumatic events can often, but not always, lead to the development of anxiety-related problems. It’s essential to explore the relationship between trauma and anxiety and explore effective strategies to manage it. People who have experienced trauma often struggle to accurately assess safety and danger, and their anxiety levels can remain high even when they’re objectively safe. So it makes sense that people become hyper-vigilant and hyper-sensitive to potential threats. We will cover a number of tools in Chapter 9 to help you manage anxiety related to trauma and soothe your nervous system from its effects.


Anxiety can take up a lot of mental space, but once it dissipates, there’s room for new and more positive experiences. After beating anxiety, you may discover a renewed sense of self, or newfound space for activities you previously couldn’t do. We’ll explore how you can maintain your progress and introduce things you love into your life. Lastly, in Chapter 10, I’ll share strategies to protect yourself from future stressors and setbacks.


Throughout my years of clinical experience, I have encountered thousands of patients displaying among them a vast array of anxiety symptoms. Anxiety can manifest differently in each person’s body and mind. Despite these variations, there are many shared experiences and symptoms that you’ll recognize as you work through this book. By recognizing these symptoms, you’ll gain a better insight into your own anxiety and this will help you learn how to cope more effectively. I will present all the information in a way that is easy to understand and, throughout the book, will use numerous real-life patient examples from my clinical experience to illustrate the concepts.


The strategies in this book are all based on well-researched, evidence-based, scientifically proven methods, including the following:


• Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). This helps people develop alternative ways of dealing with their difficulties, by managing thoughts and behaviours in other ways.


• Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). This has a strong focus on behaviour change, moving you away from being trapped by the negative, and towards the life you want.


• Exposure and response prevention (ERP). This is a skill through which you learn to face your fears while refraining from doing things that reinforce them.


• Breathing exercises. These are effective in reducing the respiratory abnormalities seen in people with anxiety-based disorders.


• Mindfulness-based interventions. We will also use these to help engage the body’s relaxation response.


When people discuss their anxiety problems with me, they often ask, ‘What can I do to fix this?’ My commitment to you is to equip you with all the necessary strategies to overcome your struggles with anxiety. I’ve laid these out for you in this book, and in return, I ask that you make a commitment to yourself to use the skills I’ve provided as best you can. Throughout the book there are lots of tasks. I encourage you to complete these exercises to the best of your ability, so you can pave the way towards achieving the success you truly want. Completing them is fundamental to your success. To begin with, you may find it helpful to work through the tasks in the order they follow, which will help you build your confidence gradually. As you become more familiar with the material you can then work on different tasks at the same time, particularly those that you find most helpful. I suggest you get a notebook for the tasks or use a digital notes app on your phone or computer. I love pen and paper, but more recently I’ve come to prefer digital notes, which are easier to find, store and look back at. In addition to the more detailed tasks aimed at anxiety recovery, you’ll discover some quick hacks, a first aid kit of sorts, which provide you with skills to manage anxiety when you need a quick solution. These hacks, ten in total, are spread throughout the book at the end of chapters. So keep an eye out for them! I understand that adding more tasks to your daily routine can seem overwhelming and inconvenient, especially with everything else you’re already dealing with. But consider this: your anxiety has probably taken up huge amounts of your time and energy. The tasks I’m asking you to do are minimal in comparison, and the benefits you’ll gain from completing them are well worth the effort. Not only will you find these tasks enjoyable and some even relaxing, they’ll also provide you with permanent alternatives to managing your anxiety. As you practise these new skills, you’ll start to feel lighter and calmer. You’ll also be better equipped to handle future anxiety and prevent it from becoming a bigger problem. So keep practising, and remember that the more you do, the easier it will become and the more progress you’ll make.


Think of your anxiety as a story, where you are both the actor and the audience. As the actor, you might engage in behaviours that your anxiety tells you to do, like avoiding certain situations, or checking yourself excessively. But as the audience, you can observe how these actions impact the storyline and the consequences they bring. When you follow anxiety’s script, the outcome is often negative and unfulfilling. You have the power to change the plot by becoming aware of your role as the actor, and taking small steps to shift your behaviour. That is exactly what the tasks in this book are about. By practising these tasks with persistence, you can gradually build your confidence and create a more positive outcome for yourself. By viewing your anxiety as a story, you can take control and become the author of your own narrative. With time, you’ll watch your story unfold with a happier ending, and feel more empowered in managing your anxiety.









Getting the Basics Right


Before delving into those specialist tools, I want to emphasize the importance of the basic aspects of good mental health. These include sleep, diet, physical activity and how you spend your time, all of which have a significant impact on your emotional well-being. We won’t devote a lot of time to this topic, but it’s important to recognize that paying attention to these things will help you succeed in beating anxiety. Perfection is not the goal here, but rather doing the best you can. As you read, keep in mind that during difficult times, taking care of yourself by getting enough sleep, eating healthily and taking time out for yourself are the essential basics. The details I provide are simply suggestions to help you, so please just do what you can. Remember, as with all things, it’s natural to fall off track occasionally, and when that happens, don’t be too hard on yourself. Just pick up where you left off and keep going.


Sleep


Let’s begin with the importance of sleep. Getting enough quality rest at night has a huge benefit for your mental health and can reduce your anxiety too. It’s crucial to establish a consistent sleep routine that works for you. Try to create a soothing sleep environment. Aim to go to bed and wake up at roughly the same times each day. As you doubtless already know, avoid smoking or consuming caffeine, sugary drinks or alcohol before bedtime. All these things can stimulate your body and disrupt your natural sleep pattern. Avoid using screens approaching bedtime too, as these can also affect your ability to fall asleep. If you struggle with the urge to use your phone, consider leaving it in another room and using a physical alarm clock instead of relying on your phone. If you have any worries that play on your mind before bedtime, writing them down to deal with the next day can also help – keep your notebook or journal handy. If all this seems overwhelming, start with small changes, and gradually add more to your routine as you become more accustomed to the changes. For example, begin by turning off all screens by 10 p.m., and after a few weeks, incorporate more wind-down activities into your routine.


A good routine might involve an hour, or half an hour, of winding down, depending on how long you need. During this time, dim the lights, put on some calming music or maybe a podcast, brush your teeth, take a calming shower or bath, and complete any night-time grooming. After this you can do something relaxing, like reading a book, meditating, drawing, doing a puzzle, listening to an audiobook or doing some gentle yoga and stretching. Then get in bed and go to sleep! If you find it difficult to calm your mind, there are simple techniques you can try to help yourself to settle, such as counting backwards from a random number in the thousands. Another strategy is to visualize your favourite place in as much detail as possible. If you can’t sleep and find yourself tossing and turning for more than thirty minutes, it can help to get out of bed and go back to a calming activity like reading until you feel sleepy again, then return to bed. Lastly, try to avoid looking at the time during the night, because this is known to increase anxiety, making you alert and then interrupting sleep further.


Diet


Food is fuel not only for your physical health, but also for your mental health. What you eat makes a difference to how many helpful nutrients your body gets. A good diet not only improves your mood, it also provides you with increased energy and, importantly, it enables your mind to think with increased clarity. The better you eat, the better your body works, and the better your brain works. The goal isn’t about having an Instagram-worthy, picture-perfect diet; I’m quite sure my simple Marmite and toast snack wouldn’t meet that standard, and that’s okay. We’re not striving for perfection, but simply doing our best with the resources we have available to us.


During anxiety crises, some of my patients may not be able to maintain a healthy diet for a day or two. I’m not going to pull them up about it, but I will support them and encourage them, because we have to accept that life is tough sometimes, and things like this will happen. Through my clinical work I know that appetite can often be suppressed by fear and anxiety. If this is the case for you, try to eat something small, something that is palatable. If you go through harder times and struggle with eating, just eat healthily when you can, and keep going. Where possible, try not to skip meals, and eat regularly throughout the day, so your body has enough fuel to keep working well. A quick and easy dietary hack is to have a piece of fruit (or vegetable) at each meal if you can. This not only helps you get your ‘five a day’, but research shows that eating raw fruit and vegetables is one of the pillars of good mental health. Aim to have a healthy, balanced diet, one that includes lots of fruits and vegetables, wholegrains, protein, healthy fats such as omega-3 and -6 fatty acids (to feed your brain). These foods contain many of the vitamins and minerals and much of the fibre you need. As well as your food intake, make sure that you’re well hydrated by drinking plenty of fluids throughout the day. Keep in mind that anxiety can impact your digestive system, causing it to slow down or even speed up; it’s important to support your body when anxiety is high, by consuming foods that are easy to digest. If you need specific advice on a healthy balanced diet see the NHS’s Eat Well site or speak to your doctor.


Physical Activity


Physical activity is widely recognized as having significant positive impacts on both mental and physical health. Research studies overwhelmingly demonstrate that engaging in physical activity can help protect against anxiety and enhance overall mental well-being. Research also shows that physical activity can reduce the symptoms of anxiety and stress-related disorders, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and panic disorder. If that isn’t convincing enough, physical activity also reduces physical tension, enhances sleep quality, redirects attention, creates a sense of accomplishment, elevates your mood, decreases blood pressure, accelerates learning and enhances memory. So, try to engage in some form of regular physical movement, even if this is something small. You don’t need to join a fancy gym or splash out on expensive equipment. There are so many free and easy ways to get moving both outdoors and indoors. Free exercise videos are widely available online, making it easier to engage in physical activity from the comfort of your own home. You can also take a brisk walk, cycle, swim, do some gardening, dance, and so much more. Getting outdoors will also give you additional benefits: exposure to green spaces has been shown to positively impact mental well-being. It’s important that you find something you actually like doing, so it’s fun as well as helping with your anxiety and mental health. Is there anything you used to enjoy in the past that you could start doing again? Can you look into local groups or sports teams?


Fun Activities


Participating in activities that you find enjoyable can have significant mental and physical health benefits. Anxiety should not consume your entire life or identity – when this happens you can lose sight of yourself and find that days, nights, weeks and months revolve solely around anxiety. Engaging in activities that provide alternative experiences for you can be hugely beneficial. Having enjoyable activities in your life can help you cope better with your more mundane daily tasks, reducing feelings of being overwhelmed by stressors. Anxiety is mentally and physically draining. By engaging in some fun activities, you will boost your energy levels, reduce tiredness and feel more confident. Doing fun things also reduces cortisol, a stress hormone that is elevated in people who suffer with anxiety problems. Taking time out for fun activities increases serotonin, another hormone. Serotonin helps with your mood, sleep, digestion, memory and the health of your body. The decrease in cortisol and increase in serotonin can increase mental energy, improving your clarity of thought and memory. These benefits are so desirable to us and will help us with the work we’re going to do in beating anxiety.


Like many people, you may have stopped doing things you used to enjoy since anxiety took over. Take a moment to consider activities that you used to do but have stopped since anxiety took hold. Can you make a list of these activities and look at ways to reintroduce at least one back into your life? Carve out time in your week to really commit to doing something you love. As time goes on, and you work through this programme, you can add more of these activities into your life. If you need some inspiration, take a look at the ‘100 Fun Activities’ section starting here.


Connection


The people and connections in your life can also have a positive impact on your mental health and overall well-being. They might be family members, friends, neighbours, colleagues or others. Through our connections we experience joyful moments, find support during difficult times, and we learn from one another too, whether from spending time talking, doing something fun or interesting together, exploring our emotions, getting a different perspective, getting someone’s opinion on a problem, and so much more. Remember that it’s okay to ask for help. But it’s impossible for people who love and care about you to help you if they don’t know what you need, so avoid isolating yourself and suffering in silence; reach out instead.


Both research and my own clinical experience with patients show that those suffering from anxiety tend to isolate themselves from others, which can worsen their problems. As you become more and more preoccupied with your anxiety, you may do less, and you may also engage less with other people. This provides the exact landscape your anxiety needs to grow and thrive, which is what we don’t want. To prevent this, it’s crucial to maintain connections with the people in your life who have a positive impact on you. If you’ve lost touch, can you look at re-establishing a connection to those people? Get back in touch: send a simple message saying ‘Hi, it’s been so long, I’ve been thinking of you, how are you?’ Sometimes people don’t want to spend time with others because they don’t want to share their problems with them. They don’t want to burden them, or they feel ashamed, or there could also be other reasons such as a fear that they won’t understand. If you feel this way, you don’t have to talk about what you’re going through, you can just say what feels comfortable. The key is to focus on the quality of the time spent, rather than feeling pressured to share everything.


*


The benefits of these basics improve as you sustain them over a longer period of time. These are not things to do for a short-term quick fix solution; think of them, rather, as lifestyle changes that will lay the groundwork for you to overcome your anxiety. Try to make them a habit, in whatever way works for you: don’t strive for perfection, aim for good enough!









Chapter 1:


Understanding Your Anxiety


The foundation to overcoming your anxiety is understanding it, and understanding what sustains it. It might be tempting to skip over this section and jump straight into the strategies. Please don’t do this; this knowledge is the basis for the effectiveness of the rest of the strategies in this book. Imagine you were trying to fix a car or an appliance. You wouldn’t just start randomly tinkering without first identifying the actual problem, and making sure you understand how it affects the rest of the system. Similarly, you need to understand your anxiety and its effects on your system – your whole mind and body – before you can effectively deal with it. The more you can understand about your anxiety the better, and the easier it will be for you to overcome your problems. That’s why this first skill of understanding your anxiety is so important. If you were coming to see me in my clinic, this is exactly where we’d be starting.


Why Do You Need to Understand Anxiety?


Some people are aware and acknowledge that they have a problem with anxiety. Others are taken aback upon realizing that their physical experiences are due to anxiety. It can be really perplexing to grasp that anxiety can cause such symptoms; have you ever felt this way? Part of this confusion stems from not fully understanding your anxiety. Once you grasp the nature of your anxiety, you’ll realize that its presence is more logical than you might originally have thought.


Imagine walking through a forest on a foggy day, where the path is riddled with obstacles like rocks and fallen branches. You can only see a few feet ahead, and everything appears blurry and indistinct. This is what it’s like when you lack knowledge and understanding of a situation, obstructed by hazy and unclear thoughts about anxiety. When the sun breaks through the fog, the path ahead is brilliantly lit, revealing all its intricate details. You can see clearly, and no longer stumble blindly. The same goes for gaining knowledge and understanding about how your anxiety operates. With knowledge and understanding of how your anxiety impacts you, the path ahead of you becomes illuminated, making it easier to navigate and overcome your struggles. The clarity gained from this information allows you to see what you’re dealing with, and guides you towards recovery.


You’re here because at some level you accept that you have a problem with anxiety. You might feel some doubt about this acceptance at times, but that’s okay, it’s part of how anxiety operates. Your problems with anxiety didn’t just come out of the blue; there is a reason for them. Sometimes, something has happened to alter the way you think, feel and react to things. As you develop a better understanding of your anxiety, you’ll be able to see the inextricable links between your thoughts, feelings and behaviours. You’ll also gain insight into the working of your brain, and how this impacts both your physical and mental state. We’ll look at causes of anxiety, so if you’ve ever asked yourself ‘Why me?’ then you might find the answer in this chapter. We will also discuss anxiety triggers, and you’ll learn to identify those that are personal to you. In addition, this chapter covers the factors that contribute to the maintenance of your anxiety, keeping it going. This includes a detailed explanation of why you may have become trapped in what seems like a never-ending loop. We’ll focus on these cycles that maintain anxiety to bring about significant changes. So, let’s get started!


What Do I Mean by Anxiety?


Anxiety is a feeling, an emotional, psychological and physical experience. You don’t need me to tell you that we all experience anxiety sometimes; it’s a normal part of life. Anxiety is essential to our survival, and it enhances our performance when we need it to. We need anxiety to work for us, so it boosts our functioning, rather than impairing our ability.


When anxiety becomes a problem, it interferes with normal day-to-day life. This might be general anxiety, health anxiety, feelings of panic or social anxiety. Throughout this book, for ease, I’ll mostly refer to these collectively as anxiety or anxiety-based problems unless a distinction is required for any tasks or case examples. Anxiety becomes a problem for many people when it’s persistently present in the absence of immediate danger, and when there’s no need to be primed for fear. Experiences like this can leave you feeling terrified without due cause. When there’s too much anxiety, it’s constant or it keeps kicking in when there’s no need for it to do so, it’s become a significant problem.


Your Brain and Anxiety


The fear pathway starts in your brain, which is wired to react instantly to danger. Fear is an absolutely essential function of the brain, keeping you alert, alive and well. Your brain reacts to suspected danger so it can ensure your safety and survival. Part of understanding your anxiety is learning about what happens in your brain when threat strikes. Your brain has a number of regions that process fearful stimuli – this is the brain’s fear network. The two important structures within your brain’s fear network that we’ll talk a little bit more about are the thalamus and the amygdala. In short, the thalamus receives sensory information, and the amygdala processes a fear response.


The thalamus has many vital roles in your body: it regulates consciousness and alertness, and relays sensory information, as well as motor signals. You can think of the thalamus as an information relay station. The sensory information your thalamus receives includes things like what you see, what you hear, physical sensation (touch), and what you taste. Basically, this means all your senses except smell, which goes somewhere else: the olfactory cortex.


The thalamus relays information to the amygdala to trigger a response. The amygdala plays a crucial role in regulating fearful emotions. It does this by processing emotions and memories that are associated with fear and anxiety. The amygdala is very sensitive to signals of threat, and it’s also involved in attaching emotional meaning to your memories. It matches incoming information to past memories, and can process non-threatening events as threatening, based on memory associations that you may have made. This can happen unconsciously and outside your awareness.


If your amygdala perceives something as threatening it activates various pathways that lead to the production and release of stress hormones. The primary stress hormone in your body is cortisol. Adrenaline (also known as epinephrine) is another hormone released by your body in response to fear. Both these hormones lead to dramatic changes in your body, affecting your heart, your breathing and your muscles, and putting you on guard. When this happens, there are literally hundreds of reactions that can take place in various parts of your body. These result in physical, mental and behavioural changes. This is the fight or flight response, also known as the stress response or fear response. This neurobiological response prepares your body and mind for action, whether that be fight or flight. Your brain will initiate this response regardless of whether you’re in actual danger, and it will react even when the threat is not real, because its job is to ensure your safety and survival. When was the last time your body did this?
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Simply contemplating the things that frighten you can be enough to initiate these responses. What thoughts or situations evoke such a reaction in you? Sometimes, even specific words can cause this fear response to kick in. On occasions some of my patients have even tried to ban me from using certain words in their presence, words like heart attack or cancer or vomit, because of how strongly associated these words are with their anxiety. Conquering avoidance behaviours like these is a crucial part of beating anxiety, and I’ll show you how to do this in Chapter 8.


Horror movies are another excellent example of the fear response being triggered in the absence of actual danger or threat. During a suspense-filled movie scene, your palms can sweat, your heart rate can increase, and your muscles even tense up, despite there being no real danger to you. These intense sensations are not an indication that anything is wrong with you, they’re a result of your brain’s innate programming. In the case of a horror movie, once your brain has evaluated the situation and realized that you are not in danger, it turns off this fear response. These instantaneous reactions are essential to your survival. Dangerous situations usually need rapid action: they don’t fit well with thinking and pondering, which would be a waste of valuable time if you were actually in danger. The stress response relaxes once the perceived danger has passed, and your body returns to a more balanced state. When people suffer with anxiety problems they experience prolonged feelings of threat, which don’t fully subside. This can cause your body to remain in a heightened state of fear, and can keep the stress response going for longer periods.




Fight – Flight – Freeze


The three different reactions to the stress response are fight, flight and freeze.


• Fight is when you confront and manage the threat through necessary action.


• Flight is when you flee or escape from the situation to avoid the threat.


• Freeze is a response to fear that causes temporary paralysis, making you stay still and watchful.


Everybody responds differently to frightening situations: the response that your mind and body make is personal to you. It will be based on the situation, learned behaviour, personality factors and your thoughts at the time. Regardless of its specific make-up, the strategies in this book will help you feel calmer.





What Anxiety Does to Your Body and Mind


Anxiety creates hundreds of sensations and experiences, with each person having a unique occurrence of these, which may include bodily sensations, psychological experiences and behavioural changes. The bodily changes come in the form of physical sensations experienced in all parts of your body. You may experience sensations that are fairly constant, they may come and go, and they may also switch between different types. Fear-related sensations can come in waves of repeated attacks as well. Psychological changes relate to the way you think, perceive and how your emotions change. Behavioural changes refer to actions taken by you; the things you do.


As we’ve already learned, the fear response is supposed to be adaptive and helpful to you. All the changes associated with the fear response are supposed to enhance your performance and prime your body and mind to deal with potential threats. When the fear response is working as it’s supposed to, the changes in your body and mind are sudden and intense, but short-lived, and everything is supposed to settle when the danger has passed. It’s when these reactions don’t switch off that the fear response leads to problematic anxiety. You’re no longer at the peak of enhanced performance for threat management; instead your body and mind have become too stressed.


This type of stress can cause these changes to become more consistent and unpleasant. Because the fear response has gone on too long, your mind and body are overstressed, and with this your ability to cope can deteriorate. Anxiety can cause your thoughts to become persistently negative, making you even more fearful, which in turn causes your sensations of anxiety to become more pronounced. Can you see how bodily changes and psychological changes fuel each other? You can get stuck in a vicious cycle of unbearable physical discomfort and psychological overload. This makes it difficult for you to stay calm and in control; even though you’ve tried to tell yourself to be sensible, it just doesn’t work.


Many of the sensations brought on by anxiety can be alarming. Yes, they’re uncomfortable and frightening, but you need to remind yourself that these are your body’s reactions to stress. Understanding how your body can react when it’s experiencing chronic or high levels of anxiety will help you take a different perspective. If you’re worried about identifying typical symptoms and sensations of anxiety, it might help you to refer to the comprehensive list at the end of the book (see here). This list includes almost all the bodily, psychological and behavioural changes that are commonly associated with anxiety, and all those that I’ve seen in my clinical practice. Please don’t be alarmed by the sensations on the list. While some may appear unusual to you, remember that you’re unlikely to experience all of them, and it is also unlikely that you’ll develop completely new ones. If you’ve been struggling with anxiety for some time, your body has already established a personalized response to it. I hope this is reassuring to you.


So now for your first task. For each task, you will need to jot down your responses to the questions or instructions, so have either a notebook or digital device with a notes app handy. Your first task is pretty straightforward.
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TASK 1 
How does anxiety affect me?


You’ve learned that anxiety creates sensations in your body, and that psychological and behavioural changes occur alongside these. Your first task is to identify how anxiety affects you in these three areas. Consult the Common Symptoms and Sensations section here to help you with this task. By way of example, I’ve listed the symptoms experienced by my patient Margo.


Physical


Take note of the physical reactions you experience during anxiety. Margo experiences heart palpitations, breathlessness, and feeling hot and dizzy.


Psychological


How does anxiety affect your thoughts and mental state? What goes through your mind? Margo becomes fixated on catastrophic thoughts and she can’t stop thinking in disastrous terms, believing that something bad is about to happen to her any minute.


Behavioural


Note down the behavioural actions taken by you, the things you do as a result of your anxiety, such as avoiding certain situations or seeking reassurance. In Margo’s case she avoids going out alone, avoids exertion and asks for constant reassurance.





Things That Trigger Anxiety


So here we’re talking about triggers, as distinct from causes, which we will get on to next. What do I mean by triggers? Something can happen to trigger an increase in the intensity of anxiety, a spike which may eventually go down, after which you’re either free from anxiety – or you’re back to your ‘normal’ or resting level of anxiety. Triggers can be internal, arising from within you – a thought, a sensation, an emotion, images that pop into your mind or reminders of past events. Triggers that are external are things that happen outside of you: situations, things other people say or do, things you see, hear and so on. It’s important that you recognize and understand your triggers: you will need to know them in order to be able to do something about them. Getting a good grasp of them is crucial because it’s your triggers that will often cause you to react in ways that maintain your problems with anxiety. Triggers are very different for each person, but there are some common ones listed in the table below.
















	

Common Anxiety Triggers









	

Body-based Triggers




	

° Physical sensations


° Being in pain


° Menopause


° Menstruation


° Pregnancy









	

Health Triggers




	

° Clinical environments


° Medical procedures


° A health issue (one’s own or in others)









	

Online including Social Media / News Triggers




	

° News reports of people being unwell, coming to harm or dying


° Consuming too much anxiety-inducing material about illness, disease, catastrophe


° Adverts about life insurance, will writing, funerals, public health









	

Relational / Interpersonal Triggers




	

° Being alone


° Being around people


° Conflict or being mistreated


° Suffering bereavement or loss


° Becoming a parent









	

Cognitive Triggers




	

° Thinking about or remembering something frightening


° Trigger words such as cancer, death, disease, illness or Covid









	

Triggering Places / Situations




	

° Exposure to situations that feel risky, like germs or toxins


° Driving, and being stuck in traffic, in tunnels or on bridges


° Public transport, trains and planes


° Crowded situations
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TASK 2 
Identify your anxiety triggers


Have your notebook or digital notes handy.


Chronic anxiety can remain at a low-intensity resting level. Triggers, internal or external, can cause this anxiety to intensify. Understanding your triggers will help you see what you react to. Looking at the triggers in the table above, and considering other triggers that I may not have listed here, take a note of those that apply to you. We will be working on these reactions later.





Why Me?


Have you ever wondered why you are experiencing anxiety like this? This question might have crossed your mind numerous times and you might already have a clear understanding of the reason behind it. On the other hand, you may be puzzled about why this is happening to you. Countless factors contribute to the development of anxiety problems. The root cause can be related to an anxious temperament, your personality and psychological traits, or past experiences which have shaped your mind to function in a particular way. Your family history could also play a role. In some cases, something may have happened to make you more vulnerable to anxiety problems, such as a childhood experience or even a traumatic event. Situational factors can also be a cause, where you were doing fine until a particular life stressor disrupted your sense of safety and stability. The outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic was one such stressor that affected many people.


Even though some causes are known, it can still be difficult to know exactly what causes anxiety problems. For some people it can seem like their problems have come out of the blue without any obvious cause. Some people develop problems with anxiety when life appears to be going pretty well, and there isn’t a clearly identifiable cause. Whatever the cause of your anxiety problems, the strategies in this book will help you. I’ve learned from my clinical experience that while causes can give us great insight into why, it’s the application of the various strategies that brings real progress. If you don’t know the cause(s) of your anxiety, I caution against getting hooked on trying to find out, and suggest that you instead focus your resources on recovery and the application of the strategies in this book.


Based on my clinical experience, the known causes of anxiety typically fall under certain categories. However, it’s uncommon to identify a single causal factor that independently contributes to the development of anxiety. Instead, multiple vulnerabilities can often interact with each other, leading to the anxiety problem. Let’s explore some of these.


Temperament and personality


Your temperament and personality shape how you respond to things around you. If you have an anxious temperament, you may have an increased sensitivity and responsiveness to situations that seem uncomfortable. This heightened sensitivity may cause you to withdraw from these situations, leading to reduced self-confidence and negative perceptions about your coping abilities. This may compel you to avoid more things, which in turn worsens the problem. Avoidance is a common coping mechanism used by people with anxious or sensitive temperaments to navigate life; we’ll see more of this in Chapter 8. People who have perfectionist tendencies can be at an increased risk of experiencing anxiety problems, as well as those who are easily overwhelmed by stressors. Additionally, people who desire control over their environment or personal circumstances can also be more vulnerable to developing anxiety problems.1


Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)


Certain factors in your family life, childhood history and upbringing can be associated with an increased likelihood of developing anxiety problems. These might include things like:


• Growing up in an environment that felt unstable/uncertain


• Inconsistent parenting


• Attachment insecurities


• Family mental health difficulties


• Family substance misuse


• A disturbed or high-conflict home environment


• Having an unstable parent/carer who behaved in unpredictable, frightening or erratic ways


• Too much responsibility at a young age


• Being over-protected


• Being expected to cope alone with your problems


• Loss of a family member


• Physical illness or disability


Traumatic life experiences


Experiencing traumatic events during childhood, adolescence or adulthood can contribute to the development of anxiety problems too. What many of these experiences have in common is the sense of powerlessness and uncertainty they leave behind, creating a sense of unsafety and an inability to cope with everyday situations that trigger similar fears. Traumatic life events can affect an individual’s beliefs, perception, emotions and reactions. The magnitude of the event does not determine the impact it can have on a person. Clinically we refer to traumas as ‘big T’ traumas and ‘small t’ traumas, and both can cause significant distress. While big T traumas are those that are widely acknowledged as traumatic and can lead to a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), small t traumas are also distressing and may have a significant impact on your mental health. The terminology used to classify these traumas is meant to aid in treatment planning and does not diminish the severity of small t traumas. What truly matters is the impact that the trauma has left on you as a person.


Big T traumas that often lead to a PTSD diagnosis might be things like:


• Experiencing a situation where there was death, serious injury or harm, or other extreme threat to your physical integrity.


• Witnessing a situation where there was a threat of death, serious injury or harm, or other extreme threat to someone else’s physical integrity.


• Events that are a serious threat to your existence and integrity can include sexual abuse, being affected by serious crime, violence, health-related incidents, accidents, or being in a war zone or natural disaster.


Small t traumas can be life events that don’t usually involve a serious threat to your existence, violence or disaster, but they are traumatic for you at a personal level and create significant distress. Because small t traumas don’t involve serious violence, disaster or death, sufferers can minimize their impact and overlook them. This might be because a person thinks these things are more common, therefore they might shame themselves for reacting to them when worse things could happen. Or maybe they don’t recognize how much the event has actually affected them. Whatever the reason, whether it’s minimization, avoidance or not knowing it can lead to bottling things up, it can in turn cause more suffering by worsening anxiety problems. Small t traumas can be things like:


• Non-life-threatening injuries


• Non-life-threatening health conditions


• Being bullied


• Interpersonal problems


• Relationship breakdown


• Medical intervention


• Phobic experiences


• Suffering pregnancy loss


• A stressful move


• Financial distress


• Job loss


People doing certain jobs can be at increased risk of traumatization and developing anxiety problems. Some of these have been documented in research studies, and I’ve also seen them in my own clinical practice.2 These are:


• Military and war-zone personnel


• Firefighters


• Police officers


• Medical and healthcare workers


Non-traumatic causes of anxiety


Not all anxiety problems stem from a traumatic experience. I’ve had patients reporting to me that therapists have attributed their anxiety to trauma even where they do not recall a traumatic experience; these therapists have continued to search for, or even assume one, which can be frustrating and unproductive for the person suffering.


Sometimes people worry that they have experienced a hidden trauma and become frustrated when they cannot find evidence of it but, in some cases, such a trauma may not actually exist. Let’s consider some of the non-traumatic factors that can contribute to anxiety problems:


• A life transition can trigger anxiety symptoms. Among the many examples of such transitions are getting married, becoming a parent, changes in your body, starting a new job and buying a house.


• Feeling anxious during a particular situation or scenario can create a preoccupation with that scenario and others like it. For instance, if you gave a presentation at work and it went wrong, you felt uncomfortable or stumbled over your words, it may lead to a preoccupation around performance in similar situations in the future. This results in a heightened self-focus which then triggers anxiety.


• Sometimes, past experiences can shape how much attention you give to a situation, event or physical sensation in your body. Traumatic events or illnesses can cause hyper-vigilance, and experiencing panic attacks can also heighten sensitivity to physical sensations. Difficult childhood experiences, including emotional suppression or critical parenting, can also contribute to the tendency to interpret physical sensations as threatening when they’re not.


• Sometimes, something has happened that makes you feel uncertain and this causes you to worry about that particular thing. Even when the ‘thing’ is resolved you can remain anxious because you’ve become stuck in a cycle of overthinking and worrying about things. The anxiety-provoking situation has passed, but anxiety cycles have established themselves.


• Health anxiety can begin after a benign or minor health problem. This can cause sufferers to become over-aware, and over-prepared for health issues. This solution to managing health can seem reasonable at the start, but it ends up becoming a problem when anxiety is established and maintained.


• Sometimes, something has happened to firm up beliefs about health, death and disease, about how careful one should be. Public health campaigns, hearing a story or seeing something on the news can have this effect.


• Acquiring knowledge about diseases and illness can lead to the development of health anxiety when a person develops a preoccupation with that knowledge. As above, this knowledge might come from public health campaigns, advertisements, hearing about someone or seeing something on the news. Those working in medical professions can be affected by this.


• Sometimes, something has happened to affect a person’s ability to tolerate doubt, following which they become hooked on certainty. This desire to know for certain how something will be leads to lots of control behaviours, and problematic anxiety quickly establishes itself.


What Keeps Anxiety Going?


Why won’t this stop? How can I make it stop? I’m trying my best but it just seems to be getting worse and worse. Relatable? One of the main reasons that your anxiety isn’t getting better is because you’re stuck in a self-perpetuating cycle, based on how you’ve been responding to your problems. These responses could include:


• The way you think about your problems.


• How you focus on your problems.


• The sensations you feel.


• The way you use emotions to solve your problems.


• Having a low tolerance for distress.


• The actions you take in response to your anxiety.


• Avoidance and an intolerance of uncertainty.
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Imagine you come across a news story about a celebrity who developed throat cancer, which triggers an increase in your anxiety. This fear leads you to believe that you too could develop throat cancer, intensifying your anxiety. You start to focus your attention on your throat, which then starts to feel strange. You interpret these sensations as signs of throat cancer and respond by checking your throat and searching the internet, causing further fear and anxiety. As your fear and anxiety intensify, you start to experience bodily sensations that reinforce your belief that something is wrong. Seeking reassurance from others or medical professionals provides temporary relief, but when you experience another sensation in your throat, the cycle repeats itself and each time it intensifies. This feedback loop gives anxiety power as output from one loop feeds into the input of the next loop.


Anxiety cycles set in when you become trapped in a pattern that generates more stress, leading to a continuous need to manage this stress through various coping behaviours. To overcome anxiety, it is crucial to break free from these distressing cycles. Understanding the workings of these cycles is an important step towards beating anxiety. The positive aspect of a cycle is that it can be transformed from a negative pattern to a more helpful one. Think of a bicycle wheel spinning in one direction. You can change its direction by applying an opposing force, which will redirect its movement. Initially, this may need a lot of effort, but with perseverance, the wheel will start to gain momentum and keep moving in the new direction.


The way you think


The way you think about anxiety will either make you more scared, or less scared. If you interpret your thoughts as fact and agree with them that a catastrophe is about to take place, of course you’re going to feel terrified. This terror will fuel your body’s fear response. Remember, when the fear response is ramped up it becomes harder to think clearly, and you experience intrusive thoughts and scary images. These are coupled with intense emotional reactions, which can make your mind label them as a priority, and your mind will then bring these to your attention again and again, frightening you a bit more every time.


There are several ways in which you can take an unbalanced view of the situation, causing yourself more anxiety. Unbalanced views exaggerate the problem, they distort your thinking; and the more you engage with unbalanced thinking, the harder it becomes to hold a realistic perspective. Before you know it, your thoughts have become extreme and they fuel your anxiety by trapping you into a cycle like the one shown here:


[image: A cyclic diagram depicts extreme thinking patterns and jumping to the wrong conclusions, leading to increased fear.]


Catastrophizer


This is the most frequent thinking pattern observed in my clinic. It involves assuming the worst possible outcome and convincing yourself that it will definitely happen, regardless of its actual probability. Catastrophizing often includes phrases like ‘what if’ and overestimating negative consequences.


Example: What if the plane crashes and we all die? What if my child’s fever is really a fatal illness? What if this panic attack is a heart attack?


All-or-nothing thinker


You think in extremes: you’re either completely safe and well, or you’re dying of a heart attack. Things are either completely fine, or completely awful. When you think in this way, you’re unable to see a middle ground where you tell yourself: ‘Yes, this is hard, but it will pass.’


Example: I will never get better. This is not going to stop. Unless I’m free of all anxiety it’s hopeless.


Over-generalizer


You take a bad experience, situation or event and project it into your future as a never-ending pattern. You’ve reached a conclusion based on one occurrence, and you go on applying that conclusion to every similar event or scenario.


Example: If it happened once, it will keep happening. I will always have panic attacks if I go out alone.


Fortune teller


Imagine having a crystal ball in which you can see your future, and all you tell yourself is that more pain and suffering are in store. In this thinking style you predict that future events will have a specific negative outcome for you or your loved ones.


Example: I know I’m doomed to die young, I can just tell, and it will be a horrible, painful end. If I come across someone who is sick, I’ll be sure to catch what they have and become seriously unwell.


Mind reader


You make assumptions about what other people are thinking or doing in relation to you, and these assumptions are invariably negative.


Example: That person looked at me strangely because they know there’s something wrong with me. The secretary at the doctor’s surgery was looking at me funny because she’s seen my test result and she knows it’s bad news.


Mental filterer


You sieve out all the positives in a situation, leaving yourself to dwell on the negatives. You remove any reassuring facts from the information you have, and focus on the tiny thing that opposes them. This tendency to ignore positives in favour of negatives causes you considerable distress. Even when there might be positives, you steer well away from them.


Example: I know the doctor said my bloods were normal, but that one slightly elevated reading means I’m ill.


Labeller


You define yourself globally in a particularly extreme and negative way. This should really be known as ‘mis-labelling’ because that is what people are doing when they get stuck in this thinking pattern: taking a single attribute and turning it into an absolute.


Example: Because I felt dizzy in the car, I have a problem with fainting. Because I was anxious when driving, I should give it up.


Personalizer


You take things and apply them too personally to yourself. This can make you believe that you’re responsible for bad things that happen, even if factually these are out of your control or aren’t even that bad. You may also feel guilty if you don’t do things to prevent the imagined catastrophe.


Example: Your child catches a stomach bug and you blame yourself for not being more careful.


Exaggerator


You believe that you’re doomed, that everything always goes wrong for you and always will. If you note something concerning, you exaggerate the meaning of it.


Example: If you note a link between eating raw fish and parasitic infections, you assume that, because you’ve eaten sushi at one point in your life, you already have the parasite in your body. By exaggerating like this you don’t pay attention to important details like the type of fish and how the fish is treated, stored or prepared as contributing factors.


Having positive beliefs about anxiety


Some of my patients have said they’re low-key glad that they have anxiety in their lives. Perhaps you share this perspective? You believe that anxiety prompts readiness and vigilance, that anxiety helps you be prepared and alert. You view anxiety as a helpful strategy, a way of preparing for problems and a method of self-protection. You may also see anxiety as a valuable tool, a means of anticipating and safeguarding yourself and others against potential problems. However, rather than being helpful, this mindset causes you to get locked into a pattern of constant worry and it degrades your confidence and your coping ability.


Example: If I don’t keep checking my blood pressure I’ll miss something. If I try to get rid of my anxiety I might jinx myself into a catastrophe; I can’t let go of it.


*


Let’s dig into this last point a little more. Perhaps you’re hesitant to let go of your anxiety because you fear that acknowledging your safety will invite disaster and you feel like it would be tempting fate. You don’t want to do this because you believe that you will jinx yourself into a catastrophe. This trap of not wanting to tempt fate, or ‘the jinxing’ as I like to call it, makes you feel scared to admit you’re safe. Here you’re holding a positive belief that anxiety protects you from catastrophe occurring, when in fact it doesn’t. The fear of letting go of this anxiety is so intense, it makes you believe that if, for one minute, you let go of it you’ll end up with a catastrophe.


Let’s say you have a fear of developing cancer or heart failure, even though you know rationally that you’re healthy. You may resist admitting this to yourself, fearing that acknowledging your safety will somehow cause these catastrophes to occur. This resistance may stem from a belief that anxiety is a malevolent force waiting to punish you for being too confident. In reality, this idea of being jinxed is itself a symptom of anxiety: if you weren’t suffering from anxiety, you wouldn’t believe that you could jinx yourself into a catastrophe. Unfortunately, what typically happens is the person assumes their anxious thoughts are accurate, and therefore follows through with the actions demanded by their anxiety. By doing so they worsen the anxiety cycle and the wheel keeps spinning in a negative direction.


The way you focus your attention


The way you focus your attention when you’re in a fearful state also keeps your problems going. Anxiety naturally increases hyper-vigilance and narrows your attention onto the thing you’re scared of. This is what’s supposed to happen in a situation where there’s actual danger. If you’re in a dangerous situation your mind and body will prime themselves to scan and attend to the risk. The purpose of this intense focusing is to help your mind examine, assess and deal with the potential threat. Of course, when you’re experiencing unfounded fear you’re not in any danger, but you still focus your attention as if you are in danger. When this happens, your attention becomes narrowly focused on the threat, and this is super scary. Let’s say this threat is an internal sensation of anxiety: your attention will become narrowly focused on that, which in turn will amplify it, and you will get stuck in a cycle like the one shown here:
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Threats can be internal or external. Internal ones are often physical sensations of anxiety: you may have a scary thought which triggers a sensation, or the other way round where you have a sensation that triggers a scary thought. Regardless of which way round this happens, you then focus more attention on these internal processes. The interaction between them and your focused attention intensifies them, perpetuating another cycle of anxiety. External things might be events, situations or physical stimuli. Some examples from a seemingly endless list to help you get the idea are: confined spaces, news stories, videos, spiders, vomit, and having to go for medical procedures.


Over time, as you focus more and more on frightening things, your attention becomes biased in favour of those things. This is because your mind decides that these things pose a threat. Why? Well, because of the way you’ve interpreted them, the way you think about them, the emotional charge that goes with those thoughts, and any previous memory associations your mind has made of the ‘thing’ being frightening. When your attention is biased in favour of the things you’re frightened of, you notice them in a different way. If this is a physical sensation of anxiety you become more aware of it, it becomes amplified, it feels peculiar, and you notice it all the time. When you notice it, you feel scared, it feels worse, you get more anxious, it worsens, leading to a further self-perpetuating cycle of anxiety.


When your attention is narrowed you also notice the ‘thing’ you’re afraid of everywhere. This makes it seem much more common than it actually is. But the incidence of the ‘thing’ hasn’t increased, you’re just noticing it more because of the way your attention is focused. Because you notice it more, it seems scarier and more likely that it could impact you. This can also lead you to scan regularly for the things you’re afraid of. When you’re consistently scanning you increase the likelihood of noticing these things more, and when you do it brings more anxiety your way. And there goes another self-perpetuating cycle of anxiety.


Let me give you another example to illustrate how the way you focus your attention can feed anxiety. Suppose you discover a lump or bump on your skin, and you become fixated on it. Catastrophic thoughts flood your mind, and you begin to experience physical sensations of anxiety. Your attention becomes hyper-focused on the lump, causing you to constantly check and touch it, which eventually leads to soreness and inflammation, further intensifying the sensations in that area. Your worry and preoccupation only grow as the sensation becomes stronger, which fuels your desire to check it even more, ultimately resulting in more pain. As the pain worsens you become convinced that there’s a serious physical problem, so you keep going with the pattern of focusing and reacting, leading to yet another anxiety cycle.


It can be very difficult to pull your attention away from the things you’re afraid of, but this is something you will need to do. The good news is there is a whole chapter on how you can improve the way you focus your attention so that it doesn’t feed your anxiety (see here).


The sensations you feel


Anxiety brings with it lots of unpleasant sensations. Viewing these sensations as evidence of a problem keeps you stuck in a cycle of fear. These sensations and your misinterpretation of them are huge factors in maintaining your anxiety.


[image: A cyclic diagram depicts physical sensations of fear viewed as dangerous, leading to increased fear.]


When you experience a sensation you don’t like, a negative thought occurs with it. These sensations may be familiar, having been experienced for weeks, months or even years. Let’s say you get the sensation of air hunger and breathlessness and you interpret this as a sign of cardiac threat. This raises your anxiety level, and when your anxiety level rises the sensation intensifies, because that’s how your body responds to threat. The result is an increased demand for oxygen because you’re even more scared, which makes your body pump blood faster, and for this it needs more oxygen. As this gets worse your thoughts get worse too: ‘I can’t breathe, I’m going to suffocate and die, I feel light-headed. What if I collapse, am I having a heart attack, is this a stroke, what shall I do?’


The issue is that your body is reacting normally to the fear response in generating these bodily sensations. However, you interpret these sensations as alarming, which perpetuates a distress cycle. In some cases, the sensations can be so intense and unpleasant that you dread experiencing them again. This fear of the sensations themselves can heighten your sensitivity, making you feel activated even by the mere anticipation of their recurrence. This anticipation can then trigger anxiety, which can cause the sensation to then occur.


Blood pressure is another example. Anxiety naturally causes increases in blood pressure, which is part of priming your body for action. If you become fearful of this increase in blood pressure, you’ll react by thinking about frightening possibilities, which in turn raises your anxiety and pushes your blood pressure up even more. You may then become so concerned about having a health problem due to the high blood pressure that you get caught in patterns of behaviour that only reinforce it.


Your emotions


There are a number of ways your emotions keep your anxiety problems going. To begin with, many anxiety sufferers turn their feelings into fact. They experience emotional distress, struggle to tolerate the distress, and assume this distress is a sure sign that something is wrong. Essentially, anxiety makes you react to how you’re feeling, so you’ll go with your feeling instead of weighing up the facts. Instead of dealing with whatever emotion has surfaced by regulating it, you unintentionally merge it with your anxiety problems. Suppose you are afraid of a specific sensation in your body. Your constant focus on it amplifies it and your reaction to it intensifies it further. This in turn makes you feel a certain way and reinforces your belief that there must be something wrong, and because you feel so scared it must be a sign that there is. The emotional trap of ‘I feel it, so it must be true’ then perpetuates your anxiety. Here, the emotion that needs regulating and calming is the feeling of being scared, but instead the emotion becomes viewed as proof that there’s something wrong, or it influences another reaction that feeds anxiety further. Have you had unsubstantiated sensations of anxiety that, based on your emotional feeling, in your mind you’ve turned into fact? We can view this as a false emotional alarm that keeps being set off due to the habitual patterns your mind has gotten into.




[image: ]


TASK 3 
Identify your false emotional alarms


Answer the questions below in your notebook or your digital notes.


• Looking back, have you experienced false emotional alarms?


• For how long have you been experiencing false emotional alarms?


• How often have you experienced false emotional alarms?


• Roughly how many false emotional alarms have you experienced?


• What patterns do you notice about the past false emotional alarms?


• What is the repeat message that you can take away from these past false emotional alarms?





Emotions can also impede your progress by creating a sense of hopelessness, making you feel stuck in a perpetual state of misery, as if nothing can change or be better. If you’ve been grappling with anxiety for a prolonged period, it can affect your mood, causing you to experience feelings of despair, sadness and frustration. This emotional state can be demoralizing, making it appear daunting to overcome anxiety. The fear that it may never cease can lead you to dread the future, making it challenging to persevere. The more you ruminate on these thoughts, the deeper you sink into a spiral of negativity, which further undermines your confidence, making it even more difficult to cope. This too is a self-perpetuating cycle.


Low tolerance for distress


I’ve worked with countless patients who have had a high sensitivity to anxiety, coupled with low tolerance for emotional distress. A complex mix, right? On the one hand you have a sensitivity to experiencing anxiety (with a fear of the consequences of anxiety itself), and on the other an intolerance of emotional distress. So what’s the implication of this? Well, it means you react in the heat of the moment, you struggle to think before you react and you’re therefore highly likely to take an unhelpful action. You may also react more intensely to the problems you experience: you want them gone quickly and can’t tolerate the feelings they bring, so you go for ineffective quick fixes.


To effectively deal with anxiety, it’s crucial to learn how to slow down your mind and develop a higher tolerance for emotional distress. This way, you’ll be less likely to react impulsively and resort to unhelpful solutions to escape the discomfort. The good news is you can learn how to tolerate distress by establishing better emotional regulation skills, and I’m going to teach you how to do this in Chapter 6.


The things you do


The things you do in response to your anxiety can also maintain your problems. Many are avoidance-based, in that you try to avoid feeling a certain way or try to avoid certain events taking place by performing certain actions. These actions are primarily focused on evading unpleasant feelings or circumventing particular situations. This is the ‘doing’ part of your anxiety. Being in a state of high anxiety is horrible, so of course you want to relieve yourself of this by doing something, taking some kind of action to feel less afraid. I understand why you are doing this, but ultimately we will be trying to change this too, because it isn’t helping your anxiety. The things that people do can include the following:


• Repeatedly asking for reassurance from loved ones.


• Repeatedly asking doctors for reassurance.


• Avoiding doctors because you believe there’s something wrong with you.


• Searching for comfort, answers or certainty by conducting extensive internet research.


• Checking and monitoring parts of your body that have anxiety sensations within them.


• Using medical equipment, devices or trackers to monitor fear reactions in your body.


• Touching wood, or following other superstitions to ward off catastrophe.


It makes perfect sense to want to do something to alleviate anxiety. But it makes no sense when you’ve become reliant on doing things to relieve your anxiety, so reliant that you need to repeat these things again and again. Even when you repeat them your anxiety doesn’t resolve. If they were effective at resolving your anxiety, you wouldn’t need to keep doing them. The thing is, they give you short-term relief, so you have the illusion that they’re helpful, but in the longer term they condition you into being unable to tell the difference between actual danger and harmless things. The more this happens, the less you trust your judgement, and the less you trust others. This is because your ability to discriminate between danger and harm has been degraded by your anxiety.


Asking for reassurance is a real biggie in maintaining anxiety problems. It’s natural to want to seek comfort, and as a person without an anxiety disorder, when you do this occasionally it doesn’t cause a problem. It’s definitely not a bad thing to ask for reassurance; but it backfires on you when you do it too much. Seeking constant reassurance has the secondary effect of harming your relationships too. Family, friends and loved ones can feel frustrated and become tired of repeatedly trying to provide you with answers that simply don’t seem to have a lasting effect on you. This can put a strain on your relationships, which in turn can cause more anxiety. The search for certainty above all else is at the heart of many anxiety questions, but the questions themselves can often be unanswerable. Unfortunately, it cannot be provided in the way that anxiety desires it. Seeking certainty from others is an elusive and unattainable goal that perpetuates anxiety.
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