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Praise for THE ANXIETY AUDIT




“Once in a while a book comes along that instantly changes the way you think and act for the better. The Anxiety Audit joins this club. I challenge you to put it down and not move through your day differently. Buy this book—it will guide you along the journey to being the person in relationships, and inside yourself, that you are hoping to become.”


—Rachel Simmons, bestselling author of Odd Girl Out and Enough As She Is


“Today’s uncertain world has created an anxiety epidemic! The Anxiety Audit shows us how not to let it get a grip on our lives. Lynn Lyons’s down-to-earth advice provides simple solutions to help us recognize what’s making it worse, what makes it better, and how to manage our hectic lives and our important relationships. I guarantee you’ll have page after page of ah-ha moments.”


—Joan Lunden, journalist and bestselling author


“Lynn Lyons is an expert in the anxiety field and a skilled therapist, but she talks about anxiety like the rest of us. The Anxiety Audit is a book full of stories, advice, and humor that will help us get through our busy days, manage our unpredictable world, and improve our most important relationships. Lynn shows us anxiety is part of being human, but it need not define us.”


—Laura Morton, New York Times bestselling author, creator of Anxious Nation


“In The Anxiety Audit, Lynn Lyons writes with clarity, wisdom, and wit. She offers illuminating case examples and practical advice in a sensible, straightforward way. In so doing she provides you with a means of attaining both relief and inspiration. Lynn makes it clear that the goal isn’t to cure anxiety. Rather, the far more realistic goal is to learn to manage it skillfully using the insights and strategies she so clearly provides in this wonderful book. Read it, enjoy it, learn from it, and discover for yourself how this audit can yield substantial personal profits!”


—Michael D. Yapko, PhD, clinical psychologist, author of Breaking the Patterns of Depression and Depression is Contagious


“Here is the best gift of The Anxiety Audit: You won’t get bogged down in all the little details of change. You can trust that Lynn knows—she knows!—the seven simple shifts in your perspective that release you from anxiety’s grip. Oh, and all that sage advice you’ve heard through your life? She debunks it.”


—Reid Wilson, PhD, founder, anxieties.com
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For Zed, Brackett, Brice, Cole, Pearl, Greta, Kate, and Thomas May this next generation fill their lives to the brim with messy, joyful connection.


And for Michael Yapko, who has shaped who I am as a clinician and whose influence is on every page of this book.










FOREWORD


A game-changer. That is how people describe the tips and tools that Lynn Lyons gives to those who struggle with any type of anxiety. And I should know. Because she changed my game as a parent and a person.


In the early days of the pandemic, most of us were stuck at home. In the midst of the stress and everyday struggles, many tried to look on the bright side, noting how lucky they were to have a professional chef or baker as a family member. I was fortunate to have an anxiety expert at my disposal—Lynn Lyons, an esteemed psychotherapist, mom, and educator who happens to be my sister-in-law (as well as my doula during the birth of my children).


Lynn and I noticed an uptick in anxiety from the pandemic—waves and waves of uncertainty cresting upon an already-rising tide of anxiety in our society. We decided to launch a podcast called Flusterclux to share Lynn’s advice and tools with as many families as possible.


Over the years, Lynn has shared life-changing wisdom with professionals and families in her keynotes and workshops as well as with me at our kitchen table. She has taught me what I should be focusing on as a parent to be on the offensive against anxiety before it arises. At the time, I didn’t realize I had a very simplistic understanding of her work in terms of how she helps families with anxious children.


In the process of making our podcast episodes, I’ve learned invaluable skills from Lynn that I didn’t know I needed. That’s what people say frequently about her work. You may think you know what anxiety is at the start of this book, but Lynn will show you ways anxiety drives your and your family’s behavior, casting a much wider net than you realize. Understanding how to identify anxiety’s hiding places feels like a magic decoder of human behavior.


The Anxiety Audit breaks down these common patterns. And Lynn unpacks each one of them with as much humor and as little psychobabble as possible. These patterns are everywhere. Learn and identify them so that you can recognize when you are engaging in them, your family does them, or your colleagues do them. Believe me, you will have no shortage of practice.


As you become familiar with your anxious patterns, that’s where the magic begins.


Lynn outlines a better way to respond. She coaches you how to interrupt them. With practice it gets easier and easier.


My pattern, for example, is “catastrophizing.” Armed with this new information about myself, I can see the changes I have made. As a catastrophizer, anxiety frequently runs a worst-case-scenario movie in my head.


With practice, I began to think to myself, Oh my gosh! Don’t panic, this is just you catastrophizing! In time, I began to greet my pattern without emotion or judgment. Hello, anxiety movie. I see you. And finally, I’ve learned to hit pause on the anxiety movie from playing and simply say, Anxiety, I am so bored by your predictable movies. Not today.


But here’s the kicker: Lynn explains why eliminating anxiety is not the goal. You’re never going stop being anxious any more than you will stop being angry or sad. So managing our responses is the strongest way to prevent anxiety from controlling our homes. And, conveniently, these skills of managing our emotional responses have broader applications. The work you put into anxiety will reward you with other tricky feelings, too.


You may already think you know your relationship with anxiety, but Lynn explains it in a different way. Anxiety is a big-umbrella term for so many emotions. Be open to new understanding that brings light to the parts of you that you like to keep in the dark. In this book, you will see how universal these struggles are. Take comfort in the fact that everyone is juggling them too.


Every conversation you have while being anxious makes you less capable of authentic connection. Shifting away from anxiety makes room for deeper connection. The results are powerful and nourishing.


This work is life-long. If one only had to read or hear or practice this information once, I would no longer have any anxiety, nor would anyone else in Lynn’s family. Nor would Lynn, for that matter. It’s ongoing and worthwhile work, especially if you tackle it as a family, out in the open, in the light. Everyone wins.


—Robin Hutson, cohost, Flusterclux










INTRODUCTION


I share stories. I use them in my sessions with families and when I’m speaking and training. I subject my family to them. They were a huge part of parenting when my boys were little. This book is full of stories: stories about the people I have worked with in my thirty years as a therapist, stories about my own experiences with worry and anxiety because they are just like your stories about worry and anxiety, and stories I have collected from here and there because other people’s words and tales often convey what I want to convey, only better.


So I start this book with three stories.


The first happened in 1993. I was a newly licensed social worker with a job as a therapist in a small mental health agency. That spring, I headed off with a few colleagues to a huge psychotherapy conference. Over several days, there were at least 100 workshops to choose from: depression, personality disorders, trauma; art therapy, play therapy, sound therapy, sex therapy. It was thrilling at first, but as I went from workshop to workshop, I felt dumber and dumber. I didn’t know the terms they were using or the approaches they were discussing. How could I ever learn all these different diagnostic categories? Why hadn’t I learned any of this stuff in graduate school? What language were these experts even speaking? I knew nothing! I left feeling intimidated and overwhelmed.


The second story happened fifteen years earlier in a middle school in 1978. I was a seventh grader at Webb Junior High School, sitting in a classroom doing the required standardized testing with my peers. If we finished early, we were told to take out a book and read. I brought with me Michael Crichton’s 1969 novel, The Andromeda Strain. I don’t remember much about the book, but I do remember that I came across a passage that vividly described someone breaking their nose. I am a squeamish fainter from a family of fainters. Broken bones can undo me. As I read the words about the nose cracking and blood flowing, my ears began to ring. I felt hot and nauseous. Without saying much, I got out of my seat and hurried to the bathroom, my vision closing in. I knew to get down, to preempt the fall. When I regained consciousness, my cheek was resting on the cool tile of the bathroom floor. It felt good. I waited there for a few minutes and then returned, shaky and pale, to my classroom. I said nothing. I knew what triggered this—it was not unfamiliar—but I knew little else. I was glad no one found me, that I’d managed to get through this episode undetected.


I would not learn the term vasovagal syncope until decades later, the phrase used to describe this type of fainting that results from a dramatic drop in blood pressure, often caused by the sight of blood or other injuries. I knew my father and siblings did the same thing, but we didn’t know what to do about it. We were often ambushed by our imaginations and our reactions if we couldn’t successfully avoid the triggers. I’m much better now. Not perfect. I’ve fainted three times in the last twenty-three years. But back then and well into my late twenties, it was an embarrassing secret. And I was defenseless.


The third story is from 2018. I was at the movies with my parents, watching the newly released documentary on Fred Rogers, Won’t You Be My Neighbor? I was transfixed. Mister Rogers was my childhood companion, my explainer of the unexplainable. As an adult watching, I was in awe of what he was able to do, how he understood children and the way he gently and consistently challenged the adults. At the end of the film, there is a clip of Mister Rogers giving a commencement speech. And as he often did when ending a speech, he asked his audience to spend a full minute silently honoring those that “smiled us into smiling, walked us into walking… loved us into loving.”


“Let’s just take some time to think about those extra-special people,” he said. I began to cry. Not little tears, but full-on, impossible-to-stifle sobs. Sitting there between my parents, my heart opened wide in a way that felt so young and unstoppable, the way you cry when you’re a child. I first began hearing his voice and those messages when I was three years old, but apparently I missed them. And him. It felt so powerful to hear that language of connection. In 2018 our world already felt tough, angry, fractured. Boy, we had no idea.


These three stories encapsulate why I wrote this book, what I want you to understand about anxiety and worry and stress. It comes down to three words illustrated by the stories I shared. Let me explain.


WORD ONE: SIMPLIFY


The first story is a warning about complicating what needn’t be complicated. Anxiety is not complex, but it thrives when we make it so. I know this now, and I want you to know it too. Thirty years after that overwhelming weekend at the conference, my rookie intimidation has been replaced by a recognition (and frequent annoyance, I’ll admit) that the mental health field is unnecessarily tangled. And like every other field, it has its trends and lingo and allegiances and creativity and competitiveness. This, of course, can be good and bad. I’ve seen many a new diagnosis or treatment arrive on the scene cloaked in big promises and legitimate hopefulness. Some have changed in remarkable ways how we understand human beings—for example, the impact of childhood trauma. Others have been discarded or simply faded away. Some have done harm. I firmly believe that complicating anxiety has led to harm. The more I study and observe and experience this anxiety thing, the simpler it becomes. Unlike in 1993, I no longer feel the need to navigate the moving targets of the mental health field. Instead, I work to pull my clients out of that confusing muddle.


The primary aim of this book is to offer a less pathological experience and explanation of anxiety and worry, to rethink the crisis-based, complicated diagnostic labeling that is now so prevalent but is not working. The goal is to simplify. I’ll explain how the anxious patterns we learn and practice every day add up over time to make your life predictably more difficult. I’ll tell you about the adjustments you can begin to make. Hard work? Perhaps. But not complicated.


WORD TWO: DEMYSTIFY


Anxiety may not be complicated, but it is powerful. Having spent time unconscious on bathroom floors (and many other floors) I offer my testimony: worry and anxiety can literally take you out, in big and small ways. My fainting story illustrates how a lack of understanding keeps us trapped, scared, and overreactive. For most of us, anxiety is not a disorder and doesn’t need to be viewed as such, but it’s going to show up at some point. It’s a common and normal part of being a human. And yet so many of us don’t have accurate or helpful information about its patterns and tricks, or even the why and how of the physical symptoms it creates. Anxiety is sneaky. It likes to promote things that are not emergencies into emergencies. That’s the very nature of its power. Without information or a basic understanding of what’s happening and what makes it worse, we begin to worry about our worry. We get anxious about feeling anxious. The natural desire to get rid of our anxiety often leads to choices, internal dialogues, or instructions (from friends, family, and yes, even therapists) that make us feel worse. What we do to stop feeling anxious actually makes us more anxious. I call this spiral “doing the disorder.” What we want to do instead is demystify.


The second aim of this book is to pull the curtain back on this anxiety thing and stop that spiral. I want to replace, “What is happening to me?” with, “Oh, I know this pattern.” When I finally learned the ins and outs of my squeamish fainting (the vasovagal syncope), I felt like a superhero. I needed this information, but for years I didn’t even know it existed. I still faint occasionally, but now when the symptoms show up, I know what’s happening and I can (almost always) interrupt the pattern and pull out of the tailspin. I’m no longer doing the disorder. Information demystifies how anxiety works and changes how we respond to it.


WORD THREE: CONNECT


Finally, anxiety disconnects us. It does not care if we see those we love, do what we enjoy, or offer our talents to the world in meaningful ways. It wants us to avoid because avoidance provides immediate relief. It seeks safety and comfort and certainty. Anxiety disrupts our relationships because it is rigid and demands control, and because relationships are messy and sticky and emotional. Anxiety gets in the way of connection because when it makes us feel judged and uncertain and incapable, we take our shame and retreat. Sitting in that movie theater in 2018, Mister Rogers reminded me of the value of connection. Now, after all we’ve been through, I think we need connection above all else.


Although the bane of loneliness did not arrive with Covid-19, the pandemic amplified the devastating impact of isolation. For many, the past several years have been divisive and lonely, to put it mildly. I have dedicated in this book an entire chapter to the pattern of inner isolation, but the stories of how anxious patterns disconnect us from our loved ones, our lives, and even ourselves are woven throughout. Separation and disconnection feed anxiety and depression. They pull us inside ourselves. My final aim is to convince you—with stories and strategies and usable, concrete steps—that you are not alone. In the words of Fred Rogers, “I think everyone longs to be loved and longs to know that they are lovable.”


We’re going to simplify and demystify anxiety to make room for connection.










[image: Chapter One] THE BRAIN HAS NO OFF SWITCH Sneaky Pattern: How Repetitive Negative Thinking Disguises Itself as Problem Solving





Not causing harm requires staying awake. Part of being awake is slowing down enough to notice what we say and do. The more we witness our emotional chain reactions and understand how they work, the easier it is to refrain. It becomes a way of life to stay awake, slow down, and notice.


—Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart: Heart Advice for Difficult Times





Many years ago, a spunky ten-year-old named Alex sat in my office and announced, “If we had time machines, you wouldn’t have a job.” He went on to explain that worried kids like him could hop in the machine, zip ahead to see how everything turned out, and then come back to the present, free of the uncertainty that keeps worry going. “And we could go back in time and rearrange things, too, so we wouldn’t have to keep thinking about our screwups. We wouldn’t need you.”


“Brilliant and likely accurate,” I told him. “But since we don’t have time machines, I still have a job.” And I reminded him that my job was to teach him how to manage the time machine inside his brain, that busy, creative brain that wants to fly into the future to find certainty and obsessively replay the past to find answers and explanations.


Alex was unusually articulate, but his anxious patterns were not at all unique. Virtually everyone I see for anxiety and depression, no matter how young or old, has some awareness that they think too much. “I can’t turn my brain off,” they say. Or, “I wish I could move past it, but I can’t.” And sometimes the seductive thought comes, “If I just think about it more, I’ll be able to solve the problem.”


So, as we begin this anxiety audit, the patterns of ruminating and worrying earn top billing. Why? Because, as Alex explained, our powerful human brains enable us to fearfully imagine things that haven’t happened yet—also called worrying—and doggedly review things that have already occurred—referred to as ruminating. Whether we want to or not, we internally time travel, zipping between past and present and future. It’s a common and often useful quest, but far less useful when we try to obsessively think our way into certainty about the future or ponder our way out of past regrets. We imagine the what-ifs and endlessly weigh our options, real or imagined. We project and predict. And we go back, too, retracing the old ground of “if only,” replaying conversations and decisions, wishing for a do-over.




	What if I mess that up?


	What if something horrible happens?


	If only I had that comeback ready when I needed it!


	
If only I’d made a different choice instead.


	Why didn’t I pay attention to those warning signs?





If we just had more information, more time to plan, another opportunity to try again, we could prevent things and fix things. And life would be manageable, smoother, less painful.


Unfortunately, and perhaps not surprisingly, neither of these patterns offer the payoff we wish for or expect. In fact, ruminating and worry, closely related to each other and often referred to together as repetitive negative thinking (RNT), are significant risk factors for anxiety and depression. When researchers examine the pathways into the different anxiety and mood disorders, repetitive negative thinking is everywhere.


The distinction between worrying and ruminating lies in the direction in which the negative thoughts head, with ruminating focusing on the past and worry fretting about the future. You might have a proclivity toward one or the other, while other people are switch-hitters, so to speak. In my experience, people most often do both, but there are some “pure” ruminators out there. Whether I’m referring to ruminating or worry, much of what I describe applies to both patterns.


CHEWING YOUR MENTAL CUD


To ruminate literally means to chew your cud. Goats, sheep, cattle, and deer are all in a family called ruminants, which means they pull up partially digested food from the first chamber of their stomach (the rumen) and chew on it. And chew on it. While this practice is helpful to a goat’s digestion of roughage, it’s not so helpful to your emotional, social, and occupational well-being. I often say that ruminating is to productivity what chewing gum is to eating vegetables. When chewing gum, it looks like you’re eating. There’s jaw movement, teeth action, swallowing, even some flavor, but no nutritional value. Ruminators are looking for some insight into events that have already happened or an alternative way to perceive something they can’t change. If I can think more, they reason, I will unlock a new understanding or uncover some detail that was overlooked. But this mental gum chewing doesn’t offer you much. Ruminators tend to focus on loss and regret. They are prone to self-blame and self-criticism, and at times increased judgment of others.


Worrying involves that same repetitive chewing, but the focus is geared toward finding certainty and eliminating discomfort as you look ahead. Worriers time travel into the future and create a narrative based on what might happen. They get locked into what-if thinking and watch their own frightening internal movies about the future. The plot revolves around some horrible thing (What if my child is taken?) or something they find overwhelming and believe they can’t handle (What if I screw up my presentation?). They imagine the scenario and feel anxious, then worry more as a way to find a solution.


Worriers may look fine on the outside, doing what needs to be done and functioning at high levels. Maybe the worrier is busy and accomplished, but those in close proximity know the amount of energy spent on RNT. In more severe cases, worry can interfere with functioning because the worrier strives to rearrange the world to prevent the bad outcome they’ve imagined. Or, they work to avoid a situation or trigger altogether.


All brains do this to some extent, but some brains are trapped in this type of thinking more than others. Sticky brain (it’s really called that) seems to be heritable or genetically passed down, like temperament. When characteristics like sticky brain run in families, you likely get the double combination of the genetic predisposition and the powerful family modeling. Heritable does not mean unchangeable, however, and it doesn’t mean that it defines you or will take control of your life. As with everything from exercise to ice cream, the quality and quantity of your ruminating and worrying matter. How much overall time you spend with your RNT, how you react to the thoughts when they show up, and the value you place on the thoughts are what make the difference. Let’s talk about the dos and don’ts of RNT, and how people unknowingly keep themselves mired in their sticky thinking.


HOW WE STAY STUCK


First, people stay stuck by trying to get rid of their annoying, persistent negative thoughts. “What’s wrong with that?” you ask. Getting rid of these annoying thoughts sounds reasonable, doesn’t it? Unfortunately, such attempts backfire. I know from talking to thousands of ruminators and worriers that though the goal quite simply is to feel better, the result is almost always the opposite.


This statement is key, so read it a few times: attempts to get rid of your repetitive negative thoughts paradoxically make them stronger. This may sound backward and even go against what others have told you, but to lessen the grip of an RNT habit, you must first stop battling it. Trying to eliminate the thoughts and the discomfort they cause is instinctive, but our brains don’t cooperate when we tell it to not think about something. If right now I asked you to not think under any circumstances about a green giraffe or the status of your left big toe, your attention would go there immediately. Before you have a chance to not go there, you’re there.


Next—and this one makes it even trickier—your mind can get caught in an internal battle about the merits or necessity of such thoughts. It’s as if there are two parts of you: one that knows you’re ruminating and another that believes (or hopes) that the constant thinking will result in a new perspective or different solution. You’re trying to eliminate these annoying thoughts, recognizing them (mostly, kinda, sorta) as problematic but simultaneously feeling that the ruminating is somehow helpful and necessary. When you remain trapped in the thinking (and then the thinking about the thinking and trying to get rid of the thinking), self-criticism and frustration thrive. It’s a mental hamster wheel. Round and round you go.


Finally, repetitive negative thinkers stay stuck because they believe that going over what has already happened or what might happen will teach them something valuable. This type of thinking, both ruminating and worrying, stays powerful because it disguises itself as problem solving.


It is not.


How many of us have had an encounter with somebody and then later think, Oh, I should have said that! If only I’d had that response! Or perhaps you made a mistake, forgot an appointment, or sent the wrong text to the wrong person. Maybe you’re trying to decide which appliance to buy, considering a job switch, or fretting about how to hire the best babysitter. When we’re in this mode, our brains are busy, but the reality is that sticky thinking does not promote problem solving and is emotionally exhausting. Your mind works internally but resists letting go and moving forward. It’s the equivalent of sitting in your car and pressing the brake and gas pedals at the same time. As you mentally go over and over the same ground, your mood tanks, and your stress level rises. You’re often disconnected from past lessons learned and your own competence. Self-compassion is in short supply. Somehow, however, you convince yourself that rumination is necessary. It’s like an itch you want to scratch.


Groundbreaking and prolific researcher Susan Nolen-Hoeksema spent much of her career looking at the characteristics of ruminators and what they actually do when faced with problems. She was one of the first to illuminate the connection between rumination and depression, particularly the impact of this connection on women. Dr. Nolen-Hoeksema (and the many students who expanded upon her work after her death) found that ruminators are passive in nature and often avoidant. Moreover, repetitive negative thinkers are less likely to implement a viable solution that could truly help improve a situation. Despite all that cognitive gum chewing, ruminating ultimately impairs problem solving and negatively impacts motivation.


Ponder that little counterintuitive nugget of information. If you are a ruminator or a worrier, you believe that thinking is the solution or will lead to one. But you are less likely to act on a solution if your friend or your partner or your therapist—or even your RNT—should ultimately offer you one! Stuff doesn’t get done.


RUMINATING AND RELATIONSHIPS: A WEDDING, A DIVORCE, A BABY


About twenty years ago, I attended a wedding and sat for a time at a big round table next to Joyce, a woman in her early fifties. We struck up a conversation, wading into the small-talk topics of our connection to the wedding. Joyce and the bride’s mother were close friends. Her children were grown, all out of the nest. She was divorced, she said. Her ex had an affair (one of many) and left her for his mistress. She was devastated, she said. I nodded politely as she continued to replay the details of her divorce, the anger she felt, the conflicts they had. Lawyers. Alimony. Comebacks she wished she’d said when she ran into her young replacement. Revenge fantasies that she never had the nerve to pull off. If only she knew then what she knew now, Joyce told me repeatedly, as she reworked the details of her pain.


While some of the exact details are sketchy twenty years later, I clearly remember feeling trapped in the conversation. But how could I interrupt? Her emotions were so jagged and raw. And she seemed to be sitting alone. I could listen and empathize, I told myself. I could be kind.


Finally, I asked, “Is your divorce final yet?” Joyce snorted. “Of course, dear! He left me seventeen years ago!” I felt something inside me shift.


How many times had she told that story, chewing on the roughage of her heartbreak to whomever would listen? I heard personal, agonizing details, and I was a stranger at a wedding reception! The number of retellings most certainly paled in comparison to the hours she spent ruminating internally. If I felt trapped, can you imagine what it was like for her? And for those who shared her postdivorce life? Had family members pushed her to move on? To date again? Were there eye rolls or avoidance or arguments? I’m sure patience ran low. If I saw her at another event, I’d feel empathy—but honestly, I’d avoid her. I would! She suffered with her sticky thinking, which likely pushed people away. The impact of RNT on relationships is substantial.


Joyce is a dramatic example because her ruminating was so quickly and vehemently expressed. She was stunningly stuck on this single, long-ago event. But run-of-the-mill, day-to-day ruminating will happen to all of us at some point in our lives. RNT bounces around in the ordinary events of our everyday lives, and it absolutely shows up when life goes wrong. The dramatic patterns of RNT may be indicative of an anxiety disorder and, as mentioned earlier, are often a path into depression. They need attention. But recognizing and changing these everyday patterns—patterns that don’t meet the criteria of “diagnosable”—is also critical because even low-grade RNT impacts relationships.


When we are ruminating or worrying, we tend to be overly engaged with our feelings and thoughts and less engaged with those around us. This is referred to as an internal focus because we turn our attention inward, creating stories. For example, if you tend to be introverted or a bit insecure socially (very common!), you are less externally focused on the other person while you interact with them. Instead, you are editing yourself before you speak, wondering if you said the wrong thing, or even anticipating what you’ll do in the next four minutes if you run out of things to say.


After the interaction, you likely analyze the conversation and your screw-ups. As you seek certainty in your fog of doubt, replaying your and their words, expressions, and reactions, you create a one-sided narrative. While some ruminators may argue, “But I’m really focused on the other person when I’m having [or reviewing] our conversations!” the focus is squarely on one’s own feelings, thoughts, and perceptions.


PLEASE PASS THE STICKY THOUGHTS


Remember that sticky thinking is both a heritable trait and socially modeled, so the combination of nature plus nurture makes such thinking predictably generational. If you recognize yourself as a ruminator or a worrier, this sticky thinking is probably a pattern in your family of origin. We know anxiety runs in families. Anxious parents are six to seven times more likely to create an anxious child. But we miss the point if we overemphasize genes and neglect the power of modeling.


Anxious families have some predictable dynamics. Anxious parents inadvertently demonstrate how to worry and overthink, both directly with their children and through their own behavior. These parents are less skilled at showing their children how to tolerate uncertainty, independently problem solve, or develop an early sense of autonomy. As a therapist, I frequently see these skill gaps in anxious children.


If raised by worriers, kids also perceive the world as a more dangerous place compared to kids not raised by worriers. My goal with families and schools is to interrupt these generational patterns of RNT and debunk the myth of their effectiveness. Problem solving is active and often collaborative. RNT is passive, internal, and isolating. Once people recognize the impact of these RNT traditions on their own family, it often inspires them to interrupt their patterns going forward.


This was the case with Brittany, a self-described worrier who focused on what might happen in the future and worked hard internally to think and plan her way into certainty. As a new mother, her need to “be sure” felt more intense than ever, and she predictably relied on what she was taught in her family about finding certainty and eliminating all risk—but it wasn’t working. Applying this pattern to parenting a newborn soon became exhausting, which is why Brittany sought me out for help.


“I come from a ‘processing’ family,” Brittany told me. “I was taught to think it through, talk it through. We valued intellect. There was a solution there if you just thought hard enough and long enough.” She recognized quickly that her mother was a repetitive negative thinker who had a very hard time letting go of past hurts or grudges and would also go over (and over) the details of anything upcoming. Before a family trip or even the first day of school, her mother reviewed lists and asked questions repeatedly. “Are you sure you remembered to pack enough socks?” or “What do we know about the teacher? What have you heard?”


Brittany told me of the unspoken but omnipresent family motto: Bad things happen, but not if we plan ahead. I wondered out loud if the family value of “intellect” more aptly described a need for certainty. Sometimes bargain-basement worry likes to dress itself up in more sophisticated language, I said. The demystifying had begun.


Arguments with her husband increased, too. He became frustrated with Brittany’s need to control every aspect of their baby’s care. “I accuse my husband of being careless because he wants to go do things as a family, just head out and enjoy the day. But I can get so caught up in the thinking and planning and what-if’ing that I won’t make a decision or get much done,” she told me.


She also recognized that she wasn’t truly present with her new baby or her husband because she was reviewing what questions she needed to ask at her baby’s next wellness check or worrying about how to manage the separation from her baby when she returned to work after her maternity leave. Questions constantly popped into her head. She was attending to her baby’s needs, of course, but felt that a part of her was often distracted or detached from what she was doing in the moment. “I am there with her, absolutely,” she told me. “But I also feel like I’m doing this negative daydreaming.” It wasn’t a new pattern. Her husband, even before the baby arrived, would often say that she was “spinning her wheels” and bemoan her inability to make decisions or definitive plans. “He tells me to let it go or move on all the time. Less thinking, more doing.”


Families talk to me about this frequently. Children describe parents who are in the room but not attentive or focusing on what’s happening. “It’s like she’s spacing out a lot,” one teen said about her mom. “She’s pretending to listen to me, but she’s not really listening. I know when she’s doing it. I probably do it to her too.” Spouses have this complaint as well. “He has this stressed look on his face a lot and says he didn’t hear me when I ask him something,” one woman told me. When we’re ruminating or worrying, absorbed in that inner dialogue, others notice a distant or blank expression.


I know we’ve all become more accustomed to distracted listening. You’re talking to someone, but clearly they’re more interested in their phone or otherwise distracted when they respond in a perfunctory way. Or you’re nodding as your child is recounting a story while you try to finish that one last email. Handling all the input coming at us is overwhelming. Add our own internal noise, and it’s amazing we can tie our shoes some days. But I want you to recognize that you cannot ruminate or worry and be adequately present at the same time. Addressing your RNT patterns will improve your relationships.


Ruminating and worrying are common. The vagaries of ordinary modern life offer us plenty of material to masticate. But these patterns, as common as they are, still take a toll, and for most people, these patterns alone aren’t necessarily a sign of a diagnosable disorder. But left to fester, these risk factors for anxiety and depression can take you in that direction. Joyce and Brittany were both highly functioning, capable, and successful in many areas of their lives. When they leaned into their RNT, however, it took over. Brittany learned about the patterns and made some changes. (Joyce was not a patient, so I don’t know about her.) Recognition, adjustments, and consistent practice worked for Brittany, as they can for you. Small shifts can tip the scales in your favor.



WHAT TO DO


Take In the Big Picture: Process over Content


The first step toward shifting out of RNT is to recognize your patterns, observe how they operate, and acknowledge them as unhelpful habits. This process takes a little leap of faith because it really does feel like you’re supposed to do it—that it is of value. Remember, RNT sets the trap by convincing us we’re eating something nutritional when we’re actually chewing gum. If I were working with you in therapy, I’d want you to be a better observer of your patterns so that we might create a bit of space between you and RNT. With the help of a little distance, you can become a curious student of RNT, stepping back from the particular details of each episode and noticing the bigger picture. And getting out of the details is crucial. This is how we simplify.


The specifics or details of the worrying and ruminating are the content, while the consistent patterns and cycles of worrying and ruminating are the process. The content (the stuff, the event, the details of the conversation) is not important because your RNT will grab onto whatever it can find. Most people get mired in the content. But the bigger process of how you and your RNT spend time together, how your RNT demands your attention, and how it keeps you stuck in the spinning wheel of seeking certainty is what you are to observe. What does your RNT repeatedly say? How does it suck you in? What’s the generic story it tells? How do you respond? Think of it like a marriage. If a couple constantly gets into brutal arguments over daily stuff (loading the dishwasher, where to eat dinner, the neighbor’s dog) but the arguments are filled with name calling, sarcasm, and threats of divorce, the details of the arguments (the content) become far less important than the way the couple communicates or handles disagreements (the process).


For example, a young client of mine is working to recognize and change his RNT process because it prevents him from moving forward. At twenty-seven, he’s ready to look for another job, is interested in trying some online dating apps, and wants to begin a long-term investment plan—all very appropriate and common issues to address at this point in his life. But what keeps him immobilized is his habit of going over and over the content of each situation in a search for predecision certainty. He is lousy at making decisions and constantly weighs every option or opinion. Is his boss really that bad? Should he risk leaving this job only to find himself even less satisfied? What did he say on that last date that he shouldn’t have said? How will he find a trusted adviser to invest his money? I am helping him recognize how the process repeats itself, even though the particulars of each situation might differ. Whether it’s a boss, a date, or a financial adviser, the pattern is the same.


When we started, he saw his repetitive thinking as the skill that protected him. He sought clarity in order to move forward. He can now better see his RNT as the process that keeps him stuck and a bit miserable. We’re getting there.


As you become an expert in your own patterns, notice how predictable, redundant, and persistent these thoughts can be. They are called repetitive and negative for good reason, but they suck you in by behaving like breaking news. You might feel activated internally as you think, perseverate, and spin; but remember that worriers and ruminators often engage with their thoughts and take no action. When engaged with your RNT, you are less likely to actively implement a solution even when one is presented to you.



Externalize Your RNT Part


Externalizing, or creating a persona for various parts of you, is a way to create that distance and space I addressed earlier. It’s a skill I teach to virtually all my anxious and depressed clients, from five to eighty-five. Parts therapy is not new and is used in a variety of ways to help people interrupt destructive patterns, recover from trauma, stay sober, and understand how they move through their lives. Externalizing allows you to both observe this part of yourself with some helpful objectivity and learn to respond to it in new ways. Pull out that ruminating or worrying part of you. Give it a name, a personality, and whatever other characteristics you wish. Make it come alive. Acknowledge it, talk to it, roll your eyes at it. Accept its existence. It’s not going to disappear. We all have such a part.


When I met Brittany, the content of her RNT was her baby. Even if she did tend to overthink things in the past, this content was different! She needed to worry about her baby, and no amount of worrying felt like too much. We created a persona for her overthinking part, a version of her grandmother, who she could easily identify as a serious worrier. Brittany recognized that her pattern of overthinking had been there since childhood, and she could “hear” and feel when Mini Gram took over. Of course, becoming a parent was a great opportunity for her RNT to assert its value, but she was able to start shifting her relationship to it. The content (the baby) was new; the process was the same.


Externalizing her worry also helped her marriage. Brittany’s husband, Jake, was increasingly frustrated with her negative thinking. When he confronted her about it, she defended the need to keep their baby safe and accused him of not caring enough. These conversations, as you can imagine, never resolved the issue. They were arguing about who loved the baby more, with no understanding of the bigger pattern at play.
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