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Introduction

“The best way out is always through.” —Robert Frost

Anxiety is a snare, a suffocating and confining trap. Anxiety, worry, and fear usurp your thoughts and emotions and dictate your actions. When this happens, people often feel as though their lives are severely limited. What is your anxiety doing to you? (Check all that apply.)


[image: images] I can’t stop thinking about things that have happened in the past.

[image: images] I’m worried about what is going to happen in the future, whether it’s tomorrow or years down the road.

[image: images] I feel tired, but wired.

[image: images] I often just shut down.

[image: images] I have lots of vague, nagging thoughts.

[image: images] I have a small number of specific, intense worries.

[image: images] I feel crushed.

[image: images] I avoid people and situations.

[image: images] I feel stuck.

[image: images] I’ve tried to get rid of it, but my anxiety won’t go away.

[image: images] My relationships are suffering.

[image: images] My work is suffering.

[image: images] I am suffering.



Whether you’ve checked one box or all of them, you’re in a perfect place to begin to move right through your anxiety, past it, and onward to the life you desire. Forward movement is at the heart of this book.

The 101 tips, tools, and techniques you’re about to learn come from researchers, practitioners, and people living with anxiety. I’ve used them myself when moving past my own strong anxiety, and I’ve helped others of all ages and backgrounds discover tools that help them move out of anxiety’s vise. You’ll see that I use “we” throughout this book—I’m one among millions of us who experience or have experienced anxiety.

While each of the tips inside is effective, you’ll have some that you like better than others. Everyone is unique and therefore the ways they experience anxiety are, too; what works wonderfully for one person might not work well for the next. With patience, practice, and persistence, you’ll discover your favorites.

The most powerful tool among all of these is actually number 102: You. You will be the one completing the actions and getting rid of anxiety.

Let’s break out of anxiety’s snare and into a life of well-being!






SECTION 1:

OVERTHINKING EVERYTHING TO DEATH

Anxiety is like a broken emergency broadcast system. It blasts screaming thoughts into your head: worries, assumptions, what-ifs, worst-case scenarios, and negative beliefs. Further, the emergency broadcasts never stop. Anxious thoughts keep coming—relentlessly.

In this section, you’ll acquire ways to muffle anxiety’s broadcast system so you can stop that anxious overthinking and free your mind for better thoughts.







1. I’m Having the Thought That …

ANXIETY LIKES TO RUN THROUGH the mind like it owns the place. It’s possible to have multiple anxious thoughts running through your head at once, which means they dominate what you think about. Your anxious thoughts seem very real, and it’s easy to stay caught up in them. Putting some distance between you and your anxious thoughts helps stop anxiety in its tracks.

The human mind is incredible. You can think many things, even things that aren’t real. Close your eyes for a moment and think about a squirrel outside your window. Now, picture it to be six feet tall. And purple. It’s carrying your favorite dessert, and it comes to the window to share with you.

Now, open your eyes. Chances are, your mind made that squirrel seem real. However, you didn’t actually believe that the squirrel was real because you knew that this was just an exercise. You were aware that you were having thoughts about the giant purple squirrel with people treats. You can use this idea to your advantage to stop anxiety when you’re overthinking.

When your thoughts are racing with worries and other negative beliefs and you feel like you’re going crazy, take away their power by playing “I’m having the thought that …” If you’re afraid of rodents and worried that a gigantic squirrel is going to show up in your yard bearing desserts, remind yourself, “I’m having the thought that a monstrous sugar-carrying squirrel will appear in my yard. It’s just a thought.” Then, turn your attention to what you are doing in the moment.

In the space between you and your anxious thoughts lies peace. Acknowledge the thought as merely a thought, then go about living in your present moment. Do this repeatedly, and your space will expand to help stop anxiety.


ACTION STEP TO TAKE NOW

List three anxious thoughts that frequently bother you. Rewrite each one using the “I’m having the thought that …” pattern. How will reframing your thoughts this way help reduce anxiety?







2. What if? Imagine the Possibilities!

SOMETIMES, ANXIETY CAN CONTROL YOU with two short words: “What if?” The words themselves aren’t a problem; indeed, those words can bring exciting possibilities (“Hey, look at those birds. What if people could fly like that?”).

“What if?” isn’t a bad question. The problem isn’t the question. Questions represent curiosity, learning, and growth. The problem is that anxiety creates anxious responses. Anxiety answers its own “what-ifs” in ways that make you worry even more. In response to the question, “What if I mustered the courage to sign up for that art class?” anxiety could immediately fill your thoughts with disastrous possibilities and reasons why you shouldn’t pay good money to sit with other people trying to be creative. Anxiety can whitewash your dreams.

Take back your thoughts by interrupting anxiety with possibilities of your own. The next time anxiety starts putting worries in your head with its questions and immediate negative answers, grab a notebook and a pen and disrupt your anxious thoughts. For example, you didn’t make it to your daughter’s game because you were stuck in a meeting. Anxious thoughts begin. “What if I let her down and she’s disappointed? What if I damaged our relationship?”


• First, answer over-the-top of anxiety with ideas of your own. Don’t worry about being realistic. In fact, the more outlandish your answers, the better. Humor and the absurd switch the direction of our thoughts away from anxiety. You might write that your daughter will run away with the circus, she might disown you and throw you out of the house, and other answers that will throw off your anxious thoughts.

• Then, imagine the real possibilities. What are all of the good things that might happen in this situation? What if your work dedication will lead to a raise or a promotion? What if you can foster closeness by taking your daughter out to dinner and listening to her stories of the game? What if you’re being a great role model for her? Imagine, and list, the possibilities.



When anxiety asks, “What if,” reclaim your own thoughts by imagining the possibilities and answering boldly. Imagine how brightly, unburdened by anxiety, you’ll paint your canvas.





3. Breathe Slowly, Deeply, Intentionally

YOU ARE EQUIPPED WITH YOUR own anxiety-reducing system: your breath. Breathing purposefully is a powerful way to reduce anxious thoughts and enhance well-being.

Where the breath goes, the mind will follow; where the mind goes, the breath will follow. When our breathing is rapid and shallow, our brain and body don’t receive the right amount of oxygen needed to function properly and feel well. Shallow breathing creates tension and agitation. Anxious thoughts often follow. It works the other way, too. When you’re experiencing anxiety and are overthinking things, your breath becomes more rapid and shallow. Most of us don’t automatically recognize this action-reaction relationship between anxiety and the breath, but everyone can learn to recognize it and hone it to keep the mind calm and anxiety at bay.

First, learn how you typically breathe. At random times, place your hand over your chest and tune in to the rhythm of your breath. Then, begin to catch yourself breathing too rapidly. If you’re feeling stressed, place a hand on your chest and notice the rise and fall of your breath. How does it compare to the baseline you established when tuning in to your breath at neutral times? Once you’re aware of your breathing, take charge of it to create well-being.

The solution that can drastically reduce anxiety is to breathe intentionally. When your mind is running away with anxious thoughts and worries, stop what you’re doing as soon as practical and pay attention to your breath. Purposefully take deep breaths. Inhale slowly for as many counts as you can. Pause. Exhale slowly for the same number of counts or even a couple more. Repeat.

Connect your thoughts with your breathing. Focus on slowly counting while inhaling and exhaling. Concentrate, too, on the sound and feeling of your breathing. Your mind will try to think anxious thoughts. Don’t fight or focus on those thoughts. Just gently redirect them to your breath. The brain and body will receive oxygen, your muscles will relax, your mind will quiet, and anxiety will drop.

To have a long-term effect on anxiety, make intentional breathing a regular daily practice in your life.


ACTION STEP TO TAKE NOW

Learn Nodi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing)

This deep breathing exercise balances the oxygen in both hemispheres of the brain and can calm stress and anxiety. Try it now:

1. Sit comfortably, with your spine straight and your left hand resting in your lap.

2. Lift your right hand to your face and place your index and middle fingers between your eyebrows. Hover your thumb and ring finger above your nostrils.

3. Press your thumb against your right nostril to gently close it. Inhale slowly in through your left nostril.

4. Pause at the top of the inhale. Close your left nostril with your ring finger, let your right nostril open, and exhale through your right side.

5. Inhale through your right nostril, pause at the top, close the right side and open the left, and exhale completely through the left.

6. Repeat this pattern for several cycles.

Making Nodi Shodhana a daily practice will induce long-term anxiety-reducing benefits.







4. Make a Thought Jar

A THOUGHT JAR IS A collection of distractions—ideas to derail anxiety and shift your mind to something else. It’s a useful tool to have when you’re trying to fill your mind with something, anything, other than anxiety.

Anxiety causes us to ruminate or run our thoughts through our mind ad nauseum. We agonize over a familiar group of worries, overthinking and overanalyzing and getting stuck in deeply entrenched anxious thoughts. One way to overcome anxious thinking is to change what you’re thinking about.

When you’re anxious, though, it’s hard to come up with other things to think about. Anxious thoughts seem to be the default setting in the brain. You can get around this by compiling a selection of completely random ideas that you can have on hand when you are stuck in anxious thoughts. Do this by creating and using a thought jar, thought box, thought notebook, or thought list in your phone.

You’ll be collecting thoughts, so you’ll need someplace to put them so you can conveniently access them. Choose what suits your personality and lifestyle. You might consider decorating your jar, box, or notebook because it’s part of owning the process and making it pleasurable.

Next, create ideas to think about. Use slips of paper to stuff into a jar or box; otherwise, make lists. Jot down single words or phrases. For this purpose, you want a compilation of random ideas that you can turn to when you are overthinking: soccer, birds, cars, seasons, food, cities you want to visit—anything can be a thought topic (unless it’s anxiety-provoking to you).

When you’re stuck in anxious thinking, it’s hard to pull the mind away and think about something else. With a collection of ideas, you can select one and immediately know what to think about. Start thinking about that topic in as much detail as you can. When the anxious thoughts creep back, redirect your thought to that topic. The more you do it, the better it works, and it will become natural to shift your attention away from your anxious thoughts.





5. Go Fishing without a Hook

FISHING WITHOUT A HOOK IS based on the Buddhist concept shenpa. Shenpa means “attachment,” but renowned Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön refers to it as something stronger than attachment: getting hooked. When we are wrestling with anxious thoughts and overthinking everything to such an extent that anxiety traps us, we are experiencing shenpa.

Imagine a fishing lure with a sharp hook. Sometimes, people accidentally hook themselves with the barbs. Because they’re designed to snag and hold prey, fishing hooks embed themselves deeply. You can’t (or shouldn’t) just yank them out of your hand. Further, the more you thrash, the more deeply embedded the hook becomes. It’s painful and can effectively end what could have been an enjoyable day of fishing.

Anxious thoughts are like fishing hooks. Once they catch your mind, you can’t easily shake them loose. One way to avoid shenpa is by bypassing the hook in the first place. This visualization exercise trains your mind to evade hooks and negative thoughts.

Close your eyes and visualize a calm, clear lake. You’re sitting in a boat, and you’re fishing. Glance into the water and notice dozens of fish swimming about. Each has a sign that represents an anxious thought or worry you have. Picture yourself casting your line into the water again and again and catching nothing. You don’t have a hook on that line, so the fish can’t bite and hold—the thoughts don’t stick.

As you do this exercise, breathe deeply and relax in the moment. Turn away from the fish and your thoughts and contemplate the peaceful lake setting. What does your mind see? What sounds are present? How does the air feel on your skin? Be detailed in your visualization. Enjoy your lake while your thoughts swim underneath you, unhooked. You’re not consumed by your anxious thoughts because you’re not experiencing shenpa.

It takes practice—many hookless fishing trips—but it’s possible to unhook yourself from your thoughts. When you unhook yourself from anxious thoughts, you can propel your boat freely forward.





6. Go with the Flow

IT’S FRUSTRATING AND ALL TOO human. You’ve been busy, stressed out, keyed up with anxiety, and exhausted, and you’re ready for some much-needed downtime. The moment you sit down to simply relax, though, your anxiety revs up and you resume overthinking and worrying. In fact, your thoughts are actually worse than they were before you tried to relax.

This is a very common part of anxiety. Worries, fears, and negative thoughts rush in to fill any void created when you take a break. Downtime can be more draining than work, school, and related tasks. You don’t have to let anxiety ruin your relaxation. Anxiety might have been in charge of it for a long time, but no longer. You can take charge of both your free time and your own thoughts.

Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a professor and researcher in the field of positive psychology, teaches that flow is one of the biggest components of mental health and well-being. It’s a state of being in which you are engaging in something so enjoyable that all thoughts, including anxiety, melt away. Your mind becomes focused yet still, lost in the activity yet very much found. In doing something that induces a state of flow, you stop worrying and ruminating and begin to enjoy your life.

Everyone has a different personality and a different set of interests, talents, and abilities; therefore, activities that fully immerse you will be unique to you. Consider it an exciting adventure to try different activities, hobbies, or volunteer opportunities to discover where you get lost in what you’re doing. Aim for activities that are challenging enough to keep you interested but not so difficult that you become stressed and frustrated. Also, activities should be intrinsically rewarding. Pleasure should come from within. Flow happens when you benefit on the inside such as experiencing anxiety relief and calm thoughts. If you’re doing something to look good or receive compliments, you probably won’t create flow.

Downtime for stress and anxiety relief is crucial for mental health. Immersing your whole being in a positive activity flow will reduce anxious thoughts in the moment and over time.


ACTION STEP TO TAKE NOW

Grab some magazines and catalogs, a pair of scissors, some tape or glue, and some paper. Begin to discover where you could create flow by thumbing through the magazines and catalogs to find pictures of places and people doing things that seem fun to you. Cut them out, affix them to paper, and keep them for inspiration. Gather interesting images, and then pick one to try.







7. Color Your Thoughts

ANXIOUS THOUGHTS TAKE DIFFERENT FORMS. One such form is black-and-white thinking, a type of negative thought behind anxiety, depression, and other mental health challenges. Black-and-white thinking, also known as all-or-nothing thinking, is damaging. It causes anxiety, worsens existing anxiety, and makes people feel trapped in their anxiety.

When you catch yourself using words like “always,” “never,” or “every,” you’re probably engaging in all-or-nothing, anxious thinking. Other black-and-white thinking involves judgement words and phrases, such as, “I’m a terrible parent.” This type of thinking is like tunnel vision for anxiety. Black-and-white thinking makes you believe that all your anxious thoughts are true and that things will never get better.

Change this thinking pattern to help reduce your anxiety. Fix your black-and-white thoughts by adding color.

Begin this exercise by reflecting on the black-and-white thoughts that are driving many of your worries. As you brainstorm, write the anxious thoughts in a journal, notebook, or computer document. Generate as many thoughts as you can. Even if you only think of a few right now, that’s okay. Like all exercises in this book, Color Your Thoughts is meant to be repeated over time.

Next, choose one thought and write it in black ink at the top of a page. Now it’s time to expand your thinking and create new possibilities. Using markers, colored pencils, or different colored fonts on your computer, list as many thoughts and possibilities as you can to disrupt the black-and-white thought. If you’re working with the thought that you’re a terrible parent, for example, you might list the things you do right, the ways you care for your children, signs that your children are happy and well-adjusted, and anything else positive about yourself, your parenting, and your children. Use a different color for each item on your list to reinforce the idea that you’re adding colors to expand the spectrum of your thoughts and subsequently limit all-or-nothing thinking.

The more you do this exercise, the more aware you’ll become of your black-and-white thoughts. As you expand your thinking, you’ll grow past anxiety’s limited thoughts. When this happens, you’ll outgrow both automatic thinking and anxiety itself.





8. The Finger Trap: Accept Your Anxiety and Slip Past It

ACCEPTANCE AND COMMITMENT THERAPY (ACT) is a research-based approach to mental health and well-being, including anxiety reduction that teaches us to accept certain things in our lives. One such thing is our anxious thoughts. Doesn’t that sound absolutely awful? Why would anyone want to accept anxiety? Doesn’t that imply giving in and believing the thoughts? Despite what it sounds like initially, “acceptance” does not mean backing down to the anxious thoughts, giving up, and resigning oneself to living with anxiety. In the case of ACT, acceptance is a liberating mindset. Imagine a finger trap, one of those woven paper tubes into which you place each forefinger. If you’ve ever used these, you might recall that the harder you yank the trap, the tighter it becomes. You can’t get out of the trap by struggling and fighting with it. It’s the same with your anxiety.

Once again imagine the paper trap over your fingers. Take a slow, deep breath and relax. Rather than frantically pulling to break free from the trap, accept that the trap is over your fingers. Let it be there and gently move your fingers together. Watch the trap expand and slip your fingers out.

You can only extract yourself from the finger trap by accepting its presence and relaxing. When you accept your anxious thoughts, you don’t believe them or accept their content. Instead, you simply accept the fact that right now, in this moment, anxious thoughts are present in your mind like a finger trap. That’s it. You are having anxious thoughts and you acknowledge this as a neutral fact.

When you notice and accept that you’re having anxious thoughts rather than struggling against them, you no longer focus on anxiety. Acceptance of anxiety allows you to turn your thoughts elsewhere and has the potential to bring a sense of inner peace. Accepting anxiety doesn’t always come easily, so keeping a finger trap on hand can serve to remind you to develop inner peace by accepting anxiety’s presence rather than focusing on it.





9. What Will You Put in Your Head to Replace Anxious Thoughts?

WHAT WILL YOUR LIFE BE like when anxiety is gone and your thoughts are calm and pleasant? Before reading on, take some time to thoughtfully answer the question in your notebook. Write, scribble, sketch, tape pictures—answer this question in a way that is meaningful to you. This is a chance to dare to dream of the quality life you are creating. How will your relationships change when anxious thoughts aren’t a third wheel? What about work? Home? Activities? Lifestyle? What thoughts will fill your mind?

Envisioning your anxiety-free mind is an important part of reducing anxious thoughts. Trying to vanquish anxiety doesn’t work if you don’t have something with which to replace those anxious thoughts. Imagine you have a hole in your yard. Every day, your sprinklers fill that hole with water. The water attracts mosquitos, so every day you go outside and scoop the water out of the hole. It’s a big hole, so it takes a lot of your time and energy. Then the very next day, the sprinklers start up and once again fill the hole.

This annoying cycle will continue to consume your life unless you do something to change what occupies that hole. Perhaps you might plant a tree or a rose bush—something that replaces the hole and the water and brings beauty and pleasure to your life.

What will you put in your head to replace anxious thoughts? Reflecting on these questions can help you begin to replace your anxious thoughts with better things. Using your notebook, record your answers to the following questions:


• When you’re not thinking anxious thoughts, what do you think about?

• When have you felt the freest from your anxious thoughts?

• What would go on in your mind if anxious thoughts weren’t so intense?

• What would you be able to do differently if anxiety weren’t holding you back?



Thoughtfully responding to these questions helps you set goals for what you want in anxiety’s place. Don’t just scoop water out of a muddy hole. Plant beauty and help it thrive.





10. Nurture Your New Thoughts

WOULDN’T IT BE WONDERFUL IF we could simply think a new, better, non-anxious thought and have it automatically take hold? If you’ve tried this, you might already know that, unfortunately, it doesn’t work this way. The reason new thoughts don’t instantly replace old, anxious ones is because they must be nurtured so they grow and fill your mind, pushing out anxious, negative thoughts.
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