Anxiety-managing anxiety

What is anxiety?

Anxiety canbe a normal, health reaction. It happens to everyone intimes of danger, orin worryingsituations,
such as exams or difficulties with relationships with parents, teachers or friends. Anxiety becomes a problem

when it happens at times when there is noreal danger, or when itgoes on fora longtime.

Anxiety affects your mind and your body. When you startto get anxious, you may suffer from different
emotional symptoms, such as fear. Worry, panic, being 'uptight’ or ‘on edge’. Your body systems will speed up
too, soyou might also experiencebodily sensations or symptoms like palpitations[your heartbeats very fastor
‘flutters’], feelingsick, chest pains, difficulty in breathing, dizziness, having’jelly legs’ sweating, or feeling faint.
However, you cannot faint, as your blood pressure goes up when you panicandto faintit needs to be low.

Try not to worry about these feelings-even though they are unpleasant,they cannotharm you. There is
nothing’physically’wrong with you, even though you have physical feelings.Youarenot ill-it’s justthatanxiety

canbe feltin physical ways.

Did you know...? One in 10 people see a doctor at some
time because they are feeling tense, anxious or worried.

The Vicious Circle

Some people get anxious justby the way that they think about things. This is becausethe way we think affects
how we feel, How we feel effects what we_do or how we behave. This sets up a vicious circleof anxiety, like

this:

Difficult Situation

What you think---How you feel---What you do [actions] ---How you feel

Here is an example of how the vicious might work in a real life situation:

Situation: Get invited to a party

Thoughts: “If | go, go-one will talkto me. I'll just end up looking stupid”.



Feelings: Worried, anxious, can’t sleep, feel sick, tied, etc.
Actions: Don’t go. Stay at home.

Feelings: Feel worse!

Try to think of a situation thathas made you feel anxious or worried. On the next page, write down what that

situationisinthefirstbox.

Inthe second box, write down the firstthought that come into your head when you think about this situation.

Next, think about the kinds of feelings you experience when you think these thoughts. They can be emotional
feeling like upset, nervous, or scared,and physical feelings like feeling sick, shaky or feeling like you have

butterflies in your tummy. Write these in box 3.

Inthe fourth box, think aboutways that these feelings have caused you to behave or act, and write these
down. Inthe example below, if you were very anxious aboutan exam and couldn’t concentrate on studying,

you might have been unableto sleep and stayed up and all nightworrying.

Situation: have to sit a difficult exam
Thoughts: “It doesn’t matter how hard | study- I’'m going to fall”
Feelings: anxious, sweaty, heart beats, fast, can’t sleep.
Actions: Can’t concentrate on studying. Stay up all night worrying

Feelings: Exhausted! Even more anxious about falling.
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If we usually see the bad side of things —“negative thinking” —this makes us more likely toworry and
feel anxious. You might be thinking these negative thoughts automatically, without even realising!
You can tackle these negative thoughts by learning to replace them with positive or more realistic
thoughts. This takes practice, but with time you will begin to feel less anxious and more in control of
your life.

In the example of the person who hadto study for a difficultexam, if they had tried to think
about the examina different way - amore positive way-they might have felt, and acted, differently:

Situations: Have to sita difficultexam.

Thoughts: “If | study, | mightpass. If | dofail, | can always get help from the teacher”.
Feelings: Happythat youstudied. Able togetagood night’ssleep.

Feelings: abit anxious, but wantto study and try to pass.

Actions: Studyfor 1 hour, take a 20 minute break, study foranotherhour.

Thistime, because the personthoughtaboutthe examina more positive (and more realistic!) way,
they didn’t feel so anxious. They were then able to concentrate on studying, felt happier because
they had studied, and managed to geta good night’s sleep.

Think again about the situation which caused you to be anxious. Try to think of some more positive
thoughtsyou could have about the situationinstead. Write these insidethe think bubbles:



Rememberthat whatyou do, or youractions, will also affect how you feel and the way you think.

Here are some examples:

What you do How you feel Whatyou think

Stay athomealone - Sad > I’'ve got no friends
Go out withfriends =2 Happy = We always have a laugh together
Go to school 2> Stressed > | can’t keep up with my work
Have a bath > Relaxed - It’s nice lying here

There are lots of different things you can do which may help you to control your anxious thoughts,
and also help with the nasty physical feelings that go along with anxiety. Try out some of these
suggestions and see which oneswork best foryou.

Changing your behaviour

Sometimes when we feelanxious or worried, we may try to make ourselvesfeel better by:

Avoiding situations that we think will be difficult
Withdrawing fromfriends and social activities, and stayingin where we feelsafe

Stopping doingthingsthat make us feel unpleasant

This may bring some quickrelief, butovertime, asyoudoless and less, you will probably feel worse.
Doingnew things needs aneven biggereffortanditbecomes harderto tackle any new challenges.
Unpleasant feelings may come flooding back as you feel angry and disappointed with yourself.

A good way to break out of thistrap is to become more active and take control. Push yourselftodo
things. Asyou become busier, you will noticeanumber of benefits:

You feel better. Becoming more active means that you have less time to notice any unpleasant
feelings orlisten to any negative thoughts.



You feel more in control. You start to regain control of yourlife and do the things that you wantto
do.

You feellesstired. Although it soundssilly, the more active you become, the lesstired you willfeel!

You want to do more. Once you start to become more active, you will wantto do more. So, the
more you do, the more you feel like doing!

Your thinking becomes clearer. Doing nothing makes you feel sluggish both mentally and physically.
Activity sharpens up yourthinking.

Breathing exercise

When we are anxious we tend to over-breath. This can cause dizziness, shaking, etc. which then
makes anxiety worse. Asouranxiety increases, we breath even faster, and so the anxiety spiral s out
of control. Controlled breathing relaxes your body and mind, and helps overcome the unpleasant
physical feelings of anxiety.
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Whenyou breathe, think aboutfillingyourlungs from the bottom up, sothat whenwe
you breathe you should feel your stomach move.

Breathe in slowly to the count of 3, pushing your stomach out.

Hold your breath for a moment.

Breathe out slowly, to the count of 3, letting your stomach relax.

Each time you breathe out, think of the word “calm” or the word “relax”.
To check if you are breathing properly, putyourhand on your stomach, just below your
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ribs, with yourfingertips together. If you are breathing correctly, you should feel your
fingertips move apartslightly each time you breathe in.

There are otherrelaxation tapes and Cds can be bought from shops or on the internet, or borrowed
fromlibraries.

Your relaxing place

Some people find that they canrelax teir body, but that they keep thinking about worrying or
upsettingthings. A usefulway of trying torelax your mind is to try to imagine a calming picture, or
oneyou have createdin yourdreams.

Choose a quiet time when you will not be disturbed.

Shutyour eyesandimagine your picture.



Really concentrate onyourclmingscene nadimagine itin lots of detail.

Think aboutthe colours and shapes of things.

Imagine the sounds —seagulls calling, leaves rustling, waves crashing on the sand.
Think aboutthe smells —the smell of pinefrom the trees,the smell of the sea.

Try to make it feel asreal as you can.

As youthink of your picture, notice how calm and relaxed you have become.

Thisis yourspecial calming place.

You may wantto practise this. The more you practise the easieryou will find it toimagine your
picture and the quickeryou will become calm.

There are otherrelaxation exercises and relaxation tapes/ CDs that can be bought from shops or on
theinternetorborrowed from libraries.

When everyoufell yourselfbecoming stressed oranxious, you could use the breathing exercise and
think of your calming picture as well.

Positive self- talk

We are not always very good at praising ourselves whenwe do things well. POSITIVE selftalkis a
way of helping us take more notice of our achievements.

Instead of thinking “Ive only answered one question- lll neverto be able tofinish all ten”,use positive
self-talk such as “that’s the first question finished —now for the next one”

Instead of thinking “no —one talks to me when we go out “use positive self talk such as “that was the
firsttime Stephen has eversaid anythingtome”

Rememberthe more positive thoughts you wrote inthe speech bubbles on page 6 Positive self- talk
is useful if yougoingtodo somethingthatreally worries you. Atthese difficulttime instead of
listeningto yourdoubts and worries, plan to keep repeating encouraging and positive thoughts to
yourself. Positive self-talk helps you torealise that although things may not be perfect, they might
not be as bad as you think.



Example: Amy doesn’t like going out.

Amy becomesvery anxious and fearful whenever she goes out of herhouse. She has lots of negative
thoughtsabout what will happen, and these make herfeel very anxious.

Amy decided totry positive self-talk when she nextwentout. Instead of listening to her negative
doubts and worries, she decided to think differently.

Before she wentoutshe used her positive self-talk. Amy said to herself :I’'m going to do this today:,
“It will be all right “, “I have been out before and everything was OK”, “I’'m feeling relaxed, I'min
charge and | want to go out”.

As Amy walked down the road, she used her positive self-talk, with comments such as “That’s good,
I’'m halfway there”, “1 knew | could do it”, “It’s going OK” and “l know I’'m goingto do it”. Amy kept
repeating these thoughtsto herself until she returned home.

After Amy arrived home she remembered to congratulate herselfand thought “Well done, that
wasn’tso bad after all”. She then treated herselfto a long, relaxing bubble bath.

Can you think of any other positive thought you could use to help you to face a difficult orworrying
situation?

Face your fears

Breaking difficult tasks down into small steps can be helpful, but you may still put off doing them
because you feel too anxious. Anxious feelings often stop us doing the things we wouldreally like to
do. However, by not doingthem we then have disappointment.

e You mightfeelfrightened about goingtoschool, butstayingat home might make
you feel sad.

e You mightfeel scared about going out with yourfriends, but stayingin on your own
might make you feel angry with yourself.

At these times, it can be useful toface your fearsand learn to overcome them. You can do this by
goingthrough the following steps:

Stage 1 : Use Small steps to break down your challenge into smaller tasks.
Stage 2: Think about positive self-talk and practice usingit.

Stage3: Relax and imagine yourself successfully coping with your first task.



Stage 4: Test it out, one task at atime.

Stage 5: Praise yourself for being successful.

Examples: David is afraid to go out.

David felt afraid to go out of the house on his own eversince he was push ed over by a gang of boys.
He was feeling very unhappy about being trappedin his house but was scared about going out. He
decided toface hisfears.

e Stage 1 Daviddecidedthat he would like to be able to do to the shop at the bottom of
hisroad. By using small steps he identified the following tasks.
1. Tostand by hisfront gate for a couple of minutes
2. Togooutsidethe gate andthenreturn home
3. Togooutside the gate, walkto the bus stopand thenreturnhome.
4. To walkto the shops( not gointothem)andthenreturnhome
5. Towalkto the shopsand go intothem.

e Stage2 Davidthoughtabouthis positive self talk and as he imagined himselfwalking to
the gate he would say “I'm safe, no one will hurt me in my garden, I’'m goingto walk to
the gate”.

e Stage3 Davidimagined hisrelaxing place. Once he was relaxed, he imagined a picture
of himself coming out of the house and calmly walking to the front gate and then
returninginto his house.

e Stag 4 Afterimaginingthisafew timesand practicing his positiveself-talk, David felt
ready to test it out. He decided that the best time to face his fears was during school -
time when he would be lass likely to meetany groups of children. He chose the time,
relaxed himself, used his coping self-talk and tested his first steps.

e Stage 5 Whenhe came inafterbeingsuccessful, David praised and rewarded himself
with a mug of hot chocolate and a biscuit! He practices this step a few times before
movingonto the nextone.

Distractions
Why is distraction helpful?

Whenyou are worried or feel tense, itis often difficult not to think about it. Bur these thoughts end
up makingyoufeel worse. They keep the vicious circle of anxiety going.

e Distraction helpstake your mind off your negative thoughts/worries.
e Distraction helpsyou control your thoughts by thinking about somethingelse.

If you do notletyourself pay attention to yourfeelings of anxiety, they will eventually go away by
themselves, whileyourattentions on something else. Distractions can be helpful in givingyou some
short-term relieffrom anxious feelings.



The idea of distractionistotrain yourself to keep your mind busy doing whatyouwantit to do.You
teach yourselfto focus your thoughts on somethingelse. Ratherthan listening to worrying or
negative thoughts, you canlearn to drownthem out by getting your mind to do what you wantit to
do. Distraction can be achieved in different ways.

Try to answerthese questions

e Do youfindthat youfeel betterif yougetinvolvedindoingsomething, such as
listening to music, playingacomputergame, goingfora run or talking to a friend?
e Ifso, whatdo you getinvolvedin?

How can you distract yourself?
There are lots of ways you can distract yourself. Some activities people have found useful are:-

1. Concentrating on what is happening around you. For example, you could listen
to someone else’s conversation, or count how many different red things you can
see.Choose somethingthat holds yourattention. When distracting yourself, it
helpstogive yourself aspecifictask, like guessing what job peopledo.

2. Mental activity. Thisincludes anyactivity youcan doin yourhead, such as
mental arithmetic, reciting the lyrics of asongor thinking puzzles. Forexample:

e Countingbackwardsfrom 100 in threes
e Spellingthe names of yourfamily backwards
e Namingall the albums of yourfavourite group

Namingthe players of yourfavourite sports team.
The activity has to be hard enough to challenge you so don’t make ittoo easy!

3. Physical activity. Apart from distracting you from your thoughts, physical activity
givesyou more energy and makes you feel less tired. You could play sports with
friends, sojoggingorjust take the dog for a walk.

Make a list of all the things you could do to distract yourself from your worrying thoughts.
(Reading, watchingthe TV ora DVD, listening to the radio or music, or phoninga friend fora chat
are some things which may be helpful. Try to think of your own and include things that you enjoy.
Try to include some physical and mental activities).



At those times whenyou become aware that you are listening to your negative thoughts or
worries, try one of the activities that you find helpful. Forexample:

Instead of lying in bed listening to your negative thoughts, put on your personal stereo and
listen to some music.

The more you practice, the easierit will become to block out your negative thoughts.






