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			Overcoming anxiety

			
					Problem: for some people, the world around them is a constant source of fear and anxiety, while others only have these feelings in specific situations. Anxiety sufferers experience debilitating and frightening symptoms such as cold sweats, listlessness and heart palpitations. It is important to understand why these symptoms appear and take steps to break free of fear.

					Aim: to understand and overcome anxiety.

					FAQs:	I am constantly worried and stressed. Everything makes me anxious and this sometimes paralyses me. Is this normal?

	If I am naturally anxious, is there really anything I can do about it, since it is a part of my temperament?

	When I have a sudden anxiety attack, what can I do to calm down?

	My partner is a very anxious person. What can I do to help them?




			

			Our throat tightens, we struggle to breathe, our heart races, our skin is beaded with sweat and, all of a sudden, a gnawing, paralysing feeling of anxiety appears in the pit of our stomach and spreads throughout our body. We are immediately overwhelmed and feel that we are no longer in charge of our own body.

			All of us are familiar with anxiety and have experienced it at one time or another: it emerges when we have to give a presentation, meet somebody new or deal with an unexpected phone call, or even during harmless everyday events such as nightfall or the silent emptiness of a Sunday afternoon. As long as these episodes are sporadic and bearable, there is nothing to worry about. However, when this feeling of anxiety becomes constant and intense and starts interfering with your everyday life, it is time to act! Do not let anxiety stop you from thriving. There are a range of simple solutions and tools you can use to halt its far-reaching effects. Whether you are working alone or with the support of others, and at home or within a group, there are plenty of tricks at your disposal.

			In 50 minutes, you will discover where this gnawing discomfort comes from, learn about the warning signs and find advice and tips to finally stop anxiety from dictating your life. Do not give up: every problem has a solution.

		


		
			What is anxiety?

			Stress, fear or anxiety?

			Although these terms may seem quite similar at first glance and are often used interchangeably, they actually have different characteristics and effects. While stress and fear are normally temporary, anxiety is more insidious and casts a more or less constant shadow over sufferers.

			Stress

			Stress is a common and completely natural phenomenon which emerges in response to an event. It is a physiological reaction by our bodies which allows us to confront a challenging or threatening situation. However, in our modern societies, where we are constantly on the go and overwork is common, we are experiencing stress more and more, and it risks reaching unhealthy levels. Indeed, while occasional stress in particular situations is a positive, sometimes life-saving reaction, regular and persistent stress has destructive effects on our physical and mental health.

			Fear

			Fear is characterised by its intensity and by a certain relationship to reality. It results from the intense feeling that we are dealing with a threat that is vague and undefined, but rooted in reality. It is therefore temporary and context-dependent. Finally, while fear is undeniably a psychological sensation, it is expressed above all in physical symptoms: tremors, increased heart rate, and so on.

			Anxiety

			The Collins English Dictionary defines anxiety as “a state of uneasiness or tension caused by apprehension of possible future misfortune, danger, etc” or “a state of intense apprehension or worry often accompanied by physical symptoms such as shaking, intense feelings in the gut, etc”. In other words, anxiety is an emotional state of nervous agitation, which can manifest itself in different forms and with varying degrees of intensity. Unlike fear, which appears suddenly and results in temporary mental and physical incapacity, anxiety does not stop us from getting on with our day-to-day lives, since it is a vaguer, but also more constant, state of worry. Although it is an unpleasant feeling, anxiety does not pose any health concerns as long as it remains mild. However, if we do not do anything to control the situation and overcome these negative emotions of constant pessimism and worry, it can develop into its pathological form, generalised anxiety disorder.

			
				
					TEST: DO YOU SUFFER FROM ANXIETY?
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					You mostly answered “every day”: you are very often stressed and anxious, and it seems that these feelings take precedence over your life balance. Make sure that you do not let them overwhelm you too often. Feel free to follow the advice in this book and to ask a healthcare professional for help.

					You mostly answered “often”: you have a tendency towards anxiety, but it is not debilitating for you on an everyday basis. However, do not hesitate explore the issue further, because nothing is stopping you from improving your quality of life.

					You mostly answered “rarely”: you are rarely affected by anxiety. Of course, it still happens sometimes, but mainly in very stressful situations. You seem to be very good at managing your emotions, which enables you to stay in control in all situations.

					You mostly answered “never”: you are incredibly composed, and anxiety is an unfamiliar feeling for you. Whether you are stressed or not, and whether you are dealing with a crisis or relaxing on holiday, your mood stays the same. This is better for your nerves, but do not forget that a little dose of adrenaline from time to time is beneficial, and sometimes even desirable.

				

			

			Anxiety disorders

			Anxiety disorders are a range of psychological illnesses characterised by a profound, intense and constant feeling of anxiety which is debilitating for the sufferer on an everyday basis. While classification may vary slightly between countries, the DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) distinguishes between six particular forms: generalised anxiety disorder, panic disorder with or without agoraphobia, specific phobias, obsessive-compulsive disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder.

			The thing that all these disorders have in common is that they affect the prefrontal cortex. This is the most evolved region of the brain and deals with its most abstract thoughts, such as predictions for the future, decision-making, problem-solving and the implementation of strategies. This region is also directly connected to the limbic lobe, which is responsible for emotions. This means that anxiety disorders affect both abstract thoughts and emotions. Anxiety therefore puts our overall health at risk.
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			Generalised anxiety disorder (GAD)

			Specialists make a clear distinction between mild, temporary anxiety and intense, chronic anxiety. For pathological anxiety to be diagnosed, the patient must have been suffering from at least three of the following symptoms for a minimum of six months:

			
					difficulty sleeping,

					tiredness,

					irritability,

					difficulty concentrating,

					agitation,

					muscle pains.

			

			GAD is characterised by general, difficult-to-control anxiety and constant, exaggerated worrying about everyday events for no apparent reason. It is estimated that between 5 and 8% of the population in Western countries suffers from GAD, and woman are affected twice as much as men (Besançon, 1993: 41).

			Panic disorder with or without agoraphobia

			Panic disorder is characterised by recurring and unpredictable panic attacks during situations which present no real danger, and by the constant fear that these panic attacks will happen again. During a panic attack, the person experiences an intense, temporary feeling of anxiety, and presents physical symptoms that are typical of extreme situations (heart palpitations, trembling, feeling of suffocation, fainting, fear of going mad, and so on). If this disorder is accompanied by agoraphobia, the individual will be anxious about going to places that it might be difficult to escape from, and therefore where it will be difficult to get help if they start having a panic attack.

			According to the DSM-IV, several characteristics need to appear together for the problem to be diagnosed as panic disorder:

			
					the individual must have experienced unexpected and recurring panic attacks (several over the course of the same month);

					these panic attacks must be accompanied by a constant fear of experiencing further attacks;

					they must also be combined with worry about possible repercussions and consequences;

					they must result in major behavioural changes with the aim of preventing possible further attacks.

			

			It should be noted that panic attacks are not caused by excessive alcohol or drug use and do not result from other mental problems or physical issues. 

			Social anxiety disorder

			This illness, which is also known as social phobia, is described as excessive anxiety which emerges in the context of social relationships or in situations during which the individual may display symptoms of anxiety. This type of panic attack is lasting and continues until the individual has escaped the situation causing their anxiety. This leads them to adopt avoidant behaviour and break off all social contact.

			The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders clearly outlines the specific features of social phobia, namely:

			
					Marked and persistent apprehension about one or more situations in which the individual may be forced to interact with people they do not know or who might judge them. They are afraid of displaying behaviour or symptoms of nerves which may be humiliating or embarrassing for them.

					Strong anxiety, and even a systematic feeling of panic, generated by the simple fact of being in the presence of other people in certain circumstances.

					The awareness that their fear is excessive and irrational.

					Acute anxiety or profound distress when they avoid or face up to the stressful situation or attention from others that they are afraid of.

					Acute suffering and major disturbances to their day-to-day life as a result of the behaviours adopted to avoid the situations that cause anxiety and of the symptoms experienced.

			

			Specific phobias

			Specific phobias involve an irrational, excessive and constant fear of a particular situation or object. The anxiety felt manifests itself as a panic attack and/or avoidant behaviour. In this specific case, it is essential to distinguish clearly between fear and phobias. In the first case, the subject may be afraid of a situation, but will not avoid it; in the second case, the person suffering from the phobia will do everything they can to escape the threat.

			The DSM-IV distinguishes between four types of specific phobias:

			
					animal type, which includes, for example, arachnophobia and phobias of snakes or insects;

					natural environment type, which includes phobia of heights, water, storms, and so on;

					blood/injection/injury type, which comprises phobias such as hematophobia (phobia of blood) and aichmophobia (phobia of needles);

					situational type, which includes phobia of planes, lifts, public places, and so on.

			

			Obsessive-compulsive disorder

			Obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD, is considered to be an anxiety disorder and involves obsessions and compulsive behaviours. The individual is constantly overwhelmed by unpleasant thoughts which result in feelings of fear, anxiety and even disgust. The sufferer’s only way of putting an end to these debilitating feelings is to put in place small, repetitive rituals known as compulsions, which can be very time-consuming.

			The most common phobias in this case include phobias of germs and infections, which result in compulsions involving extreme hygiene (showering several times a day, wearing a face mask or gloves, cleaning their room every day) and an obsessive concern for symmetry and organisation which manifests itself as a compulsive need to put every object in a particular place.

			Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

			Post-traumatic stress disorder occurs in some people who have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event during which their physical integrity or that of another person may have been threatened. However, it is impossible to generalise about the sufferers of PTSD. While some people develop chronic anxiety caused by situations, noises or places that remind them of the traumatic event, others do not experience any symptoms at all. To deal with this overwhelming and debilitating fear, the subject adopts a range of defence mechanisms such as avoidance, denial and hyperactivity, which allow them to avoid reliving these painful moments. However, these solutions are only temporary and do not help with the deep-seated pain at the root of this feeling of powerlessness and panicked fear.

			The origins of anxiety

			As is the case for many illnesses, anxiety does not stem from one single cause, but rather from a combination of factors which, when combined, cause the sufferer to become anxious.

			Biological factors

			Some people have a genetic predisposition to this kind of illness. Certain genes and hormones seem to encourage the development of anxiety. These include in particular serotonin, a neurotransmitter in the central nervous system, and activin, a hormone which plays a role in the regulation of the menstrual cycle.

			As women experience constant hormonal changes, they can prove more sensitive to stress and anxiety, especially at certain points in their hormonal cycle. For example, over the course of the premenstrual period and the menstrual cycle, the levels of three hormones which are essential for general balance (progesterone, testosterone and oestrogen) can fluctuate significantly, even from one day to the next! This can result in anxiety, among other symptoms.

			Cortisol, sometimes called the stress hormone, provides another illustration of the influence of biology on anxiety. When this hormone is mobilised, it takes control of our bodies and can inhibit the activity of our immune system to allow itself to work more effectively.

			In other words, our bodies and their many genes and hormones have a multitude of ways of causing anxiety. Nonetheless, although biology does have a real and omnipresent influence on anxiety, it would be much too simplistic to view it as the only cause of the phenomenon without taking into account the individual’s environment and development.

			Psychosocial factors

			Besides the factors which are inherent to the individual, a person’s sociocultural environment and experiences will have just as much of an impact on the development of anxiety. Indeed, a natural predisposition will be more likely to develop if the context is favourable. Consequently, a series of events can encourage the emergence of anxiety: a stressful family environment, a dysfunctional parent-child relationship, job loss, divorce, overwork, an accident, a serious illness, and so on.

			Debilitating symptoms

			While anxiety wears many masks, the symptoms are relatively similar for most anxiety disorders, although they can vary slightly from person to person. This state of constant heightened stress manifests itself on both the psychological and the physical level, doubling victims’ suffering.

			Psychological and behavioural symptoms

			Anxiety disorders reduce the secretion of certain neurotransmitters in the brain. Anxious individuals may also display elevated levels of activity in the cerebral cortex. As a result, anxiety leads to many psychological and behavioural symptoms such as pessimism, hyperactivity, fear of losing control, emotional detachment, a desire to flee, and so on.

			Physical symptoms

			Beyond its psychological and behavioural manifestations, anxiety is characterised by very intense and particularly debilitating physical symptoms. These include heart palpitations, a feeling of suffocation, nausea, clammy or cold hands, pins and needles in the limbs, vertigo and tension in the body.

			Of course, not all of these symptoms are present in every case or last for a long time, and their appearance varies depending on the kind of anxiety disorder.

			“I was diagnosed as agoraphobic a few years ago. My anxiety disorder was not really all that debilitating to begin with: it was not there all the time and, when it did appear, I told myself it was just because I was tired. However, my anxiety attacks gradually became more frequent and intense, and a lot of symptoms began to appear: I would get a lump in my throat, have violent headaches, begin to hyperventilate, and so on, for no apparent reason.” (Stephanie, 30)

			Health consequences

			Anxiety and stress are not pleasant emotions for anyone. However, when anxiety persists or becomes chronic, what was initially just an unpleasant feeling can cause genuine health problems.

			In addition, it is difficult to identify the problem because the symptoms of anxiety can resemble the symptoms of other illnesses. For example, if you have a headache you may tell yourself that you must have caught a cold waiting for the bus yesterday, or that the wine you had at dinner was not the best. However, it is possible that the real cause of your pain is anxiety. Anxiety can have a range of consequences for your health, which can vary in visibility and seriousness. When it comes to your mental and physical health, anxiety is anything but harmless!

			Physical effects:

			
					headaches,

					sore throats,

					stomach, digestive and liver problems,

					breathing difficulties,

					skin reactions,

					muscle pain,

					sleep problems,

					bruxism (excessive teeth grinding),

					high blood pressure,

					cardiovascular problems,

					weakened immune system,

					cancer.

			

			Mental and behavioural effects:

			
					memory problems,

					difficult concentrating,

					mood swings,

					depression,

					alcoholism and drug abuse,

					eating disorders.
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