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Praise for Unwinding Anxiety

“One of the hardest things about tackling a bad habit is confronting the anxiety behind it. Judson Brewer has given us a breakthrough program with great tips and hacks that anyone can use to feel better. We all need this book!”

—B. J. FOGG, PHD, NEW YORK TIMES–BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF TINY HABITS

“Unwinding Anxiety provides a step-by-step guide to Judson Brewer’s personally designed, clinically proven path that can alleviate your mind from anxiety, obsessive thinking, addiction, and more. It guides your brain to rewire in helpful ways as it inspires your mind to understand its inner processes more deeply and to live with more freedom, gratitude, interpersonal connection, and joy.”

—DANIEL J. SIEGEL, MD, NEW YORK TIMES–BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF AWARE

“You cannot thrive if you’re perpetually anxious. It’s that simple. Judson Brewer has given us a plan that can help us overcome our anxious thoughts, feelings, and habits to create true well-being. It is absolutely game-changing.”

—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON, NEW YORK TIMES–BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THRIVE

“Grounded in the best of current science and totally user-friendly, Unwinding Anxiety reveals how a powerful set of mindfulness tools can free us from the worry that rules our lives. This is the most helpful and informative book on anxiety I’ve read!”

—TARA BRACH, PHD, AUTHOR OF RADICAL ACCEPTANCE

“In a world that can be overwhelming, Judson Brewer has created a plan to stop the overwhelm. He shows us accessible ways to stop worry in its tracks and mindfulness techniques that can redirect our energy in positive, healing ways. It’s exactly what we need right now.”

—U.S. REPRESENTATIVE TIM RYAN (D-OH)

“An incredibly relatable and practical guide to anxiety. Judson Brewer’s research has contributed greatly to our understanding of why anxiety is so hard to shake. This book gives us the tools to break free. Anxiety is at the root of so many of the habits we want to change. Unwinding Anxiety will not only help you deal with anxiety, but will also help you find freedom from the behaviors that hold you back.”

—KELLY MCGONIGAL, PHD, AUTHOR OF THE JOY OF MOVEMENT

“Brewer weaves together science from his lab and stories from his clinic to expertly illustrate how anxiety develops, becomes a habit loop, and why our anti-anxiety strategies continue to fail us. Unwinding Anxiety provides actionable steps that you can implement into your own life to stop this cycle. Compellingly written, this compassionate book is full of insights that couldn’t have come at a better time.”

—JEWEL

“This may be the only book on anxiety you’ll ever need. Drawing on his lab’s latest neuroscience and clinically proven techniques, Dr. Brewer ingeniously reveals why anxiety loops are so hard to break. Showing clearly how and why worry is so addictive, he guides you in how to shift through the gears to break the old habits that keep anxiety going, and to unwind the rope that’s been coiled around your life. With new insights on every page, this is evidence-based psychological science at its best.”

—MARK WILLIAMS, EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD, COAUTHOR OF MINDFULNESS

“In Unwinding Anxiety neuroscientist Judson Brewer offers a brilliant breakthrough: brain-based methods for lessening our anxiety-driven habits. And anxiety, after all, is the common cold of our emotional life.”

—DANIEL GOLEMAN, AUTHOR OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

“Judson Brewer has written a relatable, introspective guide to overcoming anxiety. Backed by research and experience, Unwinding Anxiety is an exploration of how anxiety grows in our brains and offers a key to unwinding those habitual thought patterns. Much more than relaying research and science, this book offers user-friendly, practical steps to the possibility of managing worry!”

—SHARON SALZBERG, AUTHOR OF LOVINGKINDNESS AND REAL CHANGE
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EPILOGUE

Six Years and Five Minutes

IN 2013, I was invited to give a TEDx talk on flow. I gave the talk in a quaint 1920s-style theater in Alexandria, Virginia, just on the other side of the Potomac River from Washington, D.C. The talk went well (I felt like I was in flow while giving it, so it felt great to me!), but serendipitously, my team had just completed an early version of our Craving to Quit app. We had worked on it for a long time, and back then app-based mindfulness training was such a novel concept that I was dying to have people try it out to see if it worked. Nearly twenty years had passed since I was first introduced to mindfulness, and we had something that could potentially scale to help many people—basically anyone with a smartphone. To put it mildly, my phone was burning a hole in my pocket.

Since I was near the nation’s capital, I paid a visit to Tim Ryan (D), who represents Ohio’s 13th district in Congress. He’s a friend and a big mindfulness proponent (he even wrote a book called A Mindful Nation), so who better to talk to about improving our nation’s healthcare with low-cost solutions?

Tim and I are only four months apart in age, and first met at a party at a contemplative science research conference the year before. When I arrived at his office, he ushered me in and immediately asked for an update on the latest research. Tim impressed me with his desire to understand the facts and science behind something before he supports it.

As Tim and I talked, I mentioned our recent findings with mindfulness and smoking cessation, and that we’d just developed an app to deliver the training digitally. I pulled out my phone and started showing him the program’s features. He got this wild look in his eyes and suddenly cut me off. He got up and yelled out to one of his young staff members in the other room, “Hey, Michael, come in here!” I can only imagine what it is like to be “on call” all the time as a staff member of a congressperson. Michael came in looking like he didn’t know what to expect. “You smoke, don’t you?” Tim asked—more of a command than a question. Hesitantly and somewhat quietly, he replied, “Yes.” “Well, you don’t have to quit, but try this app out and tell me if it’s any good,” Tim commanded and summarily dismissed him. Michael nodded. Looking somewhat confused, he left the room to await further instructions.

On my train ride home that afternoon, I sent Michael an email. “Thanks for volunteering (or being volunteered by Congressman Ryan) to help test out our Craving to Quit program,” it began, and then gave him the details on how to get started. Two days later, he started the program. The following week, he wrote me an email to update me on his progress. He ended it with: “Thank you again for giving me this opportunity, I was not planning on quitting, but now that I am doing the program I figure now is as good a time as any.” The next month, I received a follow-up email from Michael: “I began this program a skeptic, but saw its benefits almost immediately. I went from smoking 10 cigarettes a day, literally afraid to leave the house without a pack and a lighter, and after 21 days I have been able to stop smoking altogether. This would have never been possible without Craving to Quit.” As I read this, tears streamed down my face. My wife asked what happened, and I stammered, “This may actually work.”

Over a year later, Anderson Cooper was visiting my lab at the Center for Mindfulness to film a story for CBS’s 60 Minutes. He had just come from interviewing Congressman Ryan. I asked Denise Cetta, the show’s producer, about Michael. Yes, she remembered him—and mentioned that he told her he was still smoke-free.

Nice.

In the fall of 2019, Tim and I were giving back-to-back talks at a conference. Just before I got up to give my talk, Tim leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Hey, do you remember that guy that works for me that quit smoking?”

“Yes, of course.”

“He’s still smoke-free,” Tim said, a big grin spreading across his face.

Wow, six years later, after a five-minute conversation, a guy who was “voluntold” to give mindfulness a try had kicked his smoking habit for good.

Nice indeed. I love my job.

Feedback

Just like anyone else who has a brain, I learn from feedback. I have tried to write an honest account of the simple ways in which my lab’s science has come together with my clinical work (both in person and through app-based digital therapeutics). Feel free to offer feedback via email—you can reach me at www.drjud.com. I’d love to hear anything that I missed, got wrong, or could have done better. It would also be lovely to hear things that you liked, found helpful, and so on. This is a continual learning process for me. The more I learn, the more I can make these tools better for others.
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