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			Is freedom from fear possible?

			
					Issue: is it possible to definitively free ourselves from our fears in order to be more effective and feel more comfortable at work?

					Uses: gaining control over your anxieties and no longer letting them run your life: this is the key to progressing smoothly, with full power over yourself and your abilities in your professional environment.

					Professional context: professional relationships, job changes, work-related uncertainty, interviews, public speaking, work-life balance.

					FAQs:	I am constantly anxious before I go into the office, but I don’t know why. How can I overcome this fear?

	I no longer find meaning in what I do, and this situation paralyses me and gives me anxiety. How can I get out of it?

	When I am supposed to speak in front of a group of people, I am overwhelmed by fear. What can I do to overcome this stress?

	When I am in front of my boss, my behaviour completely changes, I become restless and I lose control of myself. Why?

	I would like to change my working hours, but I don’t dare talk about it. How can I start?

	My company has just been bought out and I am afraid for the future. How can I deal with this situation?

	In the short term, what tools could help me to manage the physical symptoms caused by anxiety?




			

			Nowadays, society and the world of work are always asking us to deliver more, more quickly: performance is what counts. Our relationships with our colleagues and our managers, as well as our private lives, are experiencing the same pressure. We have less time to communicate, listen to each other and understand each other. This climate gives rise to fears which, fortunately, can be overcome if we start by identifying and accepting them in order to then understand them. Although fear is a normal feeling in certain unfamiliar situations, this emotion can be extremely paralysing if we have no control over it.

			Imagine the following situations: it is finally time to present the project you have been working on for weeks, but your hands are clammy, you are finding it difficult to breathe, your heart rate is rising, and no sound is coming from your lips; after a comment from your manager, you have a lump in your throat and you cannot answer them; you need to change your working hours to find better balance, but you don’t dare to speak to your manager about it. These unpleasant moments are often part of all of our day-to-day lives.

			However, when we let this kind of situation become a reflex, we risk getting bogged down and lost in it. Anxiety can inhibit our actions and reactions when confronting a situation or person that makes us anxious. Our creativity, our initiative and our assertiveness decrease and we feel stuck, unable to be who we really are. In theory, we could get around the problem by remaining in a secure, familiar and risk-free place. However, this comfort zone will never allow us to thrive; quite the opposite, in fact. This does not even take into account the fact that reality will end up catching up with us. In this case, there is only one solution: face the situation head on!

		


		
			Working without fear: the basics

			Understanding your fear

			A basic emotion

			Fear, which is defined by the Collins English Dictionary as “a feeling of distress, apprehension, or alarm caused by impending danger, pain, etc”, is appropriate when it protects us from a real threat. In such cases, it is an instinctive reaction which becomes an effective defence mechanism in a dangerous situation. However, it can also come from our imaginations and be nothing more than the projection of a potential threat. In the world of work, it is normally this second case that we come across. Consequently, we must interpret the scenarios that we come up with in our minds to see whether they are well-founded.

			According to Paul Ekman (American psychologist, born in 1934) fear is one of the four fundamental emotions, along with happiness, sadness and anger. It is therefore natural to feel it. What is less natural, however, is creating a discrepancy between our reactions and the emotions we feel. Pierre-Jean de Jonghe (coach and president of the Leading and Coaching Academy in Belgium) describes three ways of doing this:

			
					Stifling emotion, which is an avoidance strategy (“I don’t want to accept what I am feeling, so I won’t express it”).

					Exaggerating emotion, which indicates a lack of self-control (“I shout at my employees even when I am not angry”).

					Substitution, which involves expressing a different feeling to the one that is felt. This is known as an ‘extorting’ emotion. This is the case, for example, when we laugh because we are uncomfortable or afraid (nervous laughter).

			

			It is therefore important to picture our way of reacting when fear emerges. Is it appropriate for the situation we are experiencing?

			Identifying your fear

			The first stage in getting rid of anxiety is admitting that it exists. After that, we can start to identify where it comes from and why, and what we can do to overcome it. This long road must be travelled with a real will to change if you want to successfully pull yourself out of the mire.

			Whether you fear expressing yourself in front of your manager, failing, coming into conflict with someone, setting boundaries, speaking in public or a range of other things, fears are always linked to an individual’s experience and can seriously hold them back in their day-to-day lives. These anxious thoughts often say something about us and our needs: for example, behind a fear of conflict we often find a need for emotional security. In the professional world, we can distinguish three main types of fears: social judgement, failure and uncertainty. To try to conquer them, we must start by understanding them better.

			Understanding their origins

			Drivers

			In transactional analysis, the American psychologist Taibi Kahler (born in 1943) has identified five ‘drivers’. These messages form guidelines inherited from our parents and our upbringing which lead to our reactions and make us adopt unconscious behaviour in a particular situation. This causes problems when these attitudes are inappropriate and hinder our progress. Fears can then take root and interfere with authentic behaviour.

			A description of each of these drivers will allow you to recognise these mechanisms at work in you and in others, in order to know yourself better and understand other people better. You can leave judgement aside and become more tolerant towards yourself and others. Keep firmly in mind that these tools and methods of analysis are still very simplified: each person is unique and can be guided by several drivers with varying degrees of dominance:

			
					Be perfect: when excellence is demanded throughout childhood, when failure is not tolerated and effort is not emphasised, the adult will probably tend towards obsessive perfectionism. If you are in this situation, you are stressed and inflexible towards yourself and others. In short, you are perennially dissatisfied. The fear linked to this pressure is the fear of not being accepted in society or liked by others if you are not perfect.

					Be strong: this driver reflects a strict upbringing in which there is not always room for feelings and emotions. Individuality is favoured. Confiding in others is seen as a sign of weakness. A person affected by this driver is generally disciplined and remains cold in the face of other people’s emotions. They are afraid of showing their own emotions, and they will tend to avoid situations which could put them in danger – meaning situations which would force them to confront their emotions and therefore expose their weaknesses.

					Hurry up: “Come on son, we’re going to be late!” Since childhood, this person has had to rush to go to school, take their bath, eat, etc. If this driver is dominant for you, you are often late, you are always rushing everywhere, and your diary is filled to bursting. Subconsciously, you are seeking the stress of time flying by in order to perform. You no doubt believe that the more overbooked you are, the more efficient you will be. But beware, as fatigue risks prevailing and anxiety may emerge when calm returns.

					Please others: this driver affects the child who has learnt by being told “finish your dinner and make Mummy happy” that in order to be recognised, they must please adults. Once they themselves become adults, they will prioritise the happiness and needs of other people to the detriment of their own. Helping people will make them feel alive, and it will become difficult for them to say no. The individual who follows this pattern has only one fear: of no longer being loved if they do not do what is asked of them. If you recognise yourself in this, take care that you do not let yourself be exploited.

					Try hard: with this kind of message, life appears as a permanent struggle. Here, the information received by the child puts the emphasis on effort rather than on the results themselves. Fear arises when they cannot try any harder or when they think that others are not trying hard enough. It can turn into fear of failure, of ease or even of success.

			

			Now that you have a clearer picture of these drivers, position yourself as an objective observer of your situation (this is called the meta-position). Take time to reflect on your habits, your obsessions, your attitudes in professional relationships, the kind of upbringing you give to your children, etc.

			You will find a brief self-coaching exercise in the ‘Over to you’ section. It will allow you to analyse yourself in order to highlight your drivers and the various behaviours linked to them. Try to always be objective and put things into perspective as much as possible. For example, if you cannot say no to your boss or even to your employees, ask yourself whether this behaviour is really justified or whether it is an expression of your driver. If you are regularly late and calm makes you anxious, were you aware that this could be a result of a repeated pattern in your environment? Finally, are the behaviours that you inherited during your childhood still in place today?

			In transactional analysis, there are five ‘permissions’ which could help you to knock down your drivers. Try to put them into practice every day. Each person has their own technique – you could repeat them out loud, sing them, write them on a Post-it note or a board, etc.
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					Warning

					If you do not manage to feel something positive by stating your permission and you feel uneasy instead, there is probably another heavier, deeper element in your history that is stopping you from making progress. In this case, do not hesitate to get help from someone else.

				

			

			Drivers therefore have a negative effect on behaviour and can lead to unjustified fears and anxieties which involve the judgement of the self or others in relation to the self. They are the origin of our limiting beliefs (cf. following section), which themselves are the root of our fears and anxious thoughts.

			Be careful: the aim is never to completely eradicate a behaviour, but to preserve and highlight the positive elements it could bring to a certain situation and alter the rest. Here are some examples of the ‘qualities in our faults’ with regard to drivers:

			
					the ‘Be perfect’ is produces high-quality work;

					the ‘Be strong’ is resistant to high-stress and high-pressure situations, and knows how to handle a crisis;

					the ‘Hurry up’ is very responsive and can meet very short deadlines;

					the ‘Please others’ is good company and empathetic;

					the ‘Try hard’ is patient and persistent.

			

			Beliefs

			Drivers lead us to beliefs. Most of the time, our fears are linked to these. From birth, our experiences and environment lead us to generate ‘beliefs’ which are grounded in our subconscious. They involve all the conclusions we have come to with regard to our lived experiences, including those dictated by our drivers. Together, they form our vision of the world, our certainties and our fears. They dictate our behaviour, the way we react to situations and our opinions, and they do all this without us being aware of it. They are strong and difficult to get rid of. We tend to protect them so that our vision of the world will remain coherent.

			There are two kinds of belief, known as limiting beliefs and supporting beliefs:

			
					Supporting beliefs are positive (“I can do it”), as they give us energy, motivate us to take action, and give us permissions and confidence.

					Limiting beliefs move us away from action. They form a view of life that makes us think that we do not deserve certain things or that we cannot achieve them. They place a veil over reality, and can lead to real anxieties. For example, if we are convinced that we do not deserve a promotion, we will subconsciously do everything possible to make this belief come true.

			

			What interests us here is learning how to move past the limiting beliefs that are at the root of our fears and anxious thoughts. In coaching, the basic tool is reframing through questioning. The aim is to adopt another point of view on the situation and another perception of what we thought was certain in our reality. To do this, it is necessary to keep a very open mind and to have a sincere desire or need to change. You will need to destroy conclusions that have been reached throughout your entire life and ‘clear your formatting’ so that you can be reprogrammed. To do this, question how well-founded all your certainties are and find examples from your life which disprove them (you can use The Work of Byron Katie to help you, cf. ‘Over to you’). Look again and again, because the more arguments you have against this certainty, the quicker it will collapse. Next, take action to help your new positive beliefs take root, cultivate them and test them from day to day so that they gradually become part of you and your daily life.

			Needs

			Neuroscience confirms that it is useless to tell yourself to stop being scared. First we must return to our beliefs, needs and emotions so that we can understand our anxiety and then treat it. Many people will try to conceal their fear. They will put all their energy into this, even if it means exhausting themselves and reaching the point of burnout. It is therefore very important not to try to bury your anxiety, but to talk about it in order to free yourself from it.

			To know if your motivation to change – in this case the motivation to control your fears – is strong enough, you need to discover the unsatisfied need hidden behind your fears. The more important this need is for you, the more it will drive you.

			To help you in this process, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs represents the different needs we could have. It organises these needs into five levels, ranked by order of importance. According to Abraham Maslow (American psychologist, 1908-1970), all these needs are present in all of us, but some of them are felt more than others. His idea is that we cannot act on our higher motivations if our lower motivations are not satisfied.

			Try to identify the needs you are most sensitive to and which could fuel your anxiety. For example, if your need for esteem is not respected in a particular situation, realising this will increase your motivation to act.
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			Working on yourself

			The ego states

			We have just looked at where our fears could come from. In this section, we will move on to looking at what part of us is responsible for these fears. This will allow us to challenge the consistency of our anxieties and give us material to question.

			Eric Berne (American psychiatrist, 1910-1970), the father of transactional analysis, outlined three internal states of a person at a given moment facing a particular situation. He intellectualised them to enable us to better interpret them. They can therefore be viewed as tools of behavioural and developmental analysis which evoke what is happening within us.
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			Try to put your finger on moments in your life when you act like you did when you were a child, and those when you adopt behaviour copied from those older than you. If you cannot identify them in this way, simply think of times when you reacted immediately, and try to understand what could have influenced your reaction. Say, for example, you break out in a cold sweat at the thought of speaking in public. Who is behind this fear? Often, you will find the Child, and becoming aware of that will allow you to take the first step towards change. How would you act if the Adult took over the reins, and what needs to happen for this to be the case? What resources are at your disposal?

			In order to be balanced, we all need these three states. The Adult allows us to react appropriately to an immediate situation, the Child gives us our touch of madness and our spontaneity, and the Parent brings us the rules of society. Each state provides us with several resources:

			
					the Parent brings values, beliefs, rules and opinions;

					the Child brings emotions, intuition and curiosity;

					the Adult brings logic, information and objective analysis.

			

			What is also interesting is that these states influence our relationships. The transactions between two people are simple when they are both in the Adult state, but this is not always the case. Fears can result from a communication problem. It is therefore important to clarify transactions between the participants in a stressful situation.

			The three possible transactions

			
					The transaction can be parallel or complementary when the response is appropriate. It only involves two ego states: one per person. For example, you take the Child position with your boss and your boss respond to you as a Parent. Communication works.

					The transaction can be crossed. For example, your boss talks to you as an Adult and you react as a Child, no doubt because the situation brings back a memory for you. Communication is broken.

					Ulterior or hidden transactions also take place on the psychological level: as well as the verbal message, there is a nonverbal message. This second-level transaction is hidden and often takes place subconsciously. For example, your boss asks you what time it is when the meeting should be starting right this minute. You take this as a reproach and although you respond verbally to them as an Adult, on the inside you feel bad and your gestures and tone of voice respond as a Child. Communication is broken.
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			It is therefore important to constantly question yourself to try and understand why
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

5. Self-actualisation
4. Esteem
3. Love/belonging
2. Safety

1. Physiological needs
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Be strong
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Be asyou are. You have the right to make mistakes.
Perfection does not exist.

Be open. You have the right to feel and express
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Please
others

Try hard

Take your time. Adopt an effective and appropriate
pace. It is no use rushing and risking doing things
badly.

Please yourself. Live according to your own values
and take care of yourself.

Set your own limits and your own goals, but do not
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Canyou pass me
the salt?

Here you go.
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I can’t find my book,
have you seen it?

Well, maybe if you
didn't leave it lying

around everywhere...

ULTERIOR
TRANSACTION

Don’t you put your
clean shirts away?
(Implication: clean
shirts should be put
in the wardrobe)

Yes, of course.
(Implication: / put
them away when |

want to)
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