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Introduction

Almost everybody experiences anxiety at some point. It’s a perfectly natural feeling that might appear before you step on stage for a big performance or ask your significant other to marry you, for instance. For some of us, though, it arises in everyday situations too, such as getting into the car or calling a restaurant to make a reservation. If we find ourselves avoiding something because of our anxiety, we will likely miss out on parts of life that can be truly enriching. Learning to recognize, observe and work with anxiety is vital in order to start living life on our own terms.

This book will help you recognize anxious thoughts and feelings and learn how to approach them, so that even when you experience challenges, you’ll have the tools to manage them and live the life you want. By picking up this book, you’ve already started your journey to anxiety-free living. As you work your way towards the final pages, you will hopefully feel happier and more confident and have a greater sense of freedom in your life. Are you ready? Let’s dive in!






Chapter One 
What does anxiety look like?

[image: ]
For some people, anxiety is unmistakable, while for others, it might come as an “Ah ha!” moment when they hear a description of its characteristics. Perhaps you recognize it fluttering in your stomach before a meeting, or when you feel nauseous for seemingly no reason. Or maybe you’ve found yourself turning down the chance to try a new experience that sounds quite fun, because of worry or uncertainty. Perhaps you’ve stepped back from opportunities when you wish you could have stepped forwards. Anxiety can show up in many forms, and learning to recognize it is the first step to managing and moving past it.



[image: ]
Be messy and complicated and afraid and show up anyway.

Glennon Doyle




How to spot signs of anxiety



Anxiety isn’t a one-size-fits-all experience, and its intensity can vary from hour to hour, day to day or even year to year. It can manifest in the form of physical symptoms as well as mental ones, and these symptoms may change or even develop a pattern. Often, anxiety can be low-level, but it can also be the cause of more disruptive symptoms. Here’s a small selection:


	Faster or more noticeable heartbeat


	Sweating that’s not due to heat


	Pins and needles


	Discomfort or pain in the chest


	Racing, intrusive thoughts


	Ruminating on past incidents or conversations


	Avoiding situations that may cause anxiety




If you experience one of the above symptoms, consider what situation you’re in or what you’re thinking about at the time. Getting into the habit of spotting anxiety means you can take action to manage it more quickly, before it becomes too disruptive – for example, by focusing on the present (page 52) or by jotting down a few things you’re grateful for (page 74).





Everyone is different, everyone is worthy

A common thought when considering your experience with anxiety (or its cousin, depression) is wondering whether yours is “bad enough”. But anxiety is triggered in different people for different reasons, and the symptoms can vary from one person to another. If you feel you experience anxiety on a lower level to someone else, that’s no reason to dismiss or diminish it. However your anxiety is manifesting, it’s very real to you and needs attention. Try to be kind and considerate of your own experiences.



You don’t have to 
control your thoughts; 
you just have to stop 
letting them control you.
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Dan Millman





A freer future

Knowing why you want to manage your anxiety will help keep you on track. Find a quiet place and grab a pen and paper. Then write down what reducing your anxiety will mean for you, using “I can” and “I will” statements. For example:


	“I will be able to go to my friends’ parties and meet new people.”


	“I can drive my family where they need to go and be more generous with my time.”


	“I will share my expertise in meetings.”




Take a moment to picture yourself in each scenario, free from anxiety. How will it feel?




Strength
resonates
within me







A “missed opportunity” inventory
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A great first step in taking stock of how anxiety affects you is to reflect on how it may have led to missed opportunities. This is a hopeful exercise that helps you see why you might have made decisions in the past that disappoint you, and how you can prevent anxiety from stopping you in the future.

When was anxiety steering you?

Get comfy with a pen and paper, and let your mind wander over the past. Can you think of any opportunities you wish you’d had the “confidence” to seize? Sometimes, when we think we lack confidence, it’s actually anxiety that has taken the wheel. Here are some nudges:

• You wanted to ask for a raise, but, at the end of your appraisal, you stopped yourself from speaking up.

• Your friend invited you to the gym, but you declined as you worried people might stare.

• You struggled to enjoy an activity because you kept thinking about a negative comment someone made the day before.

Write down any missed opportunities that come to mind, big or small. It’s time to forgive yourself for them and to recognize that anxiety likely played the leading role.



The key to realizing a dream is to focus not on success but on significance – 
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and then even the small steps and little victories along your path will take on greater meaning.

Oprah Winfrey





Flipping envy on its head
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The way we react to other people can be a golden ticket to understanding our true feelings. Do you ever feel uncomfortable when hearing about someone else’s achievements? Do you find yourself saying or thinking something negative about another’s success?

Reflect on moments when you’ve experienced these difficult feelings and consider what you might really have been responding to. It’s often not about the person or the achievement at all – rather, these feelings are highlighting a perceived lack or insecurity that we hold within. Discovering these gives us awareness, and with awareness comes the power to change.
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When we strive to become better than we are, everything around us becomes better too.

Paulo Coelho





Life is not paint-by-numbers

Perhaps your friends have made big life choices or reached “milestones” you haven’t. If this is the case, it’s all too easy to feel as though you’re behind. Anxiety can crop up fast when you start counting all the things you haven’t yet done. But this is your life, nobody else’s, and you get to choose which direction you go and when.

Create one or two go-to mantras for when you feel like you’re not “keeping up”. For example:

• I am exactly where I should be.
• Every day, I am progressing on my unique journey.




I’m excited to see where
my life leads me…
and where I lead my life







Trying to know the unknowable
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The easiest things to do are usually the things you do most often: the familiar. It’s the unknown that most often triggers anxiety, be it a new job, a new route to drive, a sea of unfamiliar faces at a party or not knowing where a conversation might head.

Some people become experts at planning and organization not because these are useful skills to have, but because of anxiety. Being highly organized is one thing, but if you are ultra-organized because the idea of not knowing what will happen brings feelings of dread and anxiety, it’s important to pay attention.

Take a moment to think of classic anxiety triggers for you (going to an event where you don’t know anyone, for example), and imagine that you know exactly what will happen, or what the conversation will be, or what you need to do and say in that situation. Does that scenario now seem more manageable? If so, it might not be the precise situation that triggers your anxiety, but the unknown variables within it.





A weekly shadow

Anxious thoughts can arrive for many reasons, but most people usually have particular recurrent ones. One of the first steps when addressing anxiety is to examine your most frequent triggers – this is where you can make the biggest change. Consider your average day or week, then write down any recurring situations that cause anxiety. For example:


	A weekly presentation


	The route you drive every Thursday


	Your gym sessions




When it comes to learning techniques or getting specific help, understanding your recurring triggers is a good place to start.



You can’t plough a field by turning it over in your mind. To begin, begin.

Gordon B. Hinckley

[image: ]




Think about what you drink

Coffee is a go-to drink for many, but its caffeine content is a common contributor to anxiety. The amount of caffeine in coffee can vary widely, and the way your body responds to it can change, too, due to the rate your body metabolizes caffeine.

To see whether caffeine is playing a role in anxiety, you could start a “jitter journal”. Note down when you drink caffeinated coffee each day and how you feel during the hours afterwards. Reduce your intake and see if you start recording lower anxiety levels in your journal. Why not rethink that double-shot espresso hidden in your mug and try a caffeine-free herbal tea instead?




My thoughts
shape my world







Who’s the imposter?



If you’ve ever felt as though you’re not good enough to do something – even though you meet the standards on paper – you’re in good company. Huge numbers of people experience “imposter syndrome” – a feeling of not deserving their position and worrying that someone will find them out. This can prevent you from applying for jobs or promotions, seeing your achievements in a true light, or fully stepping into your personal power. Consider these questions:

	Have you ever minimized your achievements when praised?


	Do you deny being knowledgeable about something, even when you are?


	Have you ever opted out of something because you thought you weren’t good enough?



Recognizing imposter syndrome is an important step in dealing with this very common strand of anxiety. When you can see it’s played a part in some of your decisions, actions or conversations, then you can start learning techniques to manage it, such as saying “no” (page 36) and showing yourself greater respect (page 136).



I can say “yes” to
things I want 
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and “no” to things
that do not serve me





Perform a “brain dump”

Left to their own devices, worries will bounce around your head endlessly. Getting them out of your brain and onto paper nails them down where you can deal with them! Try keeping a notepad to hand (or use a notes app on your phone), so that when you notice anxiety cropping up you can briefly write down what’s on your mind. Seeing it in black and white can help reduce its weight and power. For example, “I’m having friends over for dinner, but I’m worried there won’t be enough food.” Read the worries back to yourself and perhaps they’ll seem smaller, or you might even spot an easy solution.



I will be calm.
I will be mistress
of myself.

Jane Austen
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I walk my own path
in my own time





Don’t let someone
else’s opinion
of you become
your reality.

Les Brown
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The power of “no”

[image: ]
It’s natural to want to help others and make a good impression, but when you find yourself repeatedly saying “yes” to things you don’t want – or don’t have time – to do, anxiety can be both the cause and the result.

Saying “yes” because you’re worried there’ll be negative repercussions by being honest can be an anxiety-driven habit. But becoming overloaded is a surefire path to extra stress and worry. Try saying “no” to small things first and see how your confidence grows when you become more intentional about what you agree to.




Hold your
boundaries firm







Money matters
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Few things in life are as anxiety-inducing as money, so it’s important to acknowledge these concerns if they factor into your life. It’s useful to seek financial advice from banks, charities or local authorities, but when do these feelings tip from being a little worrying to full-on financial anxiety? Here are some common markers:

• Being unable to bring yourself to look at your bank balance

• Hiding your financial situation from your partner or family

• Beating yourself up over purchases or past spending decisions

• Constantly thinking about money and your finances

As most people don’t discuss their finances with friends or even family, it’s easy to stay isolated and lose perspective on this topic. You don’t need to be struggling for money to feel financial anxiety, either: financially comfortable people can also find themselves losing sleep over money worries. The first thing to do is recognize you have some anxiety around money and decide to take control of it. Throughout this book, you’ll find tips and tools that will help you regain power in your life, such as visualization exercises (page 122).



Courage starts with
showing up and letting
ourselves be seen.
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Brené Brown





Your presence is valued

A racing heart rate and intrusive thoughts are big hitters when it comes to anxiety, but worries can show up in more subtle ways, too. Have











Failure is the path to progress
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