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To Bentha



CHAPTER 1

Worry Works for Me

WHERE WOULD WE be without our worries? How would the dishes get done, children get fed, bills get paid? With all that we have going on in our lives, how would the floors get swept, homework get done, birthday cards get mailed on time? How would we get enough sleep each night unless we worried about not getting enough sleep?

Perhaps there’s some truth in all that (save the bit about sleeping—I’m fairly certain worry won’t help with that). Our worries serve a purpose in our daily lives. They aren’t just instruments of torture.

I imagine when you purchased this book you assumed that I’m here to help you defeat and cast out your worries, to provide the tools you need to kick that worry addiction once and for all. But the truth is that worry and I have a love-hate relationship. Not unlike my relationship with chocolate-covered almonds (dark). I’ve had to set some serious boundaries and limitations with these pleasures. The desire for almonds pops into my mind from time to time, and I have to respond. “Look here,” I say in a stern voice, “there is a time and a place for chocolate-covered almonds (dark), and right now, in the middle of a conference in Austria, is neither the time nor the place.”

When worry plays a role in helping us to solve our problems, it does a fantastic job. (Just like when the almond-to-dark-chocolate ratio is more like 3:1 than 1:1.) So I want you to love worry when it serves you. But when it becomes a bothersome noise in your head, it has no redeeming value and you need to kick it to the curb.

TWO-HEADED WORRY

I have spent most of my thirty-five-year career working with anxious clients. When people ask what drew me to this field, one of my playful answers is, “It takes one to treat one.” And I guess that’s right. Although I have never had an anxiety disorder, I sure know how to worry. In fact, I am skilled at generating lots of bad feelings alongside many wonderful feelings. I can distinctly remember a moment in college when I concluded that I was likely to be a lifelong expert at generating worrisome thoughts. I figured that the best way to keep track of my own mental health was to make psychology my profession.

Various resources helped produce the book you’re holding in your hands—investments such as time, research, years of study and practice, drafts, proposals, and perhaps 4,000 cups of various forms of caffeine—and among all of those was worry. My worry shows up in one of two forms: either incredibly helpful … or dreadfully bothersome.

When I continually remind myself that I should be working on this project, and yet I don’t set aside time to focus on it, I use up part of my consciousness fretting because I’m not getting around to the task. I experience a combination of guilt (that I’m not being productive enough) and worry (that I am making a mistake by not addressing the project at this very moment), both wrapped up in a tidy little package padded with a thick layer of self-criticism.

When the task is my writing, it sounds a bit like this: “Geez, I gotta get focused on writing the book. I gotta be more efficient with my time. I gotta stop doing these little productive things and focus on the big productive stuff. And I gotta find a synonym for gotta.” And then, “If I don’t devote time and energy to this, it’ll never get done. I waste so much time during the day. I need to start focusing. I should do all of these things today … simultaneously.” This is not a loud noise in my head, mind you. It’s more like a kind of muttering. It gnaws away at me in the background and brings a taste of unhappiness into my mental palette each day.

Here’s the other way my worry works, and this I highly recommend. The thought pops up again: “I gotta get back to working on the book if I’m ever going to get it done.” But this time it’s wired into my disposition about this project. It’s important to me, I want to accomplish it, and I absolutely want to devote time in the immediate future to work on it. I can use that thought as a signal to move into action. Relatively quickly I shift into problem-solving mode: I decide when I’m going to set aside a chunk of time, and I literally mark off that half day or so in my calendar.

Did you notice how I just said, “Relatively quickly I shift into problem-solving mode”? That happens on a really, really good day. Usually it’s somewhere between “You’d better get back to work!” and “I’ll mark off some time soon.”

Granted, worry isn’t the only way I get myself to work. Lucky for me, most of the time I feel inspired about my day. I have interesting projects that motivate me, and I can keep my attention focused on the positive outcomes I want from my creative efforts. (The caffeine helps too.)

But juggling and prioritizing tasks is not smooth sailing for any of us. Worry helps us through the rough waters by motivating us to stay on task and solve problems both big and small in our lives. Very simply, I would not want to lose the benefits of worry. But I also don’t want to kick around in the wading pool of worry. I want to dive into the deep end and tackle the real challenges in life.

How about you?

WORRY WORKS

Worry, of course, has long been critical to our survival. Our cavemen ancestors who took leisurely strolls down by the stream, enjoying the pleasures of a beautiful fall morning, were eaten by the saber-toothed tigers (dinosaurs were mainly vegetarians). Their genes were lost. Our paranoid, there-could-be-danger-around-any-corner, defender-of-the-family-tribe ancestors lived to procreate, passing on to us that ever-present protective mode of worry.

Some degree of worry is actually good for us, for it can help jump-start us out of our denial, and it can drive us to prioritize our tasks. Most important, worry is designed to be an initial response, as Step One in the problem-solving process. It should initiate our efforts to find solutions by triggering our analytic process: evaluating the current situation, generating response options, choosing among them, selecting one, and then implementing it. When this progression works well, we get to conclude our analysis with a message like, “I’m worried about finishing this project, and now I’m going to take action. This is how I’m going to get it done—here’s my plan.” See, that’s the usefulness of worry.

We bastardize the process when we operate as though worry is the problem-solving process. We keep naming the problem over and over again without productively addressing solutions. We say, “I’ve got to get this done. If I don’t get it done, I’ll be in trouble. I’m not sure I’m going to make it.” During stressful times—if our steady income seems threatened, if an unfamiliar physical symptom is persisting, if a son begins driving or a daughter begins dating—most of us fret a little too much. It’s as though worry becomes our talisman to ward off the trouble, the mistakes, the dangers. We believe that if we can just worry enough, we will come up with ways to prevent the bad things from happening. We feel threatened, so we operate as though all this thinking will protect us from committing any errors of judgment, and that it will ensure we make the right choice. Then once we decide on a plan of action, we worry as a way to verify that it’s the right action, which really becomes a process of second-guessing our decisions.

But we have it wrong. Worry isn’t supposed to solve problems. Its job is to generate problems in the front of our minds so we know what to fix. And it causes us to think more about how things might go wrong than about how to correct difficulties. After all, one way to avoid trouble is to imagine ourselves in that trouble! Imagine you are late for an appointment and driving in a rush. As you approach the traffic light, it turns yellow. You momentarily consider taking the risk of running through the light, because that will save you precious minutes. Then up pops an image of things going really badly for you and others in the middle of that intersection. You immediately act on your instantaneous decision to stop. That’s worry at its best.

What happens if we don’t place our worries within the problem-solving process? When we start paying a high emotional cost for unnecessary worry, and when our worries pop up in our minds too frequently, then those thoughts hurt us. Worry leads to anxiety. The more we worry, the more anxious we will become, whether it’s about family, financial issues, work or school, or illness. If we don’t address this type of worry and find ways to control it, we will continue to be anxious.

And worry will absolutely inhibit our performance. During any project, we should focus our attention on the task. But when our attention keeps getting redirected toward unhelpful worry, we become self-absorbed. “How will I do? What if I fail? That will be too painful for me. Must avoid failure!” These are compelling thoughts, and anyone would have trouble disengaging from them. But if you want your inner resources available for the activities you value, you need to find a way.

That’s what this book is for. Yes, worry serves an essential function by helping us solve legitimate problems, and in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 we will discuss that. But through the rest of the book, we will look at times when anxious worrying disturbs us instead of helps us. We are going to study problematic worry and how we limit our successes in service of this dominant challenger. Then I will show you how to win that challenge.

CHAPTER 2

It’s a Competition

I AM GOING to compare our struggles with worry and anxiety to a boxing match. Yes, I am. And to a chess game. To Monopoly, bridge, the ancient adversarial competition of Go, and any of the martial arts. To tennis and poker. How can I dare compare your significant psychological struggles with a board game? Because I believe it is the most pragmatic, efficient way to gain your life back.

All competitions apply strategies: the flexible and fluid broad designs for gaining control over the challenger in order to reach your goal. And all competitions include tactics: the powerful short-term actions used to gain that control or force the challenger to make an undesirable move. You implement your broad strategies by applying tactics moment-by-moment.

In the game of chess, one strong opening strategy is to occupy and control the center of the board, because your pieces tend to be more mobile the closer they are to the center. Tactically speaking, how might you begin implementing that strategy? Start by advancing one or two of your pawns. First, move the pawn in front of either your king or queen. Then develop your knights before their respective bishops, because it’s easier to find a good square on the chessboard for your knights. Don’t move any of your pieces twice. Develop both sides of your board equally. Strategies in chess are not the exact move you make; instead, they are general principles to follow.

In that same way, to win over our needless worries and unhelpful anxiety, it’s best to consider that we are engaged in a mental competition with broad strategies and more precise tactics. You will have lots of options for specific moves within this challenge.

Competitions are structured, with rules and rituals. They are organized to test our skills, our courage, and our cunning. And they can be won. But if you are losing now, how do you start winning? Make-believe is at the heart of all games, and we will absolutely engage our imagi-nations to accomplish our goals here. You and I must influence your neurology, and we will accomplish this through metaphors for how your neurology operates and how it changes. We begin our make-believe by externalizing and personifying the part of you that generates unhelpful worries and distress, and I’m going to refer to that competitor as Anxiety with a capital A.

A LOSING STRATEGY

You win a competition by applying the best tactics that implement the cleverest set of strategies. I can promise you that if you are troubled by worries and anxieties—whether it’s general worries, panic, phobias, social anxieties, or OCD—Anxiety has been winning this game because it has an ingenious set of strategies. Brilliant, really. (I will explain them to you in detail as we move along.) Anxiety’s best strategy is to convince you to spend most of your energy worrying about how to protect yourself or someone else against harm. It scores points by getting you to worry and then step back instead of step forward into the action.

If you organize your actions around only a defensive strategy, you will continue to lose to this skilled tactician. I assume you are great at playing defense: you can back up, avoid, tense up, worry about the future, and stick with the tried-and-true. But you cannot win a competition by only playing defense. If you are reacting to your symptoms, trying to quiet your worries and attempting to get rid of any threats that show up, you are at a great disadvantage.

You must have an offensive plan that pushes you into the territory of your challenger. (I will explain the method behind this madness soon enough.) And then you must act within that plan, over and over again. That’s a scary thought. And crazy, really. Who in their right mind would want to step into the fire? Here’s that kind of crazy for you: Chris Sharma. In Chapter 13 I’ll tell you how he is one of our many models as a competitor.

To become a winning player, you need a good coach. That’s me. Obviously, I have to prove myself to you, and that’s my intention. I’ll explain the nature of this competition, show you exactly how Anxiety is using worry and distress to beat you now, offer you a clear understanding of the mistakes you are making (and, yes, you are making mistakes, because we all do), unfold the strategies that will give you your life back, and help you engage in the proper tactics within those strategies.

You probably have guessed this already but winning this competition requires that you change. And what should surprise you is that the most important change you must make is at the level of your attitude, not your behavior. Yes, you will change your actions. But the actions you take will be in service of your new attitude. Your job will be to purposely and voluntarily choose to seek out uncertainty and distress. This sounds crazy, because it’s paradoxical. And it will be hard for you, because to move purposefully into unknown territory under Anxiety’s control, you must willingly choose to feel clumsy, awkward, unsure, and afraid. You will know you are aggressing into new, unfamiliar territory when you voluntarily and purposely decide to scare yourself.

To win this competition is hard. But the good news is that it’s not complex. I will coach you on how to face your fears with a simple frame of mind that no longer feeds your anxious worrying and your avoidance.

Do you know you are already competing with Anxiety? Your challenger is winning, and you haven’t even been given the rules. That’s not fair. That’s going to change now. We’ll begin by studying the moves of Anxiety to know your play. But first, a story.

[image: star]

Only two competitors remain at the final table in the eleventh hour of gameplay: twenty-two-year-old Welsh poker sensation John Tabatabai, the current chip leader, and this new Norwegian girl whom no one was betting on earlier in the day.

The main floor of the casino is teeming with tourists, but it’s standing room only here in the disco room at the Casino at the Empire in central London. The TV lights are blinding, the roving cameras are an added distraction, and media members mill about. They must sense an imminent victory. By now the blinds are a steep £15,000/£30,000. At stake are one million pounds and, almost more gratifying, a coveted World Series of Poker bracelet.

Two months prior, “Annette_15” was playing online almost exclusively. She’s played thousands of Internet poker tournaments, winning more than twenty-three major online tournaments and earning just shy of $850,000. But today, on the eighth day of the World Series of Poker Europe inaugural event, Annette Obrestad is live and in the flesh, the calm and collected mystery girl at the final table.

Obrestad is holding pocket sevens (7♥ 7♠), and John Tabatabai has a five of spades and a six of diamonds (5♠ 6♦). Annette raises to £100,000. Tabatabai calls. The place reeks of men’s cologne; the air buzzes with electricity. After the flop (7♣ 6♣ 5♥), Obrestad has three of a kind, and Tabatabai has two pair. Obrestad bets £250,000, Tabatabai raises to £750,000, and Obrestad responds, “I’m all in.”

The seated onlookers, unable to contain themselves, stand in unison. Tabatabai removes his glasses. “I call,” he says, smiling but visibly uneasy. Both final table competitors are all in. The winner will be decided in the next two cards. The World Series of Poker will all be over in a matter of seconds.

The “15” in Obrestad’s username signifies when she started playing Internet poker. Annette_15 was a high school teenager with an online gaming presence, winning free tournaments while learning patience and stamina. In the summer of 2007, Obrestad won a 180-person sit-and-go online tournament and asserts that she looked at her cards only once during the event. She’ll often play this way, with her cards hidden, which forces her to put 100 percent of her attention on the other players at the table.

An integral part of the game of poker is studying each of your challengers, and Annette Obrestad is a scholar of observation. Whether or not she’s involved in a particular hand, she scans the table, reads intentions, and picks up what to the layperson is completely indiscernible. Not unlike a skilled chess player, when Obrestad is on top of her game, she considers every possible play in every unique scenario. She knows which hands are typically played and which are not. She weighs small bets versus big bets and deliberates on the meaning behind every action, every raise, every fold. Predicting your competitors’ moves is near impossible, but if you can identify their trademarks and tendencies—aggressive or timid, raising or calling, playing too many hands or not enough—you can use this information against them. This is where the game is played for those who truly know how to play it.

Obrestad learned the game at the keyboard, battling a sea of faceless virtual opponents. She assesses her opponents before the first card is even dealt. “People give away ‘tells’ way too often,” she says. “If you’re good at picking up that stuff, you can win so many more pots.” It’s this attitude that gives Obrestad a reputation as an aggressive player. Watching her compete one-on-one against veterans like Phil Hellmuth, wearing her thick black sunglasses that mask her eyes, Obrestad’s confidence and stillness is almost unsettling. She’s not mugging for the camera. She’s not visiting players at other tables, shaking hands, making friends. She’s too busy reading her competitors’ cues and anticipating their next moves. That’s not aggression; that’s careful attention.

Right now it’s roughly a quarter past midnight. Obrestad clasps her hands together and bows her head, the same thick black glasses concealing her emotions. The turn is the two of spades (2♣). Obrestad still has the lead. This corner of the casino is silent. The entire room is on its feet. The river is the queen of hearts (Q♥). Obrestad cracks a smile—the first “tell” she’s let slip in the last eleven hours. As stacks are counted and the winner is determined, Obrestad sits back in her chair, her eyes welling with the realization that she is now the youngest competitor and the first female player to win a World Series of Poker bracelet. The poker world has crowned a new champion. Her name is Annette Obrestad, and tomorrow is her nineteenth birthday.
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Anxiety is the cleverest of challengers. Why? Because it studies our weaknesses, our vulnerabilities, our needs. It captures our natural responses to threat, exaggerates them, and turns them against us. It hijacks any softness in our personality traits. It feeds us false information, conveying that certain activities are more threatening than they actually are. And it creates a set of beliefs that causes us to back away to safety instead of step forward into the face of threat. Your challenger is looking to exploit any vulnerability you might have within these domains.

Using Annette as our model, we are going to study these moves of Anxiety so we can create a winning set of strategies. Are you game?


PART ONE


The Dominant Strategy of Anxiety




CHAPTER 3

Ahhh … the Comfort of Certainty

I ADMIT THAT I carry around a set of high standards for myself and my world. You and I have not met, but my guess is that you hold a set of standards that aren’t so different. How do these sound to you?


	[image: bullet star] To feel physically and psychologically comfortable

	[image: bullet star] To perceive my world as safe enough

	[image: bullet star] To spend my time and energy on tasks and relationships I enjoy

	[image: bullet star] To feel confident in my decisions and that I am heading in the right direction

	[image: bullet star] To avoid mistakes

	[image: bullet star] To experience a sense of success

	[image: bullet star] To feel satisfied and content in my moment-by-moment experiences



These idealized goals are sitting there inside me, a core part of my psychological makeup. Here’s the problem: if I am not paying close attention, I adopt these as my expected standards. Of course, I can never accomplish these goals on a consistent basis, especially since the universe fails to line up according to my wishes. So when I invest in these standards, I will end up disappointing myself more often than I feel pleased. As though that weren’t enough, when I guide my daily activities by the hopes that I will immediately gain access to these outcomes, I usually suffer more than I celebrate.

A PERFECT PAIR

Of all these standards, two seem primary to us all. We want certainty, and we want comfort. Anytime we are engaged in that mind-set, we believe that maintaining a sense of confidence and comfort will make our lives more satisfying. We want to know what’s coming next, because that makes us comfortable.

By establishing these priorities, we inevitably create an enemy of any doubt or distress that arises. When we want to feel secure and confident, and we start feeling insecure, we then respond accordingly: we feel an urge to get rid of it. When we are doubtful, we rapidly act to remove it, because doubt breeds the distress of not knowing. The message “I don’t want this” appears in a variety of contexts. We develop a low tolerance for losing, being in conflict, being misunderstood, or feeling confused. We don’t want to have to cook dinner when we’re tired, or pull a muscle during exercise, or lie in bed sick.

I definitely fit into this tribe. I don’t want to sit with financial insecurity, or the worry of an undiagnosed condition, or traffic that’s stopped moving. I don’t want the pain of crying, when with each passing second I sob harder.

We want security. We want to feel confident and certain, because then we can relax. We feel at ease when we know what’s coming next. Who wouldn’t want that? So we are consciously motivated and unconsciously driven to seek the comfort of certainty.

These desires will always be sitting inside of us, tugging at us, calling for our attention, beckoning to us like the siren songs called to Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey. And they can quickly transform into demands. “Seek control now. Find comfort now. Doubt and distress are unwanted. Banish them as soon as possible. Seek the relief of certainty.” I have developed deep respect for their permanent presence and their powerful influence over my decisions.

I surrender to the fact that I will never get rid of these desires (and I suggest you do the same). I’m like you and everybody else in that we are forever going to want to feel safe and sure and comfortably in control. These are unconscious drives, built into our psyches. The unconscious will seek to eliminate negative thoughts and feelings. Moment-by-moment it monitors for doubt and discomfort and periodically will send us a message to remove those inner disturbances. When our doubt registers consciously, we will automatically feel that urge to remove it, because our unconscious wants it gone. That’s one of the reasons we start feeling distressed. And it makes sense through deductive reasoning: “I am experiencing something unpleasant. Unpleasant experiences should be removed. I am justified in trying to remove this unpleasantness.” That goal is built right into our psyches.

CAN THIS DECISION COME WITH A GUARANTEE?

If we aren’t sure and we need to be, our emotions are going to give us trouble, and they will often be expressed through questions. Am I 100 percent positive that I didn’t make a bad mistake back there? Am I sure my children are safe at school right now? Am I certain yet that buying this house is better than renting? When our desire for the comfort of security and confidence turns into a requirement, it will drive a great deal of our worries, fears, self-criticisms, and disappointments. Why? Because the world does not comply with our wishes. Complex adult life will not allow us to actively engage in making decisions while simultaneously maintaining a sense of comfort and certainty as well as requiring some kind of assurance of the outcome.

Who wouldn’t want to feel confident in each decision? But it doesn’t work that way. When we must have that kind of control, we are going to feel out of control more often than not. It will disrupt our ability to solve problems, and it will definitely stifle our intellectual and emotional growth. Since there are no guarantees yet we seek them, we will back away from decisions, we will back away from action, and we will move increasingly farther away from a satisfying life. And we will suffer. It’s ironic and even seems counterintuitive, but by seeking control we lose control. It’s true.

THE FAILURE OF BACKING AWAY

At any given time, I am avoiding several projects of differing levels of importance. Right now my list of ought-to-do-but-don’t-get-around-to activities looks like this: call Bill back, fit in a workout, master my new Dragon Natural Speaking software, pull my receipts together from last week’s trip. Then I have a set of tasks that have been sitting around for quite a while: reading from my stacks of journals and professional books (continual project), watching Steve’s video demonstration (two years overdue), fixing the woofer on the home theater (two years), finishing the soundproofing and replacing the broken track lighting in the new office (eighteen months and seven months, respectively), cleaning the water cooler (six months), and meditating (who’s got the time!).

While procrastinating, if I think about one of these tasks, I evaluate it as just too unpleasant, confusing, awkward, boring, time-consuming, and/or stressful. I appraise whatever I am doing at the moment as easier, more enjoyable, and more comfortable. This is outright self-deception. Why? I am convincing myself that choosing the “easier” and “more comfortable” option will make me happier. With that standard, of course I’ll avoid tasks like meditating or repairing the track lighting; they require effort and awkwardness. But I think we can find lots of data that says “easy and comfortable” do not equal “happy.”

My second self-deception? I am predicting that the (more difficult) task I avoid will not be as satisfying as what I am doing now. And yet I have shown myself again and again that mastering a new skill, or accomplishing a task that requires my concentration and effort, brings me a sense of fulfillment. Checking a long-standing chore off my list gives me satisfaction. So I have data to prove I’m wrong! Geez, fulfillment and satisfaction sound pretty close to happiness. And yet, when I’m in that mind-set of “choose safe and comfortable,” that information isn’t available to me.

The third way I fool myself is to think that such avoidance helps me stay comfortable. But when I avoid tasks that belong on my list, I don’t feel more comfortable. I’m not capable of blocking the list from my mind. Items flow right up to burden my consciousness through worry and self-criticism.

Can you relate to these three self-deceptions? You look at your tasks as just too unpleasant, confusing, awkward, boring, time-consuming, and/or stressful. You believe that you shouldn’t do the more difficult task in front of you because it won’t be satisfying, it will just be hard. And you fool yourself into thinking that such avoidance helps you stay comfortable.

By momentarily thinking about the more difficult task and then avoiding it instead of approaching it, we fail to identify any creative solutions. Choices are lost to us. For instance, we might be able to delegate a chore, or invite someone to join us in a task, or reward ourselves after completing an item. But not when we turn a blind eye to difficulties.

Why do we miss the mark here? Because when this frame of mind dominates our actions (or lack thereof), we are run by our automatic mind-set of “stay comfortable, remain confident, and keep in control.”

GIVING ANXIETY A HELPING HAND

I have learned over the years that I must actively, consciously challenge that mind-set with a competing stance of equal or greater force. As I face a challenge, into my mind must come a message such as, “When I finish, I will be glad I started,” or “I’m taking this off my list by the end of the day.” If I act on these messages as though they are commands (“Where are you going? Sit back down!”), I am typically rewarded. And yet I all too often operate in the world as though I haven’t learned that lesson. That’s how deeply embedded these messages are.

Just to set the record straight, I’m no slacker, and no one would ever list “lazy” as one of my personality traits. I am a driven high achiever. Yet when my actions are dominated by unconsciously mediated, hardly audible self-instructions to maintain the familiar and easy status quo and avoid any risk, I am trapped and not free.

Remember, we are studying the moves of Anxiety right now. And its biggest move is that Anxiety takes advantage of your underlying beliefs and tendencies, especially those sending you a message that you must stay safe, comfortable, and certain. It is parasitic, thriving when you avoid anything difficult, feeding off of your natural predisposition to seek safety and comfort. It can survive only when attached to someone who has little tolerance for risk, uncertainty, and distress, whether this is a global stance or a worry about a specific fear or phobia. (Here is a little foreshadowing: if Anxiety thrives within someone who has little tolerance for uncertainty and distress, then to win this competition, what must one learn to tolerate?)

ATTRACTING WORRY

Alongside this desire for comfort and certainty sits our tendency to avoid any actions that cause us to struggle.

Any of us can unknowingly structure most of our days around the intent to increase what we can control and to enhance our comfort. Imagine you are facing a difficulty. Perhaps you have a big decision, or you have a project that requires a significant amount of your time and effort. Now imagine that, at the same time, your tendency is to avoid any struggles and to remove all doubt and distress before you step forward. This circumstance attracts anxious worrying, and it can operate with stealth, on autopilot. You will more likely stand still or back away rather than step forward.

After suffering a trauma, all of us will struggle. We will respond in one of two broad ways. In the first way, we eventually make some sense of the trauma and then respect our emotional and behavioral responses. When we get to that point, we then work through our emotions so that we have a chance to spring back toward our normal self.

Or we get stuck in our reactions to the trauma and quickly develop a general framework on how to operate in the world. Safety becomes of paramount importance, and we believe that losing control of our feelings or circumstances can come quickly and easily. Given that frame of mind, avoidance is an easily adopted strategy, and vigilance serves as our early warning system. When we sense a potentially troubling situation, our first task is to end it immediately. We start by what we mistakenly consider a problem-solving process—worry. If our worry doesn’t solve the threat, then we avoid the risk by escaping. Now we become the pawns of Anxiety.


GENERATING WORRY
Common Stances That Can Turn Against You


	I need to know what the right decision is. There is a right decision, and I’ve got to figure that out before I can act.

	How do I know what to do now? What’s the absolute right decision here?

	Did I make the right decision? Will that decision cause harm? Am I going to be hurt in the future because of that decision?

	I’ve got to stay on guard. I can’t let anything bad happen. There’s a chance that something bad is going to happen.

	I can’t handle that.

	Will I fail?

	I need to be careful. I need to watch out.

	Above all, I need to avoid the symptoms.

	I must relax, right now.

	I have to do it perfectly.

	I must be sure that there is no risk here.

	This is too much for me. I can’t do it. I don’t have what it takes.

	There’s something wrong with me.

	I can’t let anybody know.





Even more troublesome for all of us are the threatening events in which no easy solutions are evident. When we don’t know how to fix these problems—to get our heart to stop beating so fast when we think of taking a commercial flight, to make certain our children are safe at school, or to guarantee that buying this house is better than renting it—we’re going to worry. We can’t know how these activities will turn out, we don’t want them to go wrong, and we’re afraid they might. But what if we add to the mix this specific frame of mind: I need to see clearly the outcome of a difficult event before I step forward. When we generate such an internal demand, we add distress in an already distressing situation.

This is what you and I are going to work on. Let’s figure out a way to reduce your suffering when you are already facing hard times.

If we’re worried about our children’s safety, we get them to text us when they’re on the bus, then again when they get off the bus, and when they’ve made it through that tough gym class, and then when they’re finally safely back at home. In this same way, if we believe a right answer is out there regarding whether to rent or buy, and we must be certain about what that right decision is, then we keep researching about home values instead of making that purchase. What’s the most common (but not helpful) strategy to reduce worry? It is to stay away from the stimulus that produces our distress. When we are run by our need to avoid difficulty, then if things begin to get a little dicey—if things heat up—we will seek the quickest, easiest escape route. So if we’re afraid to fly, we take a flight only when we “have to,” and we avoid all the others, even if it means driving to the destination wedding and turning down that new, better paying job that requires frequent travel.

THE “GET RID OF” PROBLEM

For a moment, imagine that you struggle with social anxiety. That means you will avoid specific difficulties, often related to people’s opinions of you. You don’t want people to judge you because you fear their judgment will be harsh and lead to negative consequences you won’t be able to cope with. So you may decide not to speak up in a meeting unless you are positive you will come across “looking good” in the eyes of everyone in the room. You worry that if you come across poorly, you will end up feeling ashamed. Plus, you can never undo that terrible mistake. Or, as you are buying your groceries, you might avoid paying with your credit card in case your signature looks shaky to the cashier, who may then think there’s something wrong with you. You might then feel like you could never return to that grocery store and face the humiliation of that event again. You get rid of that potential problem by backing away.

What if you are prone to panic attacks and you never, ever want to have another one (that’s certainly understandable)? Now, as you’re walking into a new classroom, your heart starts racing and your head gets woozy. If your goal is to get rid of that discomfort as fast as you can, you will probably turn around and walk right back out of the class before it even begins.

If you are unwilling to feel awkward, clumsy, insecure, and sometimes even terribly uncomfortable, you will back away instead of engage in activities that otherwise might give value to your life. Here is a little foreshadowing of what’s to come in this book: If it is true that being unwilling to feel awkward, clumsy, insecure, and uncomfortable is a significant contribution to your problem, then allowing those feelings must be a part of the solution.

If we simply worry about an upcoming problem instead of solving it, or if we back away to get rid of our distress, we are inviting Anxiety to take advantage of us, and we are on a path of suffering. Anxiety thrives on worry and avoidance. It is parasitic, and it lives off what we do with our natural predisposition to seek safety and comfort. Our urge to remove uncomfortable sensations actually strengthens those symptoms. How?

Once we are stuck in a repetitive relationship with Anxiety, a fascinating pattern emerges: Anxiety doesn’t have to do much work. It has only to scare us enough to trigger our fears. Then we’ll do anything not to be scared like that again. We will expend all the energy while it sits back and wins the day.

Check out Figure 1 and think about our relationship with Anxiety as similar to a pendulum. What happens when we push a child on a playground swing? She gets to continue to enjoy swinging. What happens when we try to push away a difficulty that stands in front of us? Just like a pendulum, it will gather more energy and come back at us with more vigor. Whenever we face a threat, if we decide “I don’t want this” and try to get rid of it or push it away, we give Anxiety energy to hurt us.


[image: Figure 1]
Figure 1. The “Getting Rid” of the problem.



It’s true that when we feel threatened, our instinct is to protect ourselves. Feeling that urge is not the problem. However, we get into trouble when we decide that we never want to feel threatened like that again, and when we elect to get safe and comfortable by getting rid of any scary doubt that pops up about that theme. Once we make that decision, then any time the threat gets close, we push it away. If the threat returns, we push it away again. When we act on our intention to avoid the difficulties we need to face, we manufacture more fear, more symptoms, stronger symptoms, and a greater urge to avoid. Eventually we end up in a never-ending cycle of feeling threatened and then trying to get rid of that feeling. And now we have our pendulum.

So if you are nervous about your presentation skills, you might think, “I can’t allow the audience to see my hands shake,” or, “I can’t permit myself to stumble over my words.” PUSH! And now you are more anxious and worried. If you suffer from obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), you may declare your unwillingness to endure the sensation that your hands are dirty. So when you sense your hands are dirty—PUSH! You get more anxious and have the urge to wash your hands. Or you step away from the front door and then question whether you remembered to lock it—PUSH! You get anxious and have the urge to check again.


Illustrations of Anxious Worrying

Work or school


	I have to be sure that I succeed. What if I fail? What if I’m demoted?

	I can never make a mistake. But I think I made a mistake. It may be a big mistake.

	I have to figure it out. But I’m not smart enough. I don’t think I can figure it out.

	I have to get an A on this test. But I didn’t study enough.

	I can’t do poorly in that presentation. If I do, I’m sure I’ll be fired.

	I’m not going to have enough money.



Relationships


	Are they going to accept me? I’ll never perform to their expectations. I’ll disappoint them. I can’t let them discover how little I know.

	What are they thinking about me?

	I’m not sure whether he’s the right one for me. I don’t know what to do if he leaves me.

	I can’t stumble over my words or make a mistake. They’ll think I’m stupid.

	If my face turns red, I’ll be humiliated.

	If my signature is shaky, I’ll be so embarrassed.

	If I walk in now, everybody will stare at me.

	What if I can’t think of anything to say?

	I might stumble over my words while I’m leaving the message, and I won’t be able to erase it.



Panic and phobias


	What if there’s a spider out there, and I don’t see it?

	How can I be sure that dog won’t bite?

	I have to know whether a tornado is coming.

	I can’t let myself have a panic attack.

	If I don’t know how crowded it’s going to be, I’m not going to go.

	What if I start panicking while I’m on the bridge?

	If my heart starts beating too fast, I’ll panic.

	How do I know whether he’s going to get mad? If he gets angry, I won’t be able to tolerate it.

	I have no idea when I’m going to start feeling trapped again.



Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)


	Am I certain my hands are clean?

	I think that spot might’ve been blood.

	I felt a bump. I need to turn around and make sure I didn’t run over someone.

	If I don’t undo that, something bad may happen.

	There’s a chance I just offended God. Can I gain his forgiveness?

	What if I did something terrible without knowing it?

	This doesn’t feel right, and I can’t move on until this feels right.





You generate a pushing-away force when your stance becomes a demanding one: “I must worry and avoid because I don’t know how to solve this problem, and it must be solved or something terrible will happen.” If you’re fighting against your difficulties, if you’re begging for them to go away, if you are disengaging from activities to keep yourself safe, then you are stepping into a trap. Anxiety feeds off of this attitude.

Let me repeat. Pushing away difficulties makes Anxiety stronger, just like pushing that playground swing away from you will guarantee that it comes back to you with equal or greater force. That’s why pendulums are so highly stable. Did you know that pendulums, just like the one you see in a grandfather clock, provided the world’s most accurate timekeeping technology from the mid-1600s until the 1930s? Push Anxiety away? It comes back with equal or greater force. You cannot win this competition by continuing to invest in worry and avoidance and a “getting rid of” mind-set that pushes away difficulty. We are going to have to make some clever maneuvers to break up this relationship.

“THIS SHOULDN’T BE HAPPENING”

As we experiment with some new project, we are stepping away from our usual and customary activities, and that puts us at risk of making a mistake. We all entertain the possibility that something could go wrong as we engage in life. Accidents happen. We stumble, we screw up, and we might even embarrass ourselves when we act in certain ways.

But when we get preoccupied with this concern, we become vulnerable. If everything must go according to our preconceived standard of perfection, then our point of view is going against basic nature. Life offers no guarantees. The more precise we are about how things must unfold, the more vulnerable we become. Unrealistic expectations and absolute standards create the fertile ground in which anxious worrying grows.

As you face one of your difficulties, imagine holding this view: “Something may go wrong, and if it does, I won’t be able to handle it.” You now have two choices: you can step away from the task, or you can step toward it. If you move toward that difficulty, you will now most likely decide, “I need to stay alert for danger! Something could go wrong, it could happen at any moment, it could be pretty bad, and I won’t be able to handle it. So I had better be vigilant against any kind of threat.” When we are looking out for negative events, and we think it’s likely they will occur, and we think we won’t be able to cope with them, then we brace for impact. That’s basic human nature.

So if you step forward with those worries, do you know what happens next? You start noticing what the average person is oblivious to: sensations inside your body, or expressions on other people’s faces, or some small thing that just doesn’t seem right. If you then react from an “I don’t want that” stance, then—PUSH!—you become even more anxious.

If you choose to avoid instead of approach, the threat diminishes, and you feel more at ease. Avoidance begins to seem like a more attractive option. When you allow safety to become paramount … and you can’t be certain everything’s going to go according to your plan … and if things go wrong, you predict they will go terribly wrong … and you believe you can’t handle that … then of course you will likely back away.

And that’s how Anxiety flourishes: when you worry about trouble and begin to pay inordinate attention to any signs of threat. Whether you keep stepping forward with dread or you back away, your challenger still wins that round.

SAFETY CRUTCHES

The most common way we solve the issue of threat, whether real or false, is by relying on what the anxiety-treatment literature calls safety behaviors. Let’s call these safety crutches, since we lean on them in times of need. We have just been talking about the number-one safety crutch we all use: avoidance. But we can lean on lots of other crutches, like staying close to people who can take care of us; never changing up our routines; or continuing to think, research, and ask questions instead of acting. If we have been depending on these crutches for a long time, we may hardly notice them. But if we study them more closely, we will see that all of them are a form of avoidance.

We are especially likely to feel that urge to grab on to some sense of safety and security when we think about expanding our territory, since when we explore new arenas, we could end up stumbling or falling. If we are nervous fliers, we might get a prescription for a benzodiazepine to help us survive the twenty-four-hour flight to Asia. While giving a toast in a foreign language, we relieve the pressure by prefacing it with an apology for any butchered expressions.

We rely on safety crutches to get us through those fearful situations. Someone who is claustrophobic will arrive at the theater early to grab an aisle seat, one close to an exit, a seat where he can easily duck out of the theater should he become anxious. And the comfort of that seat, adjacent to the exit, will (over time) mute the symptoms of fear. The rumbling in the stomach, the cold sweat, the shaky knees, the trembling hands—those physical indicators are prevented, or at the very least subdued, thanks to the proximity of the exit door.

Here’s an interesting finding in the research literature: it doesn’t matter if the moviegoer uses that exit at any point during the picture. The availability of the safety crutch can be just as problematic. “Ah, thank goodness that the exit is just a few steps behind me and that I can use it at any time. If I was sitting at the opposite side of the theater, or if—God forbid—I was stuck in the middle of the row with people on both sides of me, I would literally be trapped. That would be terrible. But thank goodness I’ve got my exit. I’ll be fine here.” Do you see what happens? To use a crutch requires us to predict that something could go wrong if we didn’t use it. That means we mentally rehearse things going wrong, and mental rehearsal will reinforce fear. Leaning on safety strategies may reduce fear in the moment, but it helps maintain the fear over time. If our predicted catastrophe doesn’t occur, we will assume it was because we used that safety crutch, so we’re more likely to use it again next time.
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You can assume that you have at least made an unconscious decision to avoid doubt and distress, because that’s human nature. Therefore, if you challenge your commitment to feeling comfortable and certain, you must purposely and voluntarily choose to put yourself into territory that provokes distress and doubt. You will need support for that endeavor, so you and I are going to work explicitly on this pattern of seeking the comfort of certainty. I’ll help you learn to recognize your tendencies in the moment and to challenge them with a new set of beliefs that support the many choices you have in your valued future. I’m going to teach you the skills and perspectives necessary to push your activity into areas that feel difficult, uncomfortable, or threatening. You’ll learn ways to view these tasks as you would a competition you have the ability to win. And I will teach you how to set up experiments that match the skills you have now to the challenges that lie ahead.

Our strategy will sound crazy because it’s paradoxical. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, my job will be to convince you to purposely and voluntarily choose to seek out uncertainty and distress. Uncertainty and distress is the game board on which we are playing. When you resist them and when you fight against them, you give up territory to Anxiety. If you worry about your heart, you stop strenuous exercise. If you fear needles, you refuse to get your annual flu shot. If you are afraid of getting rejected, you do not ask anyone for a date. When you back away in the face of any of these threats, you give up ground.

Keep this in mind: Anxiety scores points against you whenever it can get you to move away from doubt and distress and toward comfort and certainty. We are going to push into doubt and discomfort so we can take back your territory.

CHAPTER 4

An Amygdala, a Priest, and a Rabbi …

THE MIND HAS a brilliant capacity to respond to threat instantly and subconsciously. If you think of your brain as a high-functioning control board, receiving and distributing information at an almost inconceivable rate of speed, then the amygdala is the ESC key. Escape. Control-Alt-Delete. In an Interstellar-esque summer blockbuster, the amygdala is that bright red panic button at the far corner of the will, the control panel, shielded by a clear plastic casing that Matthew McConaughey must smash open with the butt of a fire extinguisher before the Earth is demolished by the [insert object of impending doom here].

In reality, these two almond-shaped emergency responders, each of them about an inch long, have no plastic casing, no protective cover, no barrier whatsoever. The pair of them just hang out in the midbrain, exposed in the temporal lobe with all of the other controls of the limbic system: the hippocampus button, which forms long-term memories; the cingulate gyrus switch, which regulates aggressive behavior; the dentate gyrus knob, which regulates happiness; and the Staples “Easy” button, which provides stress relief in the form of a catch phrase. The amygdala is working in the background, constantly monitoring for answers to “Am I safe?”

As you go about your daily life, you constantly receive data from the outside world through all the senses: vision, hearing, smell, touch, and taste. This data enters the brain via the thalamus, a structure sitting on top of your brain stem that both processes and transmits sensory input. If the data received is potentially threatening, the thalamus tosses it over to the amygdala. The amygdala analyzes the perceived threat, deciding just how threatening it might be and how much epinephrine (think: adrenaline) is needed to deal with it. The amygdala pages the hypothalamus; the hypothalamus texts the adrenal gland; the adrenal gland sends an e-mail confirmation; and after that series of split-second exchanges, epinephrine is tweeted (actually, it’s secreted).

That’s why you experience the fear response within milliseconds of any perceived threat. Now you are protected. You have averted disaster yet again.

The amygdala commandeers the entire brain and every major system of the body to respond to the threat. Adrenaline courses through your body. Your heart is pumping, your blood pressure rises, and you might even be able to lift a compact vehicle. If you begin to slip on the ice while walking, or see something slither in front of you on the path, or suddenly become lightheaded, you will be controlled by this magnificent and spontaneous first responder. Thanks to the amygdala, you can now manage this potentially threatening situation, whether it’s a visit to the DMV or a minor fender bender or even [insert object of impending doom here].

As you peel back the layers and begin to understand the origin of and chemistry behind worry, it’s likely that you’ll develop a love-hate relationship with your amygdala. Much like a beckoning carton of ice cream in the freezer, the amygdala simultaneously comforts and aggravates. But like all components of our minds and bodies that play some part in our anxiety, the amygdala is doing precisely what it’s supposed to do. It’s behaving impeccably, as a matter of fact. And for that alone we should be thankful.


Thank you, amygdala.

Thank you for playing such a crucial role in making me a huge, worry-making machine. I really appreciate you. As much as I resent you. Love, Me
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If there’s one thing we all have in common, it’s that every one of us has survived a (seemingly) life-threatening car backfire. That POW sounds quickly and unexpectedly. In instances like these, the amygdala receives incoming data (the auditory POW) and (knowing that sound indicates a possible danger, like a firearm discharge) immediately instructs the body to assume a guarded state. “Escape mode!” We turn without thinking, seeking the source of the explosion. We cover our heads. We overreact. If our guard is down, we might even stumble forward, crouch close to the ground, or cover our heads, shielding ourselves from stray firework shells and imaginary bullets. And then we feel like total idiots when we realize that the perpetrator behind this near-death experience was an old Ford with a clogged fuel filter. We stand up, shake off the threat, and pray no one saw that rather dramatic reaction. But still, the amygdala is doing precisely what it’s intended to do. And it deserves our appreciation.

This characteristic is more than human nature. It’s universal to the animal kingdom, in the world of predator and prey. Somewhere on the open savannahs of Africa, an impala explodes into a spectacle of zigzag leaps to confuse and outrun the claws of a cheetah. Once the cheetah gives up the chase, the impala will shake and tremble to release the leftover bodily tension after narrowly escaping death. Then it will gracefully dash off to rejoin the herd. And don’t we act just as quickly when a car backfires, when the plane we’re riding experiences sudden turbulence, and when we trip on that crack in the sidewalk? That response is ingrained in us.

We can call this arousal of the amygdala the fast-track method. When the car momentarily loses traction as it hits ice, we are thrust into emergency response mode before we even have time to think, “Holy crap, here comes the ditch!” That’s the shortcut to the amygdala via the thalamus. It’s the amygdala functioning at its finest, in both worriers and non-worriers alike, in both the healthiest of us and those with mental health disorders. Whether you consciously observe it or not, you probably employ the fast-track method daily.

New Yorkers know this reaction in a special way. Any New Yorker can easily recall at least one experience of stepping on an uneven subway grate. Walking through Times Square, the metal grill beneath you will suddenly sway and shift and sink perhaps an inch into the sidewalk, but it still gives you the impression for one fleeting second that you’re going to fall straight through the ground and onto the gritty train tracks below. And for the next month or so, you step over or around every grill, grate, plate, or manhole cover you encounter. You’re reminded of that terrifying feeling of (as you imagined it) falling through that hole in the ground and becoming a permanent fixture of Times Square’s subterranean transit system. For a few weeks your amygdala has a built-in message: “This may be unstable, and I could fall through. DANGER!”

FROM SUBWAY GRATES TO SNAKES

One of my offices is out of my home, back on a few acres in the woods. It is a beautiful setting, but occasionally, maybe once every two years, if you were walking down the sidewalk to the entrance, you will be greeted by a snake draped across the stone walk in front of you. Let’s play this out. You’re strolling down the sidewalk, totally relaxed. You’re not on guard, for there’s no reason to be. Suddenly and unexpectedly you spot a snake directly in front of you on the sidewalk. If you’re like me, you jump back and squeal like a child. You can imagine what happens next. You momentarily freeze while your heart races, then you back away slowly and hope you can find another path to the door.

Let’s slow that instant reaction and look at it from your mental processing. As your brain receives the stimulus of the snake, its monitoring function searches your memory banks to make sense of the scene, as it does every moment of your waking life. In this case, it concludes “Dangerous mismatch! You and this object at this close proximity in this environment equal threat.” In literally the blink of an eye, your brain considers and rules out the response options of jumping over the snake, stomping on it, grabbing something with which to hit it, or standing there screaming at the top of your lungs. It picks “Freeze, then back away slowly.” (The little squeal you let out is not a required part of the package, but it does seem like the right thing to do.) The bodily sensations that go along with being scared can be uncomfortable. But they are a required component of a vital system of learning. When you become surprised by a threat and you let your brain’s automatic response take over, it will serve you well. Its most important task will be to generate and then sort through ideas about how to solve the problem.

Once you’ve had that mini-trauma (just like the subway grate misstep), for the next three or four days, every stick on the ground is a snake. Every garden hose is a snake. Every rustle in the leaves is a snake. Why? Because with both the subway grate and the sidewalk snake, the unconscious was caught off guard. It’s as though your defensive system is in the “everything seems pretty safe here” mode, and all of a sudden it is as surprised as you are by this little threat. When you are traumatized by that sort of thing, the unconscious says, “I am so sorry, boss. I let you down. I was operating as though everything was fine when a true threat was present. I promise I’m on guard now! I’ll protect you! I’m on the lookout full time for snakes now!” Your amygdala decides it’s smarter to suspect that more objects are snakes than to let down its guard and allow you to step on a snake and get bitten. So it modifies your sense of threat. “Okay, when I sense anything resembling a snake or a location where a snake might be present, I’m gonna be on guard for snakes.”

Since the amygdala’s motto is “better safe than sorry,” we all will be on the receiving end of plenty of false positives, reacting as though threat is present when no threat exists. We’ll gasp and freeze when suddenly spotting the dog leash on the ground because it looks similar enough to the snake we saw three days ago—just so the amygdala doesn’t allow us to unknowingly step on a copperhead that might be within reach of us.

As we have an increasing number of false positive experiences, the amygdala will learn that encounters with snakes are actually pretty
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