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Introduction

Important: The information in this book is not intended to be used for self-diagnosis nor to be taken as a substitute for good individual personal professional medical attention. The only intent of the author is to offer information to help you in your quest for well-being and no responsibility can be taken by the author or the publisher for the way this information is used.

It is strongly recommended that anyone who is thinking, feeling or behaving in a way that they don’t understand, any way that is causing pain or unhappiness, should consult a medical professional and that a medical doctor should always be consulted for any persistent physical or bodily function problem, in the first instance, to rule out possible physical causes before psychological reasons are explored. And that, importantly, under no circumstances, should anybody stop taking prescribed medication without fully qualified medical supervision.
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This eBook is the first in a series of three, covering key areas that are extremely important for anyone trying to understand and deal with anxiety and the problems it can bring.

Anxiety symptoms – something that, for many of us, signal the start of a lengthy quest to find out what is happening to us and why.
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Anxiety is frightening; it’s meant to be, to protect us from danger. But when it strikes often, for no apparent reason, and we cannot control it, it’s not surprising that we start to think, “What is wrong with me?”

A speeding heart, rapid breathing, feeling dizzy or sick, trembling and sweating – these well-recognised indicators of anxiety make us feel scared. And they’re supposed to, in order to keep us away from danger.

However, they feel even worse when we cannot understand them or control them, so let’s take a closer look at anxiety symptoms and what’s really going on.
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IMAGINE YOU’RE LYING on a beach. It's a beautiful day, the sun is shining and there is a gentle breeze wafting over your body. Sounds of nature fill the air as you chat and laugh with family and friends. You are surrounded by people that you love and respect and they love and respect you. You feel lovely and warm, calm, contented and happy, totally relaxed, anxiety-free. 

Now imagine a very different scene. It's the dead of night and you are walking alone down a dimly lit alley. There are doorways on either side – who knows what's hiding in them, waiting to pounce? 

You are scared and all your senses are heightened. Your sight and hearing have become more sensitive, able to pinpoint the slightest movement or sound. Your breathing and heartbeat have become more rapid, you feel light-headed and dizzy and have an overwhelming desire to go to the toilet or throw up. Your limbs feel shaky and your whole body is now charged with energy, full of anxiety, ready to fight or flee, possibly for your life.

These two scenes represent either end of the anxiety scale. In the first we feel warm, secure and safe; we are fully relaxed. In the second we are really anxious, highly alert and scared. We are prepared for danger.

*  *  *
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Anxiety is a survival instinct that has evolved over millions of years in order to protect us from getting hurt. It is a series of reflexes and responses involving thoughts and feelings that affect our mind and body as we become prepared to avoid or deal with dangerous situations.

Every single person on the planet has anxiety. It’s an essential part of human make up designed to keep us alive and it does this in two main ways:-

Firstly, it helps prepare our body for action, making us more alert, ready to fight or flee from any danger or threat to our survival. Often referred to as ‘the fight-or-flight response’ this is responsible for the direct physical sensations (such as rapid heartbeat, fast breathing, being jittery and on-edge, trembling etc.) that we feel when we are anxious. In real, imminent danger we can go from being totally relaxed to extremely anxious in an instant, which is panic.

Initiated by the release of adrenaline from the adrenal gland the moment we perceive any danger, this fight-or-flight response explains most all of the physical anxiety and panic symptoms that we experience. In essence everything that is happening to our body is a result of it being physically prepared for action.

Much of this preparation involves the re-directing of resources to the major muscle groups (legs / arms / chest) to provide them with an energy boost for action and enable us, ultimately, to fight or flee:- 
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	Our breathing becomes more rapid to get more oxygen (fuel) for these muscles into the blood. 

	Our heartbeat speeds up to get this freshly oxygenated blood to the muscles more quickly.

	Blood is diverted from the brain (making us light-headed and dizzy) and from the stomach (causing 'butterflies'). 

	Energy cannot be wasted processing any half-digested food in our system so we need to get rid of it quickly – either through the mouth (feelings of nausea) or the other end (wanting to go to the toilet). 

	Other 'energy-wasting' systems (unnecessary in time of danger) are shut down eg. saliva production, giving us a dry mouth and difficulty swallowing.

	We sweat more to cool down all this energy production.

	The energy boost to the muscles makes them feel  'jumpy' / 'jittery' / 'jelly-like'/ ‘on edge’ ready for action.


These physical symptoms of anxiety form the basis of problems such as general nervousness, social phobias (in fact, almost all types of phobia) and panic disorder.
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Secondly, anxiety causes us to plan ahead for any potential dangers and how we might deal with them.  We also imagine any painful consequences. This is an excellent survival strategy (it's better to deal with a danger or avoid it before we get into the situation) but an unfortunate effect of this is that we can get nervous and anxious just thinking about certain situations.

A main ingredient in the cause of certain anxiety disorders, this function is related to symptoms such as persistent, uncontrollable negative thoughts and excessive worrying.

* * *
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The physical and mental aspects of anxiety affect us so strongly (“What is wrong with me?”) that it may be wise to examine them in more detail. Let’s look into them a little deeper to find out what is happening and why, and in doing so remove some of the mystery that surrounds them:-

Palpitations

A speeding heart is one of the defining symptoms of anxiety. We cannot be anxious with a calm, slow-beating heart.

To most people, heart palpitations mean strong, fast heartbeats and a faster heart rate – something we can easily associate with anxiety and panic. However, heart palpitations also refer to missed or skipped beats.

For the most part, heart palpitations are harmless but it is very important to have any symptoms checked by a medical professional to rule out physical causes that may be serious.

Palpitations may be warning signs for heart disease, an over-active thyroid or due to certain prescription medications – problems that all require medical attention. And a doctor should be called immediately for palpitations that also involve chest pain, loss of consciousness or shortness of breath.

Non-serious heart palpitations often occur due to external things that we take such as caffeine, nicotine and illegal drugs or may result from vigorous exercise. These are a direct result of something we take or do, are usually less frequent and don't indicate anything is physically wrong.

Another category of palpitations, whilst not serious in the sense of indicating physical illness, generally occur more frequently, involve both speeding heart and missed beats and reflect an underlying problem that needs attention. These are the heart palpitations caused by anxiety and panic.

Every year in the United States and the United Kingdom tens of thousands of people visit hospital emergency wards fearing they are having a heart attack... only to discover they were having an anxiety or panic attack. The strong, rapid heartbeat really did make them fear the worst.

Why does our heart speed up so?

Anxiety and panic prepare us to deal with danger, either to stand and fight or run away (the 'fight-or-flight' response). The heart beats faster to pump oxygen (fuel) more quickly to the major muscle groups (arms, legs, chest) to provide them with an energy boost for fighting or fleeing. The greater the danger, the quicker we need energy to take action so the faster the heart pumps.

With long-term anxiety and stress our heart generally beats faster than normal at rest and it doesn't take much for it to increase into the first stages of panic (a harder, faster beat), which we notice as heart palpitations.

This also explains the 'skipped beats' phenomenon. A heart that is continuously beating faster than normal will occasionally miss a beat in order to correct the pace.

Breathing Too Fast

In an effort to provide the extra oxygen (fuel) that our muscles need in order to take immediate action we breathe faster to take in more air.

In a truly dangerous situation this is exactly what we need – extra oxygen to keep our muscles supplied as
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