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Introduction

Anxiety is a natural part of being alive, and if we never felt it, we simply wouldn’t be human. But there is a difference between common anxiety, in times of change and stress, which affects every single one of us, and clinical anxiety, which can feel scary to tackle alone and can affect your quality of life.

There are different categories of clinical anxiety, which the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Health Disorders (DSM-5-TR) divides into obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), phobia, panic disorder, social anxiety, generalized anxiety and illness anxiety disorder. Health anxiety is on a scale and fits into the bracket of illness anxiety disorder. It has many overlaps with OCD (intrusive thoughts about illness and associated compulsive behaviours), however, the thoughts are specifically about health and disease. Symptoms are usually experienced physically, mentally and emotionally and often involve worrying about your health to the point of feeling unable to function.

In the following pages, you’ll learn how to recognize health anxiety and deal with it if you think you are experiencing it. In the first chapter, you’ll learn what health anxiety is, what causes it, and how to spot symptoms and triggers in yourself. The second chapter will help you to manage these symptoms, offering physical exercises, practical tips and techniques. You’ll also learn how to talk to a loved one about what’s worrying you and how to access formal therapeutic and holistic support if you need it. Throughout the book, you’ll have a chance to fill in blank sections in your down time, with the help of guided exercises and prompts to support you.

This book is a trustworthy resource to return to any time you feel yourself wobbling. It will equip you with different options to try, so you can see what works for you. The tips will help you to manage your health anxiety, but try not to put pressure on yourself to find a quick fix. Remember that health anxiety cannot necessarily be cured completely, and there isn’t one perfect solution. Everyone is different, and if you’re really struggling, there’ll be pages here that signpost you to professional support. There’s also a handy resource section that you can use, with a list of websites and charities you can reach out to. So, take comfort in this book, sit back and start your journey towards a better peace of mind.


CHAPTER 1

Understanding Health Anxiety

Anxiety is nature’s way of alerting us to danger and keeping us going. Without it, we’d likely get little done, though in large doses it can overwhelm us. If someone runs up behind you, it would be normal to jump and for your heart rate to increase. But problems arise if symptoms like this are happening without clear reason, or if they feel out of proportion to what’s going on.

In the case of health anxiety, these symptoms are specifically linked to thoughts and fears around your physical or mental health. You might have fears around developing a serious disease, such as cancer, which you ruminate on even if you have no symptoms. You may start interpreting common ailments, such as a headache, as signs of something more sinister. These thoughts become all-consuming and difficult to shake off. This, in turn, can raise your heart rate, increase tension in your body and heighten your fear that you’re going to make yourself ill, leading to more worry in a loop that can leave you feeling exhausted, ashamed, withdrawn and hopeless.

If this is happening to you, remember that it’s more common than you think and that there is a way out of this, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now. This chapter will help you better understand if health anxiety is affecting you, and if so, how it may manifest itself, giving you the science, triggers and causes behind it.

LAYING IT ALL OUT

In the next few pages, you’ll learn in more detail about what health anxiety is, some of the science behind it, who it affects, how to spot it and what causes it. You’ll discover how to identify your personal triggers, what health anxiety can feel like in your body and the different ways it can manifest itself.

You’ll also find some fill-in pages to help you keep track of your feelings and work out if health anxiety might be what you’re experiencing. These come with supportive writing prompts to guide you and encourage you to reflect on why you think you have health anxiety.

You’ll learn to track sensations in your body, anxious thought patterns, the times of day you have them and what’s triggering them.

Anxiety is a natural response to uncertainty and change. But when it starts to consume your everyday life and leaves you feeling like you can’t cope, that’s where this book will help.

 

 

 

Identifying health anxiety

Anxiety is felt in the body physically but comes with thoughts and fears that you can’t let go of. Sometimes the physical symptoms happen first, triggering these thoughts, or vice versa. If this process happens enough times, you might pre-empt your symptoms, which brings them on and intensifies the fear.

“WHAT IF” THOUGHTS

You might start to “worry about your worry”, which can feel scary and develop into more “what if” thoughts, such as “What if I never get over this?” or “What if there’s something seriously wrong with me?” This situation can lead to panic or feeling hopeless.

FIXING ON A THEME

With health anxiety, it’s common for one particular theme around health to play on your mind continually, such as getting ill, dying, going to hospital, fearing a misdiagnosis and double-checking symptoms.

CHECKING AND AVOIDING

You might seek constant reassurance from others, which only lasts a short time, or you might try to control your worries, such as not eating in restaurants for fear of food poisoning. This can restrict your life and have knock-on effects, like losing too much weight, which can be exhausting and difficult to explain to others who don’t appear to understand. It’s important to know that these experiences are very common. Professionals understand and there is a lot of help available.

 

 

 

What causes health anxiety?

Health anxiety will usually show up during a big life change or a period of stress, but it can sometimes feel as if it’s happening out of the blue.

Stresses and changes aren’t always obvious but can creep up on you. Perhaps you’ve been doing fine for a while, but recently things have built up and, like a jar of water filled to the top, one tiny drop leads to an overspill.

Take a moment to imagine your life jar. What are the big and small events that have happened in your life over the last few months? It can help to write these as a list on a piece of paper and divide it up into “big things” and “little things”. Big things might include a recent bereavement, an accident, a break-up, moving abroad or changing jobs.

Alternatively, they could be traumatic events like an assault or even near misses, such as putting your foot out as a motorcycle goes past, that you find yourself still thinking about later. Smaller things might include deadlines or an argument with a friend. Remember, these don’t even have to be bad things – even happy, positive life events can be stressful, such as a proposal, having a baby or a promotion. Write them all down.

 

 

 

Have I got health anxiety?

If you picked up this book because you think you might have health anxiety, use the following two exercises to clear up doubts about your experiences. In the fill-in section below, explore the reasons why you think you are suffering from health anxiety. Allow yourself to write as freely as possible without trying to get it right. You can keep this for yourself or show it to a trusted friend or loved one and get them to give you some feedback.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Place a tick next to every statement below that rings true for you. If you tick a lot of them, health anxiety might be something you are struggling with. Do not use this exercise to substitute an actual diagnosis. Instead, make an appointment with a doctor.


◻ I am convinced I’ve got a serious illness.

◻ Health-related news items plague my thoughts daily.

◻ I worry that I’m worrying too much about my health.

◻ Anytime I see or feel a change in my body, I panic.

◻ I fear I am going to catch something, and I try to avoid it.

◻ If I knew how to stop worrying, I would, but I feel like it controls me.

◻ Nothing quells my urge to check symptoms.

◻ I cannot watch films or TV shows that show hospitals, anyone ill or dying.

◻ I have stopped eating certain types of food in case I get ill.

◻ I am scared to go to the doctor in case they confirm my fear.

◻ My doctor has done tests but I am sure they missed something.

◻ I struggle to trust reassurances over my health.

◻ I panic myself so much I feel sick, which raises my fears more.

◻ I avoid certain routes, places or people in case something triggers a panic about my health.



 

 

 

How seeds of anxiety lie dormant and what prompts them to sprout

The films and TV shows we watch and the materials we read about can really affect us, sometimes unconsciously. They sit heavy with us in the background while we’re getting on with our lives but bubble up to the surface, usually in moments of change.

Sensational headlines, breaking news reports and trending media topics are powerful and designed to stir us into feelings or action. Every once in a while, something will




























	“What if I never get over this and end up in a hospital ward?”

	“What if the doctor missed something serious?”

	“What if it’s a tumour?”

	“What if there’s no exit to escape if I need to?”

	“I know they checked everything last month, but what if it is different 	  this time round?”










































	Turning down invitations to go out.

	Insisting on taking a different route somewhere.

	Skipping class or not turning up for work.

	Changes to eating patterns.

	Noticeable weight loss or weight gain.

	Asking you similar questions over and over.








































	Physical symptoms: heart palpitations, stomach churning, feeling sick or dizzy, shallow breathing, hyperventilating, fatigue and exhaustion.

	Emotional symptoms: feeling fed up, out of control, afraid, hopeless, depressed, desperate, sad, lonely, angry and nervous.

	Thought patterns: you worry all the time about your health, being ill, dying, missing an underlying condition, doctors being wrong or test results being wrong.

	Behaviours: you scan your body and check symptoms online constantly. You hone in on a specific illness and do everything you can to avoid it. You visit the doctor, pharmacy or clinics frequently or avoid appointments completely, as well as scenarios that might expose you to illness, like eating out. You doubt yourself, double check and seek reassurance that never reassures. You say “what if” and “this time” constantly, and you picture yourself ill, in hospital or something happening to you.





	Scenes on TV, such as hospital dramas that show people ill, in hospital, being sick, dying of illness.

	News coverage of epidemics and pandemics (such as the Covid-19 pandemic).

	A family member falling ill, a stressful life event or a near-death experience.











	Your genes: according to the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), health anxiety, like other psychological disorders, can run in your family. Research has shown that genetics, when combined with a stressful event, situation or environment, increase the risk of health anxiety.

	Your physical health: some medical conditions can cause and create feelings of anxiety. These include diabetes, an overactive thyroid and asthma, and any other psychiatric disorders. This is tricky because the crux of health anxiety is that you’re worried you have a medical condition, so if a medical condition is creating the anxiety, then you’re going to be even more concerned. However, a good doctor will understand how to separate these things. They usually check your medical history first and run tests to rule these aspects out. Once that condition is treated, this would remove the symptoms of anxiety.

	Your lifestyle and environment: the way you live, the people around you and your surroundings can all affect your chances of developing health anxiety. If you are highly stressed, experience a traumatic incident, drink a lot of alcohol or take recreational drugs, this can all increase your risk.











	Question
	Yes/No
	1-10



	Are you convinced or worried that you have a serious illness?
	 
	 



	Any time you experience an unusual sensation or symptom, does this trigger you into a spiral of worry?
	 
	 



	Is it interfering with other areas of your life, e.g. social life, work, friendships, finances?
	 
	 



	Are you constantly researching information about this illness either online, in books, or from consulting doctors and experts?
	 
	 



	Do you still feel worried even when you receive reassurance?
	 
	 



	Are you avoiding situations out of fear of becoming ill?
	 
	 



	Do you have a family history of health anxiety or another similar disorder?
	 
	 















































































































	Fight: where you confront and try to defeat the thing that’s overwhelming you.

	Flight: where you run away, avoid or retreat to escape danger.

	Freeze: where you feel stuck, like a rabbit in headlights, and cannot move. This is usually because escape does not feel like an option, running away would lead to being chased by the danger, or fighting risks harm to yourself.

	Flop: where you go “offline” as if you are not there. Your muscles become floppy, you might feel dizzy, faint or, in more extreme cases, dissociate (when your thoughts and feelings disconnect from your body). This usually happens if freezing still isn’t enough to stop the threat of harm. It is a very common response to trauma.

	Friend: where you move closer to the threat or make friends with it because it is your best chance of staying safe.
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