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			Praise for

			THE ANXIETY TOOLKIT

			“The Anxiety Toolkit provides quick, simple and practical tips that the anxious person can use now.”

			—Robert L. Leahy, PhD, director of the American Institute for Cognitive Therapy

			“In this innovative handbook, Dr. Boyes identifies common habits that underlie different types of anxiety. She then offers clear strategies to drop the fight and become more gentle with ourselves. If anxiety has limited your life in any way, this book is an excellent place to start the healing process.”

			—Christopher Germer, PhD, clinical instructor at Harvard Medical School, coeditor of Mindfulness and Psychotherapy, and author of The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion

			“The Anxiety Toolkit is an investment in wellness. Based on years of clinical practice and research, Dr. Alice Boyes has written a real-world roadmap for all of us who struggle with making decisions and feeling stuck.”

			—Chris Guillebeau, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness of Pursuit and The $100 Startup
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			A note on the client examples presented here:

			Client examples included in this book are composites of multiple clients, and details have been changed to protect people’s privacy. References to my clinical practice are based on my work in New Zealand from 2008 to 2013.

			 

			Disclaimer:

			The content of this book is intended for general information purposes only and not as a substitute for individual therapy. Not all of the advice may be right for you.
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			Understanding Yourself and Your Anxiety

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			How Anxiety Works

			Does any of this sound familiar?

			
					You overthink before taking action.

					You’re prone to making negative predictions.

					You worry about the worst that could happen.

					You take negative feedback very hard.

					You’re self-critical.

					Anything less than extraordinary performance feels like failure.

			

			If yes, you’re not alone, and you’re probably suffering from some  degree of anxiety. Anxiety is an emotional state characterized by feelings of worry, nervousness, and unease. Anxiety disorders affect 40 million Americans over the age of 18, and “everyday anxiety” affects a far greater number.1

			Based on research, we know that similar psychological mechanisms underlie all types and degrees of anxiety, even if forms of anxiety can look very different on the surface. No matter how your anxiety manifests itself, you’ll find the information you’re about to read relevant and useful, whether you have an anxiety disorder or are, like me, just anxiety-prone by nature.

			How Anxiety Works

			Anxiety shows up as a variety of symptoms, from behavioral and emotional to physical and cognitive (which just means thoughts). No anxious person has the exact same set of symptoms, but everyone has some of each type. See the table on the next page for examples of each component.

			Although anxiety can sometimes seem like a flaw, it’s actually an evolutionary advantage, a hypervigilance system that causes us to pause and scan the environment. Feeling anxious triggers us to start looking out for potential threats. If you detect a potential danger, it’s not supposed to be easy for you to stop thinking about that threat. While that’s great when you’re a caveman worried about protecting your family, it’s not as great when you’re an employee convinced you’re getting fired.

			For many of us who suffer from anxiety, our anxiety alarms fire too often when there isn’t a good reason to be excessively cautious. Why does this happen? We may have more sensitive anxiety systems. Or we may have been doing things to decrease our anxiety in the short term, such as avoiding things that make us feel anxious, that have actually increased it in the long term.

			

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							The Four Components of Anxiety

						
							
							Examples

						
					

					
							
							Behavioral component

						
							
							
									The urge to put off important but anxiety-provoking tasks

									The urge to keep seeking information rather than act

									The urge to wait for a go signal from someone else before acting

							

						
					

					
							
							Emotional component

						
							
							
									Feeling nervous, worried, or apprehensive

							

						
					

					
							
							Physical component

						
							
							
									Increased heart rate, sick feelings in your stomach

							

						
					

					
							
							Thought component

						
							
							
									Fear of failure

									Mentally replaying events when you’re worried about how other people might have perceived you

							

						
					

				
			

			Having some false anxiety alarms—where you see threats that don’t exist or worry about things that don’t eventuate—isn’t a defect in your system. Think of it in caveman terms: In a life-and-death sense, failing to notice a real threat (termed a false negative) is more of a problem than registering a potential danger that doesn’t happen (termed a false positive). Therefore, having some false anxiety alarms is a built-in part of the system, to err on the side of caution.

			People feel anxious when they step outside their comfort zone. Avoiding stepping outside your comfort zone would lead to living life less fully. Since I’m anxiety-prone by nature, almost every major decision I’ve made in my life has involved feeling physically sick with anxiety. If I weren’t willing to make decisions that lead to temporarily feeling more anxious, my life would be much emptier than it is today.

			Reducing your anxiety to zero isn’t possible or useful. Anxiety itself isn’t the problem. The problem occurs when anxiety gets to the point that it’s paralyzing, and you become stuck. I think of these bottlenecks as anxiety traps. We’re going to work on managing your responses to five anxiety traps: excessively hesitating before taking action, ruminating and worrying, paralyzing perfectionism, fear of feedback and criticism, and avoidance (including procrastination).

			The reason I’ve chosen to focus on these particular five traps is that I’ve found them to be the common threads that affect virtually all of the anxious clients I’ve worked with. The traps are self-perpetuating because they generate additional stress. For example, someone hesitates so much that she misses important opportunities, and this leads to being financially worse off. Or someone avoids feedback and then isn’t alerted to real problems that could have been rectified earlier. When people are caught in any of the five anxiety traps, they often fail to see the big picture and don’t problem-solve in effective ways. Learning how to navigate these bottlenecks will allow you to manage your anxious tendencies so that you can pursue your goals in life, whatever those goals may be.

			How will this book help you learn to successfully navigate your anxiety stuck points? The tools presented here are based on the principles of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). CBT is widely regarded as the most effective type of treatment for anxiety and has decades of research behind it.2 The term cognitive behavioral just means that the approach focuses on both thoughts and behaviors and emphasizes that this dual focus is the best way to get results. It’s more accurate to say cognitive behavioral therapies, since the term actually refers to a family of therapies that have the same underlying principles. However, most people just say “cognitive behavioral therapy,” and I’ll use the terms interchangeably for convenience.

			There are three main things you’ll need to successfully navigate your anxiety bottlenecks. The first is self-knowledge about the thinking and behavioral patterns that have caused your anxiety to develop and persist. We know what these are from research on anxiety, and I will discuss how you can learn to recognize them.

			The second essential element is a set of tools for coping when you find yourself caught in the web of anxiety. I’ll share a toolkit of strategies that will help you unblock your anxiety bottlenecks, so you can head toward your goals and feel better.

			The third piece of the puzzle is some general confidence in yourself. You’ll need to believe you have the capacity to use the information and tools provided to solve your own problems. If you don’t have this self-belief just yet, we’ll work on it together—particularly in Part 3.

			Why This Book Is Different

			You may be wondering if this is going to be one of those saccharine, stick-a-smiley-face-on-it, positive-thinking books. Heck no. The traditional “Don’t worry, be happy” message rubs me the wrong way because I like to feel prepared for things that could go wrong. And I know a lot of other anxious-by-nature people who feel the same way. Many anxious people have had a lifetime of people telling them “Don’t worry,” “Don’t stress,” “Don’t overthink it.” As a result of constantly being told to just relax more and chill out, anxious people often end up feeling like there is something fundamentally wrong with their natural self. The “Don’t worry, be happy” message ignores research showing that there are benefits to both optimism and what’s termed defensive pessimism.3

			Successfully navigating anxiety involves learning how to accept, like, and work with your nature rather than fighting against it. Personally, I like my nature, even though I’m anxiety-prone. If you don’t already, I hope you’ll come to understand and like your natural self too. Once anxiety isn’t impeding you, this will be easier to accomplish. If you take nothing else away from this book, understand that there’s nothing wrong with having a predisposition to anxiety. It’s fine to be someone who likes to mull things over and consider things that could go wrong. If you’re not spontaneous or happy-go-lucky by nature, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that either. It’s fine to consider potential negative outcomes . . . as long as you also:

			
					Consider potential positive outcomes.

					Recognize that a possible negative outcome isn’t necessarily a reason not to do something.

					Recognize your innate capacity to cope with things that don’t go according to plan.

			

			In the coming chapters, you’ll learn some tips and tricks for switching out of anxiety mode when the volume gets turned up too high. You can use these micro-interventions to handle times when you find yourself overchecking, overresearching, overthinking, or being unwilling to try something that’s important to you because of the chance that something might go wrong. You don’t need to fundamentally change your nature; you just need to understand your thinking style and learn tricks so you can shift your thoughts and behavior when it’s advantageous to you to do so.

			Another way this book differs? I’ve learned from the adults I’ve worked with that they want to understand the principles behind the advice they’re being sold. They want to adapt specific strategies to suit their personality, their lifestyle, and their goals. This book will give you the tools and encouragement to do that. I’m going to help you navigate, but ultimately you are the driver.

			How Did I End Up Writing This Book?

			Even though I don’t have an anxiety disorder, I’ve always been anxiety-prone. I was the type of kid who refused to go to camp because I was terrified that the camp leaders would make me eat food I didn’t like or tell me off for something I hadn’t meant to do. In the days leading up to a new school year, I would get so stressed out about having to adjust to a new teacher that I’d feel physically sick.

			Before I started graduate school, I had very little understanding of my own anxiety. I then trained in clinical psychology, which is the psychology of treating disorders, like panic disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, depression, and eating disorders. During my training in cognitive behavioral therapies, I noticed how much CBT was helping me understand my own thinking and behavioral patterns. I wasn’t using the exact techniques used to treat clients with clinical problems, but I used the principles I was learning to change my thinking patterns and ways of reacting to stress.

			When I graduated and started my own practice, I found that the initial problems people came to see me for would often resolve relatively quickly using a CBT approach. For example, when people came for treatment of panic attacks, they would often stop having panic attacks quite quickly. If they came for depression, their mood would frequently lift quickly to the point they wouldn’t be considered clinically depressed anymore. When people came for problems with binge eating, they would often break the cycle of bingeing and dieting after just a few weeks of treatment. These people weren’t problem-free at this point—they just weren’t showing their main symptoms anymore. They still had a lot of questions about how to cope with anxiety and stress and needed additional skills for doing this. The therapies I’d learned didn’t seem as useful for this stage of the treatment process, so I started developing my own materials. I was guided by my clients, by research findings, and by what I know works for me in terms of coping with life and anxiety.

			I began sharing the materials I’d developed on a blog, and was soon approached by magazines to give expert tips for their stories. I found there was a lot of interest in learning how to use cognitive behavioral tools to solve everyday problems. This interest often came from people who struggled with a degree of anxiety but didn’t have clinical disorders. I also noticed that people who had anxiety disorders would come to see me for treatment based on information I’d written on my blog or in magazine articles. The information they were finding useful was about general cognitive behavioral principles but wasn’t necessarily specific to their disorder.

			As my career progressed, I began to specialize in adapting CBT principles into tools that can be used for dealing with everyday problems, especially anxiety. Because I trained in both clinical and social psychology, I am able to incorporate knowledge from both areas. As a result, my approach is a bit different from other people’s. I’m able to blend information from social psychology research (about how people generally think and behave) with that of clinical psychology.

			The tools you’ll learn about have not only worked for me but have also worked for my clients, and I hope they’ll work for you too. I continue to use virtually all of the principles I’m going to share with you. Because it’s been more than 10 years since I started my training in CBT and because I use the principles and tools every day, I now use extreme shortcut versions of the tools themselves. The more you practice, the more you’ll develop your own shortcuts.

			What’s Coming Next

			This book is divided into three parts. Part 1 lays the groundwork for you to understand how anxiety works and better understand your nature. In Part 2, each chapter deals with a specific anxiety bottleneck. For each bottleneck, I’ll provide you with a toolkit of actionable strategies to unblock it. In Part 3, we’ll cover how to integrate the material into your life going forward and proactively troubleshoot problems that people often encounter. I’ll also offer suggestions for ongoing self-development work that goes beyond the anxiety focus of this book.

			From this point onward, each chapter in the book begins with a quiz so that you can gauge how relevant that particular chapter is likely to be for you and get a sense of the learning aims for the chapter. Each quiz question requires you to answer A, B, C, or (sometimes) D. The content of the chapter will help you move toward the A answers.

			Within each of the chapters in Part 2, we’ll cover recommended thinking shifts and then behavioral shifts. For each thinking shift, there will be a thought experiment to help you make the change. You’ll probably want to keep a notebook handy while you read for completing these experiments.

			Use This Book in the Way That Works Best for You

			You can interact with the material I’m sharing however is best for you. Remember: You’re aiming to build your own personalized Anxiety Toolkit by finding strategies you like and adapting them to suit yourself.

			Here are a few things to keep in mind:

			This book is intended as a reference book. You can dip back into any chapter as required. Come back to the material when you need to get insight into a problem you’re having or when you want to try something new (like when you’re in the mood to try a new recipe). If you start to feel a sense of information overload, stop reading once you’ve gained an insight that you want to implement in your life. You can always come back to the rest of the material whenever you feel like it.

			You may notice that thinking and reading about anxiety causes you to feel some of your anxiety symptoms. The times when this happens can be a bit random. If it happens one day, it won’t necessarily happen the next time you pick up the book. To be honest, there are times when writing or talking about anxiety triggers anxious feelings for me. This is all par for the course, a course we’ll be navigating together. If reading about anxiety is making you anxious at any point, you can choose whether to keep reading and see if it naturally subsides or put the book aside for a few days.

			You also may find reading to be a more comfortable state than doing. You may find yourself reluctant to try the suggested experiments because you’re not 100% sure if they’ll work for you or if you’ll do them perfectly. The key is to realize that you can’t wait for those feelings and concerns to go away before giving things a go. You’d likely be waiting forever. The good news: Taking any action while feeling a sense of uncertainty will make it easier to take action the next time you’re feeling uncertain. Focus on what feels doable, even if that’s just a few bits and pieces.

			Many people with anxiety have problems with more than one type of anxiety—for example, problems with worry and social anxiety. If this is you, then you’re likely to find the transdiagnostic (that is, not disorder-specific) approach this book takes particularly useful. If you think you may have a clinical anxiety problem, like social anxiety disorder or panic disorder, then you’re likely to benefit from, at some stage, working through a treatment package that’s specifically tailored to the problem you have (see TheAnxietyToolkit.com/resources for some suggestions). However, the material in this book will complement that work.

			Lastly, sometimes good general advice isn’t good advice for you. Part of learning to like and accept your nature is empowering yourself to ignore advice that doesn’t gel with you. Here’s an example: Long before I considered writing a book of my own, I started going to see authors on their book tours. At virtually all these talks, someone in the audience asks the author about his or her writing process. Most authors say they get up at the crack of dawn because they need uninterrupted writing time before their children get up or before they go to their day job. However, at one recent discussion, an author said he writes in little snatches of time throughout the day, whenever he gets an idea—often while he’s at work. This sent a hush over the room because it didn’t fit the accepted wisdom or the advice the other authors on the panel had given. However, this author had clearly learned to understand his own nature and to ignore advice that didn’t work for him.

			If you find yourself feeling unwilling to try something in this book, move on from that section. Find something you feel willing to try and start there. Find what works for you based on your preferences and the stage you’re at. If you try suggestions and they fizzle, or some of the advice doesn’t work for you, feel free to ignore it. That’s simply part of beginning to accept your nature. Let’s continue to work on that now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Understanding the Multidimensional You

			This chapter introduces some core personality and wiring concepts that will help you understand how your mind works. Awareness of these aspects of your nature will help you better understand your anxiety.

			Take the following quiz to see how this chapter pertains to you. Choose the answer that best applies. If no answer is the perfect fit, pick whichever is the closest.

			1. How well do you understand your fundamental nature?

			(A) I have a good understanding of what motivates me and what causes me to feel emotionally balanced or unbalanced.

			(B) There are some aspects of myself I don’t understand.

			(C) There are many aspects of myself I don’t understand.

			2. Do you ever feel like your natural instincts are in conflict? For example, you want to reach for new opportunities, but then your instinct to worry about what might go wrong kicks in and you freeze up.

			(A) I can keep a balance between being focused on potential rewards and worrying about things that could go wrong.

			(B) Sometimes.

			(C) Yes, this gets in my way a great deal.

			3. How well do you understand what tends to overstimulate you? For example, too much social contact or abrupt changes of plans.

			(A) I understand what leaves me feeling jangled. My life is set up to minimize these occurrences and to allow me to effectively reset when I do get overstimulated.

			(B) I’d like to understand this better.

			(C) I haven’t thought about this.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			Introversion and Extraversion

			
			
			
			The Highly Sensitive Person

			
			
					Process things deeply

					Get easily overwhelmed by too many things to do

					Get their feelings hurt easily

					Be sensitive to other people’s moods

					Find negative news very upsetting, even if it’s about people they don’t know well

					Find it difficult to hide their true feelings, such as when they lack interest in a topic

					Find it difficult to filter out particular types of stimulation, such as being easily irritated by background noise or scratchy textured clothing

			

			
			Prevention vs. Promotion Focus

			
			
			
			Sensation Seeking

			
			
			Processing Change

			
			
			
			The Agreeable vs. the Disagreeable Anxious Person

			
			
			
			
			Conscientiousness

			
			
			
			Useful Types of Care and Caution

			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
									I take an extra credit card when going on an overseas trip in case my main card isn’t working for some reason.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I keep receipts for things I might need to return.

									If a customer service person tells me something on the phone and I’m concerned the person is giving me the wrong info, I’ll ask the agent to note what I was told on my account and read back to me what was written. I’ll also ask for the person’s agent ID number.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I’m not the type of person who arrives at a beach vacation only to find it’s the middle of monsoon season.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I’ll generally jot down a few brief notes or questions before a meeting.

									I write notes in meetings so that the person I’m speaking with recognizes that I value what he or she is saying.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I have routines for doing things, so I don’t lose keys or accidentally leave the stove on. 

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									When I need to make a purchase, I’ll usually research online before visiting a store. Up to a point, I enjoy this. It saves me time returning purchases made on impulse. 

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									When I know I’ll be needing to take a cab in a foreign country, I find out what the approximate price should be beforehand.

							

						
					

				
			

			Counterproductive Types of Care and Caution

			
			
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
									I sometimes find myself unwilling to try things because of the potential for something to go wrong.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I sometimes spend so much time trying to prevent things from going wrong in unimportant areas that I run out of time and willpower to do it in more important areas.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I sometimes get stuck in research mode for long periods.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									Sometimes I get so anxious about how I’m perceived that I try to control how others perceive me. I act controlling or end up mentally replaying conversations, wondering if I said the right thing.

									Being anxious about how others perceive me sometimes causes me to jump to the conclusion that other people don’t like me, when that’s not the reality. Because I perceive that I’m being judged negatively, I act less open/friendly and sometimes create a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									Sometimes I’ll spend ridiculously excessive amounts of time on tasks.

									I sometimes find myself overchecking some things and ignoring other work that’s objectively a higher priority.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I sometimes spend hours overthinking a $100 decision when I could’ve put that time toward something that would’ve generated two or three times that amount in income.

							

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
									I’m sometimes excessively suspicious of other people, to the point where I avoid collaborations. 

							

						
					

				
			

			Moderating Your Thinking Style and Behaviors
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