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Praise for Hack Your Anxiety

“As the medical director of the Ross Center, with three offices
treating thousands of people with anxiety, I am so pleased to have
a unique new resource for patients that emphasizes the positive
power of our anxiety response and very clearly shows how it can
be harnessed and used to our benefit. The explanation of the
neurobiology behind anxiety, the case vignettes offered, and the
tool kit provided are all clearly laid out such that the anxiety is
understood, hope is instilled, and a change in perspective is possi-
ble. The reader is provided a clear path to taking back control
of anxiety and seeing it as an incredibly useful tool to help them
along the path toward self-fulfillment. Thank you, Alicia, for this
thoughtful and thought-provoking new take on anxiety!”

—Beth Salcedo, MD, medical director of the Ross Center and

president of Anxiety and Depression Association of America

“In Hack Your Anxiety, Clark faces off against the central challenge
of modern life. Anxiety, stress, and trauma have been shown to
affect all levels of our mental, physical, and spiritual health from
the first days of gestation. If we are to survive in our fast-paced,
information-based world, we will have to learn to domesticate our
primitive fear circuity and use our minds to change our brains.
Hack Your Anxiety will provide you with straightforward, no-
nonsense ways of hacking into this circuitry and regaining control
of your brain”
—Louis Cozolino, PhD, author of The Making of a
Therapist and The New Science of Psychotherapy



“Alicia Clark offers a refreshingly renegade perspective on anxiety.
In a world where many individuals and couples are not operating
out of secure functioning and anxiety has been linked to insecure
attachment, this is welcome news. In fact, research in neurosci-
ence, especially as pertains to nervous system arousal regulation,
supports the notion that it is possible to manage anxiety in a way
that leads to happier, more fulfilled lives. Clark’s book includes
a helpful introduction to some basic neuroscientific principles,
along with a recommended process for handling anxiety. With
Clark’s tool kit, anyone suffering from anxiety can draw new hope.”

—Stan Tatkin, author of Wired for Love
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Hack (v.) \’hak\

1. To cut or shape clear by cutting away
superfluous material

2. To manage successfully

3. To gain access to a network or system






Introduction

“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In
that space is our power to choose our response. In our
response lies our growth and our freedom.”

—Viktor E. Frankl

«  Obsessingoveralow-grade worry thatkeepsyou distracted

« Boundless whirling from task to task to quiet the nagging
pressure of stress

« DPushing down anxious thoughts in whatever way possible,

wishing they would simply disappear

If you're reading this book, chances are good you've tried
the above or similar strategies to make your anxiety go away. Or

maybe you're looking to help a loved one whose anxiety seems
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to weigh him or her down. Perhaps you are simply curious about
anxiety and how you can better harness it in your life. I get it; I
work with anxiety every day, and I have spent the better part of my
life immersed in it.

My grandmother worried so much that she shook. Literally.
Her body would subtly tremble from this mysterious and
overwhelming force of worry inside her. She was a petite south-
ern lady with impeccable manners who favored all things pink and
floral. Her short, curly hair framed a round face with fine features
and a generous smile. At her warmest, it was a magnet for others.
Yet worrying was her natural state of being, like breathing.

What did she worry about? Well, nothing. And everything. She
was worried about all the lovely things that grandmothers tend to
worry about and likely countless others that remained unspoken:

Do you have enough to eat?

Are you cold?

Do you need salt and pepper?

Her voice was softly feminine, so listeners often had to lean in
to hear her. I always imagined she liked the intimacy it afforded. I
can see her now, hovering over our Sunday dinner to make sure all
the grandchildren and cousins are happy, comfortable, and satis-
fied. When we were at ease, she was at ease. Or, rather, as at ease as
she was capable of being.

The grandkids started a running joke: Granny, can we pass
you the salt and pepper? Her anxiousness would deflate at the
teasing; she’d smile and flush with embarrassment. We were

showing our appreciation and poking fun, releasing the valve on
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her tension. She was never a burden; we accepted and loved her
for who she was.

She was the consummate people person, always curious,
invested, and connected. I have clear memories of returning home
with my family to hear her voice through the tinny speaker of the
answering machine: “Hi, it’s me again. Just wondering how you’re
coming along...” She required regular assurance that things were,
indeed, all right, and she preferred to hear it firsthand. If she could
take care of things for someone, even better.

I later learned about her rheumatoid arthritis, which she
seldom mentioned, much less complained about. Instead, her
worries were pointed outward, about others, and they were rarely
serious. As she aged, her anxiety seemed to escalate as she became
less able to put it to use. There was no way for her to release that
anxiety, so it stayed inside of her. It seemed to be a force that
expanded and overtook her, almost crippling her with worry.

When I search for my early associations with anxiety, the
image of my grandmother always pops into my head. When I
studied the subject in graduate school, I'd think about her shaking.
When I taught students on the topic or met with patients suffering
from it, a picture of her face would flash across my mind. As I spent
more time exposed to and studying anxiety, I began to understand
my grandmother better, and I began to see how pervasive anxiety
was throughout my family. It set the stage for me to understand
how much anxiety—and people’s responses to that anxiety—was
affecting their emotions and behavior.

Though no one else in my family shook as my grandmother
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did, we have all carried that anxiety in our own ways. Even behav-
ior that appeared to be the opposite of anxious was borne from it,
formed in reaction to its presence. Anxiety seems to be the center
point of everything.

A whirling dervish of action, my mother’s response to
anxiety is doing, seemingly always on the move. That feeling is
the ultimate motivator; it pushes her to do. Whereas my grand-
mother’s anxiety could cripple her, my mother’s anxiety seems to
spring her forward. She has always known there was something
else ahead. Internalized from her own mother, her high standards
fuel an anxiety in me that is, at its best, motivating.

My father, on the other hand, was the opposite. Whereas my
mother was a constant release valve, my father was a giant balloon;
his stress built up over time. He had no way to manage or use it.
He could be impulsive, too, aiming too often to soothe his unrest
rather than solve his problems.

My family, like many, is a spectrum of extremes. However, in
hindsight, I see anxiety as the hub of it all. My grandmother was
consumed by it, my father attempted to numb it, and my mother
chose to act through it. To my knowledge, no one in my family
was ever diagnosed with an anxiety disorder, but if they had been,
I imagine they would have been told that anxiety was simply a
symptom to tolerate and ignore as much as possible. They would
have been advised to take it easy and perhaps been prescribed
antianxiety medications to help calm their nerves. Like so many
people diagnosed with anxiety disorders, my family members

would have likely felt the shame and stigma that go along with
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mental health issues, including people thinking something was
“wrong” with them. Of course, nothing was wrong with any of
them—they simply noticed and felt things deeply, weren’t always
sure what to do with their experiences, and tried many things to
cope that didn’t always help. Just like so many people I meet every

day in my practice.

Through my experience and my work as a psychologist, I have
developed a perspective on anxiety that seeks to embrace its
value. I have come to understand anxiety as a powerful resource,
encompassing important information. Anxiety can prompt us
to pay closer attention to the message at hand and provide the
motivation to take control. On a continuum of responses to
anxiety, ranging from impulsive to avoidant, I tend to aim for the
middle—taking control. This is where I do my best, where I try to
steer others and, ultimately, is the purpose of this book.

Hack Your Anxiety suggests and demonstrates that taking
control can be the solution to anxiety—as long as it’s coupled with
an awareness that helps solve the issue anxiety is signaling. Time
and time again, I've been amazed at just how adaptive this process
can be when it comes to harnessing anxiety. This book is about
showing readers how to make anxiety work for them.

One of the most important things any of us can offer another
person is hope. At my best, I am an eternal optimist, a believer in
finding the positive and seizing opportunities. In helping people in

my clinical practice as a therapist, I have come to recognize anxiety
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as the unsung hero in the path to success and happiness. Rather
than simply being a primitive response to fear, anxiety can be an
efficient tool for growth.

My hope is that this book speaks to the millions out there
currently struggling with anxiety and the loved ones who want
to help. Especially for those who may not realize anxiety’s role
in their struggle, I hope they, too, might find a new way to frame,

process, and utilize their experiences.

I have yet to meet a person—in life or in work—whose anxiety
doesn’t significantly drive his or her pain or dysfunction. A cursory
look at the psychiatric “bible,” the most recent Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, reveals that some form of
anxiousness is present in virtually every diagnosis. Even depression
appears to be an outgrowth of anxiety, a type of learned helpless-
ness from feeling there isn’t anything you can do to lessen your
unease. A recent article in Scientific American noted that “nearly 50
percent of people diagnosed with depression can also be diagnosed
with an anxiety disorder, and vice versa.” Psychiatrists regularly
prescribe the same medication for the depressed and the anxious,
revealing that the differences between the two are not as wide as
our labels may indicate. The management of anxiety, therefore, is
critical to maintaining overall mental health and happiness.

But how do you manage it? The common perception is that
anxiety is a problem that needs to be conquered. Yet seldom

is the problem contained in just the anxiety itself. Beyond the
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experience of anxiety and the problems that drive it is so often
the potential fallout: The self-loathing that results from believing
you can’t seem to manage your experience better. The guilt and
shame that you are somehow broken. The public condemning
that “you should snap out of it.” The fear you will never be okay.
Repeatedly, well-meaning friends, health reports, doctors, and
self-help experts advise anxiety sufferers to calm down, fight it,
release their tension. Avoid it, ignore it, let it go. We have gotten
the message loud and clear. We must make it go away.

But what if we’re working from a faulty premise? What if
anxiety is not a monster to be tamed but a resource to be tapped?
What if we’ve been falsely viewing anxiety as the enemy? What if
we should be steering into the skid?

I have honed effective methods to help people use their anxieties
to transform their lives for the better. In turn, they feel happier and
more confident, and they enjoy more success in their lives. One of
my professional missions is to restore anxiety to its rightful place
as a positive resource.

Few professionals talk about this upside of anxiety, the anxiety
that is grounded in reality and adaptive. If we open our under-
standing, we can see anxiety arises because something we care
about is at risk and needs protecting. Rather than viewing anxiety
as a force to be targeted and eliminated, I propose a more positive
perspective, if we know how to use it. Anxiety can be harnessed as

a positive force for change.
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There are countless books on anxiety and even more articles
and studies addressing its negative impacts. Yet, they often come
from a similar perspective of wiping out the anxiety, quieting the
voice, and attacking and snuffing out the anxious feeling. I offer
a counterintuitive but fruitful option—embrace it tighter. Hack
Your Anxiety takes the bold step in proposing that our anxiety is
biologically protective and motivating, and it can ultimately be
beneficial. Accept it, listen to it, and use it to achieve your best self.

To hack something is to gain access in order to manage it—
often through a side door or through a way you hadn’t even consid-
ered. Because of the unpleasant emotions associated with anxiety,
solutions have often been tied up with shutting it down, avoiding
it, or making it go away. I propose something unique: find a way
into your anxiety. Embrace it. Hacking means turning it on its head
and making it work for you.

I have worked with hundreds of executives, thought leaders,
public servants, students, and parents. Through our work, they
have learned to rethink their anxiety and convert it into a spring-
board for success. Continuously, I hear how people feel better,
more energized, and less overwhelmed as they implement these
strategies. Through a review of relevant research, psychology
thinking, and client stories,* T hope to teach you to use your anxiety
more constructively and tap into the hidden internal resource that

exists within.

*  All the stories are composites of clients I've worked with; all identifying informa-

tion has been changed to protect their privacy.
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In chapter 1, we will look at the state of anxiety today, which
will give us a better sense of what we're dealing with. Chapter 2
will set the stage for how anxiety can be beneficial. In chapter 3,
we'll explore various types off anxiety, before taking a quick trip
through the history of anxiety and how it has been historically
viewed in chapter 4. In chapter 5, we’ll knock down ten towering
myths of anxiety, and we’ll discuss the biggest myth in chapter 6.
We will then look at how our control, perception, and brain and
biology factor in to our anxiety in chapters 7 through 9. Then we’ll
look at how anxiety operates as a signal, fuel, and a catalyst for
action in chapters 10 through 12. Chapters 13 through 16 will zero
in on anxiety’s role and benefit in various life situations, including
our social circles, families, relationships, and our professional lives.
We will end with a look at anxiety and trauma in chapter 17 and
soothing techniques in chapter 18 that can help get your anxiety to
a manageable level. At the end of the book, you will find a tool kit
that will offer tangible strategies and steps to start making anxiety
work for you.

If you are in need of immediate help managing anxiety, you
may want to skip ahead to the Your Anxiety Tool Kit section,
which begins on page 352. There, I walk you through how to take
control of your anxiety step by step, so you can put it to use in
your life. There are questions you can ask yourself as well as brief
descriptions and references back to sections of the book where
concepts are explained more fully. Some steps will be easier than
others, but remember to be gentle with yourself as you learn the

method. With practice, you will get where you want to go.
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My hope is that you read this and feel a desire to approach your
anxiety differently, optimistic that it can stop creating problem in
your life, and motivated to embrace it as resource you come to

value and trust.



CHAPTER ONE

The Big Picture

“Reality is the leading cause of stress amongst those

in touch with it.”

—Jane Wagner'

Anxiety is both the feeling of realizing something we care
about may be at risk and the arrival of the resources we need to
protect it. That is, anxiety is both the signal of the problem and the
elements of the solution. But to best take advantage of anxiety in
this way, we must first acknowledge how it is currently understood.
Far from being seen as a tool for active coping, anxiety today is
often bound up with the idea of needless angst and the quicksand
of mental illness, exacerbated by the crush of modern problems in

this country.
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American Angst
The World Health Organization ranks the United States as being
the most anxious country in the world—by a wide margin.
Americans are more anxious than citizens of places like Nigeria,
Lebanon, and Ukraine, places
A Note on Terminology that face daily challenges far more
Anxiety takes on many faces and serious than what most Americans

many names. Whether we call it encounter.’ Yet, the fact remains:

anxiety, fear, stress, angst, worry, .
: T we are an anxious people. Almost
uneasiness, neurosis, agitation,

nervousness, apprehension, one third of residents in the richest

tension, panic, or any other of and most powerful country in the

its more than thirty synonyms, it world are likely to suffer from some
is a universal human expression . . .
form of anxiety at some point in
of caring. heir]
e
Throughout this book, I will their lives.

interchangeably use the word We are—at the core—a
anxiety with many of its synonyms. ~ nation of immigrants striving for

This is to reflect the many faces more. Many of us are blessed by

of anxiety that are as unique fo
abundance, and we care about

each of our experiences as our

experiences are themselves. having a life of plenty. We have
eaten the proverbial apple and want
more. That often translates into something akin to mass societal

anxiety about having enough.
Anxiety has become a haunting and crippling force for the
forty million Americans (18 percent) who have a diagnosed
anxiety disorder, making it the most common mental illness in

the country.* However those numbers do not include all of those

who are undiagnosed but who regularly experience significant
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anxiety, an increasingly common and prevalent feeling among
the population.

According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of
America (ADAA):

« 40 percent of Americans experience persistent stress or
excessive anxiety in their daily lives;

« 30 percent with daily stress have taken prescription
medication to manage stress, nervousness, emotional
problems, or lack of sleep; and

« 72 percent of people who have daily stress and anxiety say

it interferes with their lives at least moderately.s

As a society, we've never been more stretched and distracted
with demands on our attention and time pushing our limits. A
comparative study across America conducted by Carnegie Mellon
showed an almost 30 percent increase in stress over the past thirty
years.* With more information than ever at our fingertips, we are
looking for answers. Sometimes secretly, sometimes haphazardly,
sometimes desperately. Over the past eight years, Google search
rates for anxiety have more than doubled, and those searches in
2015 were the highest since they were first tracked.” Compounding
our anxiousness is the fear of the negative effects of that anxiety—
on productivity, on our families, and on our health. Everywhere

we look, the tide of anxiety is on the rise.
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Modern Problems

Demands on our attention come from all directions, creating
stressful scenarios in which it feels as if everyone’s needs must be
addressed and answered all at once. “Attention,” writes Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi in Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience,
“is like energy in that without it no work can be done, and in
doing work is dissipated. We create ourselves by how we use this
energy... It is an energy under control, to do with as we please;
hence attention is our most important tool in the task of improv-
ing the quality of experience.” Philosopher Michael B. Crawford
goes so far as to argue, “Distractibility might be regarded as the
mental equivalent of obesity™

Our basic one-to-one communication has become a stress-
ful cacophony of buzzing, ringing, and dinging. A friend telling
us he is on the way, running five minutes late—something that
was not required (nor even possible) twenty years ago—is now
just proper etiquette. And of course, we are all guilty. We've all
had the experience of having to restrain ourselves from check-
ing our phones at the dinner table or our email during a time of
sustained engagement (I myself am fighting it right now as I write
this chapter).

Sharing a funny video or inspiring quote through social media
can be benign, but it starts a chain of distractibility: many people
feel a compulsion to check their Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram
feeds repeatedly to see if someone has weighed in. Repeated
studies have exhibited how social media responses hit us with a

dopamine surge, the neurochemical associated with reward and
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wanting.' Simply connecting with others seems to be what we’re
built for. The trouble is we are drawing from an empty well—
trying to get the digital space to satisfy our human needs, which
doesn’t always work.

We are getting so out of the habit of face-to-face interactions
that we’re even becoming afraid of them. Millennials often confess
to me their discomfort with a phone call, how it’s intimidating to
speak to someone when they have grown up almost exclusively
texting. As we send information into the ether, we are longing for

connection—and perhaps validation.

The Rise of "Option Stress”
We have all had the experience of sitting down at the end of along

day to watch a television show or movie. Not too long ago, we'd
flip channels to see what was on or maybe throw in a DVD we had
rented. We might even take a peek at our modest personal collec-
tion and rewatch a favorite. Even though those days are a little
more than a decade old, they feel like ancient history. Things have
sped up to a dizzying degree. Now the unlimited options of where
to watch, what to watch, and how to watch have made even leisure
time a somewhat stressful experience. It’s not abnormal to spend
half the time selecting what we want to watch. We don’t want to

waste our time. ..so we end up wasting it.*

* A similar side effect has accompanied the rise of streaming music and the end

of the CD. We have access to everything that’s ever been recorded, which is...

somehow a problem.
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If we go on vacation, we now have no reason not to research
every hidden gem, restaurant, or experience that awaits us in
advance. After all, what excuses do we have? We have access to
everything that’s ever been written by anyone who’s ever been
there. But that too is exhausting. Part of us just wants to show up
and play it by ear, though we sense we'd feel guilty during our trip,
like maybe we hadn’t maximized it. Like our vacation’s purpose is
to “produce” for us.

We search online to find a birthday present for someone,
and somehow because we can literally buy just about anything
that’s ever been made, the decision is difficult. We often end up
purchasing a gift card, transferring the responsibility of selecting
onto the receiver.

We seem to be starving in a field of excess. Both the tiny house
and back-to-nature movements have generated a healthy following
among those who have begun to live the philosophy that there is
inherent value in having less." Books such as Barry Schwartz’s The
Paradox of Choice and Gregg Easterbrook’s The Progress Paradox,
both based on extensive studies, address the declining nature of
our joy and comfort as our options increase.

A National Institutes of Health (NIH) study led by Kathleen
Vohs found that the increase in choice has dampened satisfaction
across the board, mostly because there is a biological underpinning
to that overwhelmed feeling from a flood of choices. Specifically,
“the self’s executive function relies on a limited resource that
resembles a form of strength or energy”> When we have to expend

energy choosing from among a hundred salad dressings, we lose it
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elsewhere. As Barry Schwartz explains, “Each new option makes
us feel worse off than we did before.”

This is not an entirely new concept. The anxiety of choice
was a great focus of the early modern philosophers, especially
Seren Kierkegaard, who spoke of the “dizziness of freedom” back
in 1840. The feeling has just increased exponentially with the
choices. Critic Louis Menand recently described anxiety as “the
price tag on human freedom.”**

In a recent New Yorker article, “When It’s Bad to Have Good
Choices,” Maria Konnikova highlighted the work of psychiatrist
Zbigniew Lipowski, who in 1970 identified this “veritable vicious
cycle” that comes from the stress of too many choices. “Faced
with enticing options,” Konnikova summarizes, “you find yourself
unable to commit to any of them quickly. And even when you do
choose, you remain anxious about the opportunities that you may
have lost: maybe that other stack of hay tasted sweeter.”’s

Not incidentally, Lipowski grew up in war-torn Poland, had to
escape under treacherous conditions, and was sprung to his field of
study after confusion about why his newfound American brethren
didn’t seem any happier. If this phenomenon was present almost
fifty years ago, one can only imagine how much it has increased
since then. After all, we’ve gone from Should I have the chicken or
steak? to Where should I go to college? to Which podcast should I listen
to while I work out on which machine? to Who should I date among
the thousands of singles in my network? and so on. We are anxious

and exhausted at having to choose all the time.
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Our Phones, Ourselves

Opver the past fifteen years, the internet, smartphones, and social
media have taken hold, and they now occupy the integral center
of our lives. Their ubiquitous presence has led to an increase in
anxiety triggers: from constant news updates to the lurking threat
of identity theft to the warning that what we don’t know about
something we do every day “just might surprise us.”

There is also a rise in the general feeling of not being able to
keep up, colloquially known as the fear of missing out (FOMO),
something three out of four teenagers say they experience.”® A
recent University of Pittsburgh study determined that depression
and social media use are correlated in young adults, finding that
“highly idealized representations of peers on social media elicits
feelings of envy and the distorted belief that others lead happier,
more successful lives.”” There have also been studies linking social
media to depression in adults as well.'*

We now live in a world where our friends’ parties and vacations
are posted online for us to track and envy. There are indeed genuine
communities that develop online, but there are residual negative
effects to so much sharing and checking and liking. Our social lives
have become “public” in a way that our forebearers could never
have imagined.

A recent Guardian article highlighted the anxiety brought
about by a seemingly efficient invention, the read receipt, which
tells the sender that his message has been opened.” In the silence
between communications, there is a lot of room for fantasy,

doubt, and irrational fear. It seems that texting has opened a new
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kind of fear of social rejection, a Why am I being ignored? feeling.
It can’t be a coincidence that the most connected generation in
history is also the most anxious. Digital communication styles
certainly are playing a role in the skyrocketing rates of social
anxiety on college campuses.

Alan W. Watts wrote, “The miracles of technology cause us
to live in a hectic, clockwork world that does violence to human
biology, enabling us to do nothing but pursue the future faster
and faster”> Watts’s words, from his groundbreaking book The
Wisdom of Insecurity encapsulate the chaotic and demanding
nature of American life in the twenty-first century—yet they
were actually written in 1951. In the sixty-seven years since Watts
and others spoke of the way technology has sped up our lives,
the frenetic energy of society has increased exponentially. And
it has happened—and continues to happen—at a rate that even
the most prescient thinkers could not have imagined. There have
been great gains and progress in the decades since, but the trade-
off for humanity has been substantial. It is as though the bill is
finally coming due and more of us are beginning to feel the pain

of payment.

Political Anxiety

“A great man once said that the true symbol of the United States is
not the bald eagle,” said Ruth Bader Ginsberg, associate justice of
the U.S. Supreme Court, after the divisive 2016 U.S. presidential

election. “It is the pendulum, and when the pendulum swings too
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far in one direction, it will go back.”" Political swings are always
uncomfortable, and the associated anxiety has a wakening affect: it
alerts the electorate to the need for action or change, often motivat-
ing us to get involved. Politics becomes more central to our lives
than during easier times: we argue, we discuss, and ultimately (in
one way or another) we are heard.

The 2016 U.S. presidential election caused a great deal of
anxiety but also a great deal of political engagement, especially after
the results rolled in. Taking the long view—whichever party you
belong to—this is ultimately a good thing. When political anxiety
can be turned into action, the country at large ultimately benefits:
more voices being heard and more people getting involved. It
often takes a hard shake—an element of discomfort—to wake us
from complacency.

Edie Weiner, one of the world’s leading futurists, holds that
as a civilization we are in the midst of seismic change, evolving
at an exponential rate. Large-scale resistance; gridlock in forging
agreements; and avoidance of divergent ideas, people, and culture
are all natural.” Fear is in our blood. We don’t want anything that
threatens our status quo or equilibrium. Yet in our wise moments,
we can stop and recognize that these times are just part of a natural
progression. The breaking before the changing.

In Anxious Politics, Bethany Albertson and Shana Kushner
Gadarian examine how, in an environment where terror threats
seem to surround us, it is the seeking out of information that
calms our anxiety. Seeking information is a powerful way to

channel anxiety and gain a sense of control. But how we take in the
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information, and what we do with it, can be important too. When
too much information bombards us, the message gets blurred, and
we become overloaded. Fear of another recession, mass shootings,
and homegrown or foreign terrorists, for example, occupy a great
deal of the modern anxiety palate. Because of our habit to weigh
things we've just heard about as being more prevalent than they
are (known as recency bias) and our tendency to latch onto easily
remembered examples (known as the availability heuristic), many
Americans believe they are in more danger from crime or terror-
ism now than they actually are. Cognitive psychologist Robert
Leahy has written extensively about our unfounded fears, which
are compounded by “non-events,” all the things that go right that
we never hear about. We receive an unfair sampling of how danger-
ous the world is. It is helpful to remember when we watch the news
that it is mostly a highlight reel of bad things that happened that
day—not a random sampling of events. This alone is a useful way

to keep things in perspective.*

City Life

The increase in city dwellers around the world has also led to an
uptick in anxiety. A recent study at the University of Heidelberg in
Germany demonstrated that “people living in cities risked experi-
encing anxiety and mood disorders at a much higher rate than
noncity dwellers, from 29 percent to 39 percent more.” The trend
is heading in one direction; statistically we are more likely to live

in cities in the future and that “by 2050, about 70 percent of the
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world’s population will be urban.* City life is vibrant and exciting,
but it’s hard for the average person to absorb this environment all
the time—during a tough breakup, a busy morning commute, a
desire for a moment alone. The same city that can bring us energy
and purpose can also be the cause of our tension and stress.

The vigilance that comes with accustoming oneself to city life
manifests as low-grade anxiety. You have to be alert to live amidst
the hustle and bustle, fight your way onto a metro or subway car,
into a traffic lane, or through a grocery line. Even the most extro-
verted and gregarious among us can find it hard to bear everyone
at once.

Our major metropolitan centers also seem to be designed
to make sure we never focus on something for more than a few
seconds. This can gradually translate into a general and genuine
teel of discomfort and anxiety. Even at the end of the day, behind

our apartment door, the effect lingers.

How We Deal

Xanax is the fifth most prescribed drug in America,* and nine out
of the top ten most widely prescribed psychiatric medications
target anxiety symptoms.” There are also a staggering number of
over-the-counter products and strategies on the market aimed at
ridding or suppressing anxiety.

Clearly there is a place for medication in alleviating immediate
suffering and for extreme cases where anxiety becomes regularly

overwhelming. Medication can be useful in pulling anxiety back
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into a moderate range, so that sufferers can activate sound thinking
and decision-making.

Short-acting drugs like Xanax, Valium, and Klonopin target
immediate anxiety relief, and longer-acting serotonin reuptake
inhibitors (SSRIs) like Zoloft, Prozac, or Paxil work to increase
neurotransmitters in the brain associated with feelings of calm and
well-being.

These medications are tools that help turn the volume down
on everything—emotions simply are not as severe when the
medications are working properly. Some clients say it allows them
a bit of breathing room to use the strategies they are learning in
their work with me. Others describe it helping them feel more like
themselves when such a feeling has gone missing for too long. For
everyone, the effect of medication is slightly different, dependent
on each person’s individual situation and neurochemistry. One
of the downsides of medication is that it risks masking emotions
that can be useful. We'll discuss how tamping down the anxious
response actually hampers the message that anxiety is trying to
send us.

Furthermore, more and more relatively healthy people in
the United States are taking medications long term. And while
medication has been shown to increase our brain’s capacity to
soothe itself, long-term use can have unintended consequences.
Helen Fisher is an anthropologist who has joined many scientists
in warning of the overuse and long-term effects of antidepressants,
which kill dopamine, the sex drive, and the release of attachment

chemicals that come with sexual release.?
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Fisher’s concern about the long-term use of SSRIs for example,
is in their dulling of passion and love. These drugs raise levels of
serotonin, which subsequently negatively impact the dopamine
circuitry thatis associated with desire and reward. Fisher’s warning:
It’s all connected. By tampering with one part of the brain system,
we are tampering with others, some of which are at the very heart
of being human.

Others turn to avoidance and numbing strategies that only
make the situation worse. Millions self-medicate with cigarettes
or drugs. Alcohol consumption, especially by women, has been
steadily increasing in recent years,” a period that has included
higher rates of binge drinking and drunk-driving arrests.*® These
habits launch destructive feedback loops where the problem
masquerades as the solution. “The problem is that the same
alcohol that takes the edge off anxiety tends to exacerbate depres-
sion,” Andrew Solomon explains in The Noonday Demon: An Atlas
of Depression, “so that you go from feeling tense and frightened to
feeling desolate and worthless. This not an improvement.”

Clients of mine who are “anxious” drinkers know that alcohol
actually increases anxiety and irritability as it exits the system,
leaving a person slightly more anxious than before the first drink.
This is the foundation of tolerance building: you need more and
more to do the trick of relaxing, and in turn the detox is more and
more anxiety producing.

Various other forms of escapism are proliferating as well. Many
of us are eating more and reaching for more sugary and processed

foods to cope, a habit that is both growing our waistlines and
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disrupting our overall health. Upwards of 40 percent of American
adults are considered obese according to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC),” while as many as two out of
every three adults are overweight.** Diabetes is also on the rise, as
well as the myriad health complications that accompany it.** Even
a sedentary lifestyle is causing us health trouble, with new data
supporting the health risks of sitting for long stretches at a time.*s

We are also watching more and more television: the average
American watches more than five hours per day,* and even more
of us are zoning out online, on our ubiquitous, portable screens. In
2013, digital usage surpassed television viewing for adults as we’ve
reached S hours per day online, with an average of 2.5 hours per day
spent on nonvoice mobile activities alone (texting, social media,
and games).37 By 2016, Americans were spending more than ten
hours a day in front of screens. We do more and more—and live
more and more—in the digital space.* The nature of progress
itself means we can expect the speed of society, technology, and
our daily lives to only increase—and at a faster rate.

“What looks like relaxation could be exhaustion,” author
and scientist Robert Sapolsky writes.*” Therefore, a trend that is
not so surprising is the booming relaxation industry. Bloomberg
recently reported that relaxation drinks, soft drinks with natural
and not-so-natural ingredients with calming properties, are the
next billion-dollar industry.® It’s illuminating if we stop and think
about the growing popularity of these products after twenty years
of energy drinks flooding the markets. The pervasive feeling that

we need to get going and keep up is now counteracted by our desire
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to slow down and process. We are desperate to feel relief from the
pressures of modern life and we will take whatever we can to get it,
even if it offers just a brief respite. Perhaps we are in the midst of a
giant societal hangover, a malaise about how much is expected of
us and how much we expect of ourselves.

Of course, there is nothing wrong with relaxing pursuits, but
relaxation as a primary objective is just another form of avoid-
ance. It doesn’t succeed at keeping anxiety at bay. In fact, seden-
tary activities could be exacerbating the problem. A recent study
linking inactivity to anxiety—the first of its kind—was led by Dr.
Megan Teychenne, out of Deakin University in Australia,” which
found a positive correlation between the two.*

This is also true anecdotally. Ask anyone with anxiety: the
more we avoid something the scarier it gets.

Anxiety seems to be a natural reaction to a 24/7 world where
it’s become increasingly harder to find peace and balance. It is
more difficult to shut things out and focus on what matters.

It comes at a time when it has never been more necessary.

So how can we turn on the power of anxiety?



CHAPTER TWO

Waking Up to
Anxiety’s Purpose
and Power

“The human mind is the very idea or knowledge of
the human body.”

—Baruch Spinoza'

When | was twelve years old, I was asleep in my family’s Long
Island cottage when I was jarred awake in the middle of the night. It
was the Fourth of July; the distant popping of beach fireworks had
ceased and even the late-night revelers were asleep. Throughout
my childhood, T had battled stifling asthma. That night I woke with
an acrid taste in my mouth, a stuffing of my breathing. Something
wasn't right. I had that elemental feeling of not getting enough
oxygen, but it felt different than my typical asthma attacks.

Half asleep, I wandered to the bathroom to rinse my mouth

out with water, but the taste stubbornly remained. A slow panic
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rose as I realized I couldn’t breathe. I got back into my bed, and
as my body began to awaken, I realized what was in my nose and
mouth: smoke. The house was on fire.

My sister and the babysitter—both soundly asleep—were in
the cottage that night. I rushed to wake them up, and when we
opened the glass back door, flames rose behind us. We then strug-
gled with the screen door, which was stubbornly jammed in place.
We pulled and pulled at the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. In that
terrifying moment, I felt trapped. It was an old two-bedroom
cottage, makeshift, with old and brittle wood. I didn’t know much
about construction, but I instinctively felt it was the kind of place
that burned rapidly.

All three of us finally kicked down the screen door and ran to
aneighbor’s. Before we even reached the nearest house, our whole
cottage went up in flames. I remember watching from that safe
distance as the place was engulfed in a raging fire. The image will
never leave my mind.

When I reached graduate school and later worked toward my
doctorate, my clinical interests often circled around trauma. The
tire never veered from my mind. I carried it with me as an experi-
ence that shaped how I think about trauma, and I was curious to
better understand how people deal with and recover from such
situations and the anxiety that lingered. It was not until later
that I realized perhaps the most important part of the story: the

waking up.



WAKING UP TO ANXIETY’S PURPOSE AND POWER 19

Anxiety’s Message

Anxiety is not a noise (Cover your ears!), but rather a signal (Look
over here!). True, the signal is sometimes misunderstood and no
doubt it can be distracting, but that doesn't mean we should shut
it out. It means we should clue in. Waking up to anxiety’s message
allows us to use it most effectively. I know there’s wisdom and
information in anxiety, so I try hard not to shut it out when it
comes knocking and have successfully worked with my clients to
do the same.

In the fire that night, I couldn’t ignore my discomfort and go
back to sleep—1I woke up and did my best to make sense of what
was happening. My anxiety helped activate me to solve the problem
by waking up the others and escaping the house. I have often seen
this experience as both an indication and a larger metaphor for the
way anxiety is a protector, tool, and growth enhancer.

As an adult, I have learned to tune in to my anxiety to harness a
deeper understanding of what needs my attention, as well as helped
clients, friends, family, and colleagues do the same. Sometimes, it
can be less productive. But most of the time, my anxiety keeps me
focused on where my attention is needed.

“[T]hrough watching and learning,” Michael A. Tompkins
writes, “you’ll understand that your anxiety doesn’t come out
of nowhere—even if feels that way sometimes.”> We don’t grow
without stretching and we don’t change without discomfort. Our
anxiety manifests as something unpleasant, but it is trying to
protect us, motivate us, and educate us. It takes a commitment to

a new mind-set to see this. Understanding that anxiety holds the
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seeds of growth can help develop an attitude of curiosity and culti-
vate a more conscious experience of it.

The more I have on my plate, the more anxiety I will feel,
and, frankly, the more I need. I need the extra reminders when I
am stretched thin, and I rely on them to keep me focused on the
most important to-dos: coordinating homework duty, arranging
transportation for upcoming appointments, organizing the family
calendar, managing kids’ schedules and extracurricular activities,
evaluating client progress, grading student work, brainstorming
writing ideas, paying bills, attending to family and friends’ needs,
completing errands, scheduling household repairs, answering emails,
organizing travel plans, getting to the gym, and meeting deadlines.

Like the list that swirls in all our heads, some of these tasks
are immediate, some are longer term, some are diffuse, and some
are minute. Especially when life’s responsibilities bubble beyond
my capacity, anxiety keeps me abreast of what matters most at any
given time. It reminds me when the juggler is in danger of dropping
a ball and what might be plan B. Allowing anxiety to be a signal and
an engine has taken work and habitual practice, but I have devel-
oped a relationship and understanding with it. I know it can help
me, so I have come to rely on it rather than fight it.

We have been relentlessly conditioned to view anxiety as a
monster, an uncontrollable force we must shut down. But my
personal and professional experience offers a more nuanced and
multifaceted impression. I have grown to see that anxiety is really
a sign that something we care about is at risk and we might not be

able to protect it. However it manifests itself, anxiety is grounded
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in a cause. “Mood is like a fever,” Dr. Michael Khan writes. “It’s a
signal your system is giving you that something isn’t right.”

As we will learn later, we can alter our biology and brain
chemistry by what we think about and do with our experiences
over time. Contemporary thinking about anxiety has given us
the idea that we need to rid ourselves of it, that it’s a failing we
should work to ignore or conquer. I believe, however, we can
trust our senses and heed the natural instincts that are trying to
tell us something important. There is wisdom in this elaborate
and efficient system we already have inside of us.

Mindfulness expert Jon Kabat-Zinn beautifully frames the
power we have to change. “Like subterranean water, or vast oil
deposits, or minerals buried deep within the rock of a planet,”
he writes, “we are talking here of interior resources deep within
ourselves, innate to us as human beings, resources that can be
tapped and utilized, brought to the fore—such as our lifelong
capacities for learning, for growing, for healing, and for trans-
forming ourselves.” The human mind and body have enormous
capacities and hidden strengths. Anxiety can be the catalyst
and motivating force for ultimate growth, success, and maybe

even peace.

Anxiety’s Stigma
People feel little shame in saying they are “stressed out.” Stress is
something people brag about, and they often wear it like a badge

of honor. It means I'm busy, I'm important, people depend on me.
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It also communicates worth—whether to our social circles or to
our bosses. A recent Columbia Business School study examined
this ubiquitous societal shift in the twenty-first century: from
bragging about our leisure to bragging about our work. “By telling
others that we are busy and working all the time,” Silvia Bellezza
explains, “we are implicitly suggesting that we are sought after,
which enhances our perceived status.”

Anxiety, on the other hand, comes with a degree of secrecy
and shame. To be busy, even stressed, is just a modern, cosmopol-
itan state. But to be anxious? It is often treated as a private prison
we carry with us, one we're afraid others will discover. And that
tear only adds to the problem.

But anxiety is still biology reacting to circumstance. If we
tease out what is triggering our anxiety, we can see how it makes
sense and can thus become beneficial, just like our threat response
protects us when we are in danger. Once we recognize anxiety’s
message and embrace it as a map and a tool, we can use this sensi-
tive and dynamic force to keep us operating at our best. With it,
we are tuned into and energized by what is truly important. Our
anxiety helps us adapt to life’s changing demands and motivates
us to strive for what we want. It is not something that should carry
any shame—anxiety is the engine that is motivating us and the

track that is keeping us focused.
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Moving from Shame to Embrace

In becoming an expert on anxiety, I have become its champion.
As a psychologist, I meet every day with people who tell me they
have anxiety. It doesn’t take a lot of digging to find that they’re
almost always anxious for a reason, whether they are conscious of
what that reason is or not. More importantly, they mostly feel like
there’s nothing they can do about it. In fact, it was hearing this so
often that led me to question the assumption. A classic sufferer
of an anxiety disorder is miserable in their experience of anxiety
and thus does whatever they can to avoid feeling it. This can often
prompt exhausting efforts to avoid potentially stressful, scary, or
humiliating situations that are ultimately, counterproductive.

I also noticed something else, especially in patients who were
the most anxious. Once they started doing something, anything,
the changes were immediate, quantifiable, and inspiring. What
really seemed to make the difference was how willing they were
to be brave and how willing they were to take action. So, the issue
becomes what did it take to get them there?

First, they have to realize they are in control.

The Driver's Seat: On Control

“No control lies at the heart of everything stressful, to a greater or
lesser degree,” writes health and wellness author Thea Singer.’ The
more we perceive control over the future painful event, and trust
in our resources to cope with it, the less distress we will feel. And

how do we take control? Through action.
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The severity of anxiety then appears to be largely determined
by how much control we perceive we have and whether we can
handle it—two key ideas we will explore in detail in later chapters.

A 2004 meta-analysis of studies on college students’ sense
of control compared those who believed they were in control of
their destinies to those who believed luck and the actions of those
in power determined their fate. The results support the theory
of learned helplessness: there is a negative feedback loop where
depression and powerlessness reinforce each other. The study
found that those who felt less control over their lives showed lower
academic achievement, ineffective stress management, and higher
levels of depression.® When we don’t feel control, we don’t take
control. However, if we are open to approaching our anxiety differ-
ently, we see that we don’t have to be a passive victim—if we make
the choice not to be. Before we get out of any hole, we must first

decide that we can.

Spent Attention

It comes down to listening to ourselves. Our anxiety is asking us for
our undivided attention. It’s no coincidence we use the verb paying
when discussing attention. After all, attention is not a bottomless
pit but rather a finite and valuable resource. In his latest book
Incognito, neuroscientist David Eagleman discusses the concept of
change blindness in vision. In study after study, researchers have
determined that we don’t notice something changing in our field

of vision—even deliberate and obvious changes—unless we’re
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looking for them.” One of the most famous examples of “inatten-
tional blindness” is the Harvard experiment that asked people to
watch a video of six people passing a basketball around. Before it
began, the viewers were given a prompt: Can you count how many
passes are made?

Incredibly, a man in a full gorilla suit walked through the
frame, stopped and did a little dance in the middle of the screen,
and then he continued passing through. Focused on counting the
passes, half of the participants did not see the gorilla at all.® Why?
They simply weren’t looking for it. Eagleman himself recognizes
the larger applicability and the metaphor. “In fact, we are not
conscious of much of anything until we ask ourselves about it,” he
writes.” Attention is not something we just have; it’s something we
give. For anxiety, its very existence is a demand for us to clue into
it, and use its energy for focus and problem-solving.

High performing athletes know well the need for inten-
tional focus. In his book Focus: The Hidden Driver of Excellence
psychologist Daniel Goleman refutes the famous ten thousand
hours of practice concept introduced by Malcolm Gladwell.”® It’s
not the amount of practice that achieves mastery: it’s the type.
The practice itself needs to be direct and focused or it doesn’t
lead to much at all. Goleman looks at a variety of studies and
experts (including Anders Ericsson, whose work birthed the ten-
thousand-hour concept) and concludes: “Optimal practice
maintains optimal concentration.” It’s about overriding our
automatic behaviors or creating new ones.

Habit-change researchers also note the same dynamic—what
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you pay attention to is what gets solved, improved, or mastered.
When you pay attention to your anxiety, youre on the path to
channeling itinto usefulness. You are using it to focus on something
that needs solving. Sometimes that focus is best directed to our
present action, so our thoughts of the future dont distract us.
Other times, we should focus on the anxiety itself, so we can
understand what it is trying to tell us.

We live in the era of constant multitasking, grasping onto the
faulty idea that we can share our attention between focal points
and get twice as much done. Science has repeatedly proven this
to be an unproductive, imaginary, and in the case of distracted
drivers, dangerous idea." In its less dangerous form, our efforts
at multitasking are reminiscent of the spork, a utensil that aims to
be both spoon and fork but cannot adequately perform the task
of either.

Daniel Goleman compares our attention less to a “stretchable
balloon” and more to a “narrow, fixed pipeline.”> We only have
so much of it, and how we deploy it matters. Numerous studies
show switching back and forth between tasks takes more time and
energy than attending to one thing at a time."* We end up doing
neither task efficiently nor competently because each activity is
being processed as a distraction from the other. It is no wonder that
multitasking makes us anxious—neither thing is being attended

to, and our minds know it.



WAKING UP TO ANXIETY’S PURPOSE AND POWER 27

The Monkey and the Green Banana: An
Invitation to Be Gentle

This book is an invitation to be courageous but also a reminder
that we must be gentle with ourselves. “Our culture’s epidemic of
self-criticism has left us woefully unskilled at self-compassion—
that essential anchor of sanity, which both grounds and elevates
our spirit,” Maria Popova writes in her insightful “Brain Pickings”
column.* We are in the habit of seeing the negatives, the glasses
half empty, and we feel stuck. Stuck and sometimes rigid in how
we think about it too.

There is a story shared in various communities—from
business to yoga circles—regarding how natives in Africa and India
trap monkeys. Hunters place a green banana inside a hollowed-out
coconut, which is chained to a tree. An opening is made just big
enough for a monkey’s paw. The monkey reaches into the coconut,
grabs the banana, and by making a fist around the banana, traps
itself. Its open hand can always fit through the hole, but its clenched
fist is too large to pull out. The monkey doesn’t let go; it remains
stuck, screaming and struggling to free its fisted paw. The monkey
is trapped by a stubborn force of its own creation.

Force doesn’t always make things better, and it can often
damage things far past their original problematic form. Yet many
of us believe that we simply need to force ourselves through our
fears and all will be better. This is simply not the case.

Empathy, curiosity, and compassion must be our trusted allies
along the way; they will nudge us to stretch our preconceptions

and grow our awareness. Harshly judging ourselves or trying
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to force solutions not only escalate anxiety, but they limit our
progress, willingness, and effectiveness. As Anxiety and Avoidance
author Michael A. Tompkins reminds us, “true motivation is an
invitation, not a push.”

Being gentle with ourselves is not just emotionally important,
it’s also a practical facet of the work I do. It’s the approach that
promotes maximal growth. We must continuously look for ways
our experience is understandable, reasonable, and even predict-
able. Where can we soften our perspective or effort? Where can
we be kinder, and how can we be more accepting of ourselves?

Gentleness is not about coddling, permissiveness, or a lack of
discipline. It is finding the sweet spot in our effort where we can
stick with it, attaining the necessary momentum and confidence
to keep going.

Feelings always make sense. Always—even if some digging
is involved to figure out how. Our job in assessing our anxiety is
to understand the source of those feelings and what to do with
them. Know that you can listen, that you can bear it, and that it
gets easier the more we do it. “As we gain more experience doing
something and it becomes easier for us,” social psychologist Heidi
Grant Halvorson writes in Succeed, “we often start to see it in a
more abstract why way—more in terms of meaning or purpose.”¢
Developing this new habit of making use of our anxiety requires a
larger understanding of this feeling inside of us. It helps if we take
a detailed look at the various names we have for it and the various

ways it manifests itself to us.
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When Self-Compassion Is Difficult

For some, self-compassion may be harder than it sounds.
This can happen when we get tired of feeling anxious
or just feel sick of ourselves and living in our skin. It is
in these spaces where being kind to yourself may feel
indulgent, or even downright impossible, but might be
the most important thing you need to do before doing

anything else.Three strategies to try:

Fake it till you make it: This is where acting-as-if can be

strategy number one.There is strong research supporting

positive action yielding feelings of positivity. For example,

when we force a smile on our face, our brain receives a
signal that we are happy. Try playing the part and you’ll
be amazed at the work momentum does for you.

Invert the Golden Rule: We are often much harder on
ourselves than we would ever be on a friend or loved
one. Envisioning your problems as those of a confidante
can help you access your natural compassion and
bypass negative self-talk. What if your mother, brother, or
best friend came to you with your problem? What would
you say to them? “Learn to be more compassionate
company,” writes Anne Lamott, "as if you were somebody
you are fond of and wish to encourage.”'’

Give your feelings some character: Create distance
between you and the feeling. Try thinking about your
anxiety as a character in story, giving it a name and an
identity.ls it a devoted but needy friend? A prickly coach?
Your wise but always dissatisfied mother? Personifying
your anxiety can help you engage it as someone who is
tfrying fo communicate a message to you.

29



CHAPTER THREE

The Power
in Knowing

“Fear is wisdom in the face of danger.”

—Sherlock Holmes!

In learning how to harness anxiety, the first step of recog-
nizing it can be harder than you'd think. We’re going to look at
all the ways to know anxiety in this chapter, from the common
physical reactions traced back to our ancestors to how we speak
of anxiety and then how we feel it. Finally, we will look at three
common ways that anxiety makes itself known using three stories
from my practice.

Despite its ubiquitous nature, anxiety can be surprisingly
beguiling to define. Language can be double-edged that way:
it both crosses bridges and creates them. Identifying anxiety

can be a challenge, as it presents as a variety of experiences, can
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masquerade as other emotions, and can pop up unexpectedly with
little warning. Anxiety is a complex full-body experience that is as
individual as we are as people. Is it a feeling? A series of thoughts?
A physiological reaction? How do you recognize it in your body?
First, we must get a handle on what it means to feel anxiety in

order to utilize it.

The Physical Experience of Anxiety

Stress and anxiety can promote important chemical changes in the
body, including the production of a variety of hormones needed by
the body under threat. Understanding the biological and physio-
logical responses to anxiety can help demystify it. The autonomic
nervous system, which governs internal organs, regulates our physi-
cal bodies by activating and suppressing certain bodily functions in
response to our needs. Itis divided into two parts that are commonly
explained through a car metaphor: the sympathetic nervous system
(SNS), which acts as the “accelerator” and the parasympathetic
nervous system (PNS), which acts as the “brakes.”

During times of stress, the SNS activates the release of
catecholamines, including adrenaline, that promote physical readi-
ness for the body to respond. It gives you a surge of energy, includ-
ing “increased cardiac output, skeletal muscle blood flow, sodium
retention, reduced intestinal motility...and behavioral activa-
tion.” Your body is preparing to engage and respond. Blood leaves
your gut and fuels your limbs for action—a sensation sometimes

described as butterflies in the stomach.
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At the center of our threat response is a very small area of the
brain called the amygdala. Neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, dubbed
by one science writer as the Lewis and Clark of anxiety,® first
identified the amygdala’s role in activating the SNS, and he went
on to call the resulting neurological chain reaction the fear circuit.
The circuit includes a variety of physiological and neurochemical
responses along the hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal (HPA) axis,
what we now call the fight-or-flight response.* The production of
neurochemicals that aid in this response have been widely studied,
and include cortisol, which is often referred to as a stress hormone.
The fight-or-flight response has been best described as a “carefully
orchestrated yet near-instantaneous sequence of hormonal
changes and physiological responses that helps someone to fight
the threat off or flee to safety.”

LeDoux believes that our physiological response to threat
is a nonconscious one that precedes our labeling of it. Think of
the instantaneous reaction to slam on the brakes when an animal
darts in front of your car well before you even processed the
threat. Recently, he has proposed that we distinguish between
the physiological response to threat and the emotions of fear
or anxiety that we identify with them. What we call the “fear
circuit,” he notes, should more accurately be described a “defen-
sive survival circuit.”

When our threat response fires, an increased heart rate
assures efficient delivery of needed oxygen and nutrients to
muscles and the brain, and shallow breathing allows for an

abundance of needed oxygen. Vasopressin triggers conservation
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of the body’s water supply (and suppresses thirst) allowing the
body to regulate temperature and metabolism. Norepinephrine
heightens needed focus and attention, and oxytocin orients us
toward connection with others. Our physiological stress response
is an impressively complicated biological feat that readies us for
protective action.

These physiological reactions, while reserved for rapid
response to immediate danger, can become habit through noncon-
scious association and repetition. “When something bad happens,
the brain leverages the entire body to register that feeling, and
that feeling becomes associated with the event,” David Eagleman
writes. “When the event is next pondered, the brain essentially
runs a simulation, reliving the physical feelings of the event.”

Everyone’s anxiety response is different, and responses will
vary with circumstances and severity. While some acute anxiety
can be severe and intense, not all anxiety triggers a full autonomic
threat response. Some anxiety produces only a portion of a
threat response, and some anxiety can produce no physiological
symptoms at all. One person’s digestive issues might be another
person’s sweaty palms, which might be another person’s butterflies.

While we are still learning how emotions are created, we
have a good understanding of the “defensive survival circuit,” and
we are expanding our understanding of other stress responses
as well. We now understand that after our initial biological and
chemical reaction, in choosing how we interpret our experience,
we thus choose how we will experience it and what we're going

to do with it.
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The Naming

As science discovers more about our minds, we are learning that
many of our experiences—like stress, desire, and awareness—
are not as simple or as one-sided as we once thought. Anxiety is
turning out to be another misunderstood experience that, when
framed correctly, can be more of a help than a hindrance. So much
hinges on our reaction and, inevitably, our choices.

In fact, LeDoux explains that anxiety is actually created
through language, and the meaning we ascribe to our experience.®
He explains that anxiety (along with all emotions) is a cognitive
construct of neurological data comprised from various areas of the
brain, including the amygdala, and in this way is formulated by the
cortex. Other researchers have shown that naming anxiety alone
can lessen it, which helps us take better control of the feelings
associated with it. ° The areas of the brain involved in processing
emotional words—the insula and the medial prefrontal cortex—
are also involved in regulating emotions, suggesting that naming
our feelings can moderate our experience of them.

Whether synonyms, or simply different expressions for the
same construct, there are several emotions within the anxiety
“family” that merit clarification: fear, anxiety, stress, and worry.
While these emotions have different dictionary definitions, they
appear to share similar physiology and have been used inter-
changeably in much of the scientific literature. These emotions are
often experienced interchangeably and with considerable variabil-
ity among individuals. In this book, I will use the term anxiety

as I do in my practice—as broadly as possible—to intentionally



THE POWER IN KNOWING 35

encompass all iterations of the synonyms of fear, stress, and worry
that apply. In order to delve deeper into our understanding of these
feelings, I will attempt to clarify those terms here:

Anxiety is an emotion characterized by feelings of tension,
worried thoughts and physical changes like increased blood
pressure. People with anxiety disorders usually have recurring
intrusive thoughts or concerns, often about situations outside of
their control. They may avoid certain situations out of discomfort
and worry. It can present itself as “butterflies” in the stomach, or
a lump in the throat, or sweaty palms. Other physical symptoms
might include trembling, dizziness, or a rapid heartbeat.'

Anxiety is both something each of us might define a little
differently, and yet something we know when we feel it. In practice,
I think of anxiety as the experience that arises from conflict
about future unavoidable pain as well as the perceived threat to
something we care about. It is also that sense that something isn’t
quite right, that we’ve neglected something important, and even
sometimes a sense of dread. We conjure up a scary image in our
mind; we think a threatening thought; we recall a painful situation.
With this brain activity, our bodies respond. Anxiety “washes over
one in formless waves,” author Patricia Pearson writes, “pulls one
under until the pressure and constriction are tangible and panic
rears: I'm in deep. I'm going to drown.”"

Fear has been the emotion most commonly ascribed to the
physiological threat response known as the fight-or-flight reflex,
or defensive survival circuit; it is nearly automatic in its function to

ensure our survival. Science has often separated fear from anxiety,
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placing fear in the moment. “Fear is the emotional response to
real or perceived imminent threat,” according to the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V), “whereas
anxiety is anticipation of future threat.”? In fear, the link between
stimulus and response has often been considered a straight line:
direct threat leads to fear. In the category of anxiety, the lines can
get crossed, lost, and tangled as anxiety has been understood as
a more conscious, thought-based emotion. The subtleties have
made their way into various languages. For instance, in German
there is a clear distinction between angst (something unknown
makes you afraid) and fear (you know what makes you afraid).

Fear is more often associated with surges of automatic arousal,
thoughts of immediate danger, and escape behaviors, whereas
anxiety has been associated with muscle tension and vigilance in
preparation for future danger and cautious or avoidant behaviors."
And yet the physiology of anxiety shows so much overlap with the
physiology of fear that “fear and anxiety are undistinguishable. ..
perhaps because their definition of fear does in fact include all the
more biological aspects of anxiety.”**

Stress has been defined as an excessive demand on our
resources, a definition coined by scientist Hans Selye in 1936."
In studying laboratory animals subjected to bright lights, loud
sounds, extremes in temperature, or protracted frustration, Selye
noticed patterns of pathological physical changes he defined as
stress, or “the nonspecific response of the body to any demand
for change.”'s

Stress, like fear and anxiety, has also come to mean something
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physical—a pulling or a force,
which itself offers a useful image.
We are being alerted and are resist-
ing this alert, as though someone is
grabbing our shoulder trying to get
us to pay attention.

Though Selye dealt with the

physiological response, he under-
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Selye’s Dedication
Incidentally, Hans Selye, who first
coined the term stress in 1936,
was not personally disconnected
from the subject he spent his life
studying.

The dedication to his 1950
book Relief from Stress read:

“But most personally, this book

stood the role that approach and = is dedicated fo my wife, who

perce ption pla}’ when someone is helped so much to write it, for

« . . she understood that | cannot, and
under stress. “Adopting the right
should not, be cured of my stress

attitude,” he wrote, “can convert a  pyt merely taught fo enjoy it”
negative stress into a positive one.”

Just because there are physical components to our stress doesn’t
mean they’re unavoidable or unchangeable.””

It’s interesting to note that we often say that we are “under
stress,” as though it were a force on top of us or maybe even a
spell we're caught in. Stress seems to indicate a known external
force bumping up against our own reaction to it. We commonly
refer to anxiety as a stress coming from inside of us, in reaction to
something that we cannot easily name or locate.

There should also be a distinction between the force of the
external world on us and our reaction to it.

Worry is often the word we use to describe what the anxious
person might spend too much time doing—to the detriment of
productive action. Everyone worries; it is common and always

treated as a temporary state. “We worry because we are intelligent
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beings,” Norman Doidge writes. “Intelligence predicts, that is its
essence; the same intelligence that allows us to plan, hope, imagine,
and hypothesize also allows us to worry and anticipate negative
outcomes.”® This conception strikes me as simple and direct: we
worry because we are human. No matter how it manifests itself, I
believe we are anxious because we love, because we desire, because

we hope, and because we care.

Faces of Anxiety

Whether anxiety is experienced loudly as fear, quietly as worry,
or physically as stress, it is an undeniable presence and force in all
our lives. Getting a handle on what it is, what it feels like for us,
and what we call it is fundamental to harnessing it. Anxiety can
show many faces. To help illustrate this point are several people’s
stories to highlight how anxiety can lurk in many different corners

of our discomfort.

The Yell

Cecilia” came into my office on a gloomy winter day visibly
distressed. Soon after sitting down and exchanging in some small
talk, she dove in. Struggling to keep her composure, she told me

she was privately a wreck. Cecilia worked as a communications

*

All names and identifying details have been changed throughout the book to

protect privacy.
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director for a government agency and she had been offered a
communications directorship at a West Coast company—a higher
paying job in the private sector. There was no guarantee the job
would work out and she felt guilty about asking her family to pick
up and move for her.

Her husband told her told she should do what made her
happy, but putting the onus on her just made her more apprehen-
sive. Cecilia had committed so many years to her career that she
felt she owed it to herself to keep at it. But she also didn’t want to
burden her family. The decision was affecting her sleep, her mood,
and her health—she couldn’t shake her anxiety—it was with her
twenty-four hours a day. Cecilia’s distress was what I call the yell
type of anxiety.

As our session continued, the conversation drifted away from
her family and she admitted there was something else. She admit-
ted that there was a fear that she would fail or not fit into her new
role; if so, it would compound her guilt. The idea of failing at both
her career and upsetting her family was too painful for Cecilia to
accept or even contemplate.

Cecilia’s anxiety was loud, unmistakable, and excruciating; it
was keeping her up at night, interrupting her appetite, and confus-
ing her. She had lost her ear to her feelings. Her anxiety was at a
point that it was yelling too loudly to be understood or to be of use.

The yell strain of anxiety is likely to show up along with
major unexpected adversity or change—navigating crises,
intense shifts, personal “earthquakes,” loss, and other seismic

shifts in life that spike numerous fears and concerns. Yelling
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anxiety won't be ignored, and insists on taking over just about
anything else you might be thinking about or trying to do. It is
relentless and exhausting.

Those of us who do public speaking know this experience
where the sheer anxiety of facing a large audience can stunt our
ability to think about anything. The feeling seems to hijack your
experience. It becomes impossible to think of much more than
how frightened you feel. Rage and temper tantrums work much
the same way too; they are emotional storms that threaten to take
over your thinking and ability to accomplish much beyond riding
them out. Though we might not call these reactions fear, they do
share a physiological similarity in that they all involve some activa-
tion of the autonomic threat response described above.

In an autonomic threat response, all our body’s resources
are readying for survival action, making it hard, if not impossi-
ble, to calm down. This sort of excessive anxiety can also be seen
in normal responses to traumatic or highly upsetting events. In
such situations where the mind is wrestling to make sense of an
unexpected and painful loss, anxiety can run higher than is needed,
and normal daily functioning can be impaired.

When our system is overwhelmed and activated toward
survival, we need to be gentle with ourselves so that we can move
and grow through it. There are numerous calming techniques—
to be discussed later—which include deep-belly breathing,
mind-body scanning, laughing, and other calming techniques,
which all stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS),

known as the “brakes” of the threat response.
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Often, this kind of excessive anxiety is partially heritable and
may require a variety of coping strategies. There are also effective
medications that can help. (Remember that taking medication,
or doing something to lessen anxiety, is taking important action
toward a solution.) There is a direct relationship between how
much confidence you have in your ability to handle your anxiety
and its ultimate effect on you, as we will discuss later. The more you
believe you can handle, the less likely you will be overwhelmed by

the rush of anxiety.

The Chatter

Deanna was one of my most anxious clients, originally coming
for help to manage the fallout from a recent promotion and her
father’s declining health. She was a forty-five-year-old corporate
executive who had worked her way up, often by letting her anxiety
fuel her. She came in early, worked late, and used weekends to
catch up on any tasks left over from the week. Any time she found
herself worrying about something that needed doing, she tended
to it. Having earned a reputation for hard work and careful atten-
tion to detail, some people dreaded working with her, labeling her
a perfectionist. Others were grateful to have her on their team,
knowing the job would be well done and trusting her leadership.
Everyone noticed her anxiety—it was part of who she was.
Always looking around the corner, anticipating the next issue, she
was quick to point out concerns and potential issues. She couldn’t

explain how she did it; she just knew that when she started to sense
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something was off or around the corner, she needed to pay atten-
tion, take note, and take some sort of action. It kept her on her game.

But despite her many successes, Deanna saw her anxiety—
what I call chatter anxiety—as a problem. She hated the discom-
fort of it, that she couldn’t seem to turn it off, and the angst she was
feeling as her roles in life and work were shifting.

Chatter anxiety is distracting. It is easily identifiable, neither
too loud that you can’t block it out if you have to, nor so quiet that
you miss it. You can work alongside it, and sometimes it acts as a
running commentary or reminder of what needs to be done. It’s
the chatter to hurry up and finish that writing because you have to
leave to pick up your son (like me right now) or that nagging sense
of needing to finish the project that you haven’t even started. The
anxiety is there, you are aware of it, and whether you realize or not,
it is spurring you along. Decoding it will help you focus on what
it is telling you to do. It is often anxiety’s constant presence that

makes us afraid to take it on.

The Whisper

Jamie’s experience was less straightforward. A recent college gradu-
ate, her anxiety wasn’t so much a feeling as an inference; it let itself
be known through her thoughts and actions, or more accurately,
her lack of action. Anxiety for Jamie was often experienced first
through her avoidant behavior and temptations to numb her
experience. This was especially significant because she struggled

with prescription pills in the past.
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Jamie was at the entry level of a promising business career,
which had her working ungodly hours. She was often too busy to
engage in much else, but at some points—especially weekends—
she gave into her temptations to indulge her fatigue and avoidance,
staying in bed all day, calling in sick a few Mondays, and putting
her future career (and sobriety) at risk. Jamie learned to recog-
nize the early signs: the first sign of danger was procrastination, an
important cue of anxiety and a signal that action was needed.

Nowhere was it harder for her to push past her anxiety than
when she was faced with menial and boring administrative tasks at
the office. She also struggled to ask for help until it was too late to
do so, feeling as a woman in the business world she had to prove
her worth. She would lose confidence in her abilities, and her
internal whispers about being a fraud would amplify: she would
surely get fired, waste her degree (and her parents’ money), and
prove she couldn’t hack it.

Jamie believed herself to be no match for the vicious cycle
of avoidance she had created. She felt helpless to break free and
impotent to take action. Yet, no matter how powerless she felt,
Jamie understood that getting out of this vicious cycle always
required action. And for her, that action started with changing her
perceptions about the situation.

Whisper anxiety can be hidden in impulsive acts like reckless
spending, eating, and sex or numbing pursuits like alcohol or drug
use, computer and video games, online surfing, or social media.
The anxiety is quieted temporarily, only to return with a vengeance

when the activity ends or the substance wears off.
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Whisper anxiety looks for quiet, restful moments to show
its face. It’s the early morning anxiety about the call you keep
putting off, the resume still not updated, the friend you have been
meaning to reconnect with. It can show in dreams that remind you
of situations that need attention. It can manifest itself as frustra-
tions with others who remind you of yourself. This is not often
identified as anxiety per se, but is instead a quiet discomfort that is
avoided, placed “on the back-burner,” never truly addressed head
on. Irrational thoughts of not being able to handle something are
almost always part of whisper anxiety, which fuel the avoidance.
Just as with the other anxieties, whispering anxiety keeps remind-
ing you of unattended issues you care about, and can keep you on
track if you pay attention.

Whether your anxiety is the yell, chatter, or whisper type—
and we will return to all of them—your goal should be to listen. To
determine. To act.

Now that we've looked at the various ways that anxiety
manifests itself, it is helpful if we look at the history of how it has
been viewed and treated. Though we like to think of anxiety as a
modern phenomenon, it’s been taken on by many scholars, think-
ers, and scientists. Understanding that winding path is a useful
exercise that can help us get our heads around how anxiety has

been conceived and interpreted. We now turn to them.



CHAPTER FOUR

Anxiety through
Time and Place

“The curious paradox is that when I accept myself
just as I am, then I change.”

—Carl Rogers'

Over time, the understanding of anxiety has expanded and
evolved, the perceptions have altered, and the specifications have
increased. Whereas 1980’s DSM-III had fifteen pages on anxiety
disorders, 2013’s DSM-V spends nearly one hundred pages on it.2
It’s not just the understanding of anxiety that continues to change;
the symptoms themselves do too. Though anxiety has consis-
tent physiological elements, it’s fascinating how its features have
adapted to the context and to the culture in which it arises.

The symptoms can also be culture specific. As Allan V.

Horowitz writes in Anxiety: A Short History, “Conditions that are
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widespread and well recognized in one era, such as hysterical paral-
yses of limbs and fainting spells, disappear and reappear as another
era’s panic attacks and social anxiety”? Even within the same era,
anxiety’s features can shift by geographical or cultural space. Thus,
anxiety exists—has always existed—at the intersection of how we
are and how our world operates. It’s a moving target shaped by the

time, place, and circumstances.

Ancient Wisdom

The earliest-known writings about anxiety come from sixth-
century BC Chinese philosophers Confucius and Lao Tzu: both
believed anxiety to be a natural result of a life lived unwisely.
Confucius described anxiety—jyu—as being a product of longing
for material things and wealth that formed what he called a “petty
life,” which yielded distress and an increase in ch’i, or energy, that
needs taming and direction.* The pursuit of a noble life would
yield peace and calm, tang.s’

Lao Tzu presaged the idea that modern anxiety comes from an
abundance of choices. He promises that if we do not want, we do
not hurt. Lao Tzu seemed to understand anxiety as a product of
thought, rather than faith in the Tao (“the way”), which is devoid

of anxiety.® This foreshadowed the beginning of a commonly

*  “The Noble Person has neither anxiety nor fear” “Being without anxiety or fear!”

said Niu. “Does this constitute what we call the Noble Person?” The Master said,
“When interior examination discovers nothing wrong, what is there to be anxious

about, what is there to fear?” (Taylor, “Confucius and the Age of Anxiety.”)
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invoked theme in many Judeo-Christian religions: faith is the
antidote to fear, a concept that has been adopted by group likes
Alcoholics Anonymous and its outgrowths.

In ancient Greek cultures until the third century BC, Stoic
philosophy espoused the importance of facing life as it presents
itself, rather than allowing ourselves to be controlled by our desires
and fears, which were believed to be based in false judgments.”
Emotions were believed to be derailing, and the happiest and most
elevated people relied on their will, or rational thought, to live a

life of virtue that would bring happiness.

The Existentialists

“All existence makes me anxious...” Soren Kierkegaard wrote.
“I myself most of all” Kierkegaard was the father of existential
thought, and in 1844 he became one of the first modern philoso-
phers to directly tackle the meaning of anxiety with his book The
Concept of Anxiety.

One of the beliefs of Existentialists is that having choices
inevitably provokes anxiety, because we fear making the wrong
ones. Kierkegaard understood anxiety as an expected fixture of
life, calling it “the dizziness of freedom.” He speculated that it is
the natural reaction to being able to chart our own course and
the endless possibilities therein. Forever vulnerable to imagin-
ing the possibilities, Kierkegaard maintained humans could not
escape the anxious guilt that flows from all those choices. His

work was steeped in Christianity, so he believed this angst was
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part of the human condition that we all have “inherited” from
Adam’s original sin.

He describes anxiety in its early form as desirable, even
positive, by referring to it as “sweet apprehensiveness.” And like
any seduction, this often gives way to more dangerous feelings of
entrapment, vulnerability, and confusion that limit freedom. This
is the kind of devastating anxiety that scrambles one’s energy, and
it makes functioning seem impossible. Kierkegaard believed that
since anxiety is a natural feature of man, there can be a middle
ground where its usefulness is embraced. “Whoever has learned

to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate,” he argued.®

Industrial Anxiety

The Industrial Revolution and the accompanying “speeding up”
of the world in the mid-nineteenth century brought a new type
of anxiety to the population. In 1869, George Beard coined the
term neurasthenia to define the physical reaction that arose from
the mental state created by a modernizing world. He defined
neurasthenia as “nervous exhaustion™—nervous as in the nervous
system—and bestunderstood as the precursor to modern anxiety."®
It was frequently diagnosed at the time and was heavily weighted
to women, who were universally seen as less able to handle the
modern world than their male counterparts."

Beard saw a direct connection between the urbaniza-
tion of America and the rise of stress, even titling one of his

books American Nervousness. “The chief and primary cause
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of this development and the very rapid increase of nervous-
ness is modern civilization,” Beard wrote, “which is distin-
guished from the ancient by these five characteristics: steam
power, the periodical press, the telegraph, the sciences, and the
mental activity of women.”?* Beard’s recommended treatment,
which gained global traction, involved separating oneself from
the stresses of modern life: “withdrawal from the pressures
of urban life, rest, and a simpler, healthy lifestyle.* This
prescription does not sound far removed from certain back-to-
nature and simplicity movements gaining traction in the twenty-

first century.

William James

William James is considered the first American psychologist,
because he taught the first psychology class in the United States (at
Harvard in 1869) and later penned a classic psychological text (The
Principles of Psychology in 1890). One of James’s major contribu-
tions to the field was his expansion of the idea that a thing’s value
should be measured by its usefulness rather than its truth, and by its
impact rather than its source. According to his pioneering theory,
the James-Lange theory of emotion, emotions occur as the result of
physiological reactions to events, not the other way around.

To use a modern-day example: If you are driving along and a

*  Beard was, of course, a man of his time, and this reference likely meant the novelty

of women having goals and pursuits beyond the home.
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dog runs out in traffic, you slam on the brakes to stop and avoid
the crash. Only after an impressive chain of protective actions to
avoid a feared crash do you then identify feeling a surge of anxiety.
Physiological reactions prompt thought, which then prompt
emotion. James understood that since emotional reactions, anxiety
in particular, were physiological reactions that were influenced by
our thoughts, they could be altered by them as well.

James understood that thoughts were powerful determinants
of how we would experience emotion and that to a large extent
we had control over them. James also believed in using the power
of action to change one’s experience. Behavior remains within
the realm of control, and James believed that by controlling our

actions, we could alter our feelings:

So to feel brave, act as if we were brave, use all our will
to that end, and a courage fit will very likely replace
the fit of fear. Again, in order to feel kindly toward a
person to whom we have been inimical, the only way
is more or less deliberately to smile, to make sympa-
thetic inquiries, and to force ourselves to say genial
things. One hearty laugh together will bring enemies
into a closer communion of heart than hours spent on
both sides in inward wrestling with the mental demon

of uncharitable feeling."*

James believed in the propulsive power of action to take over

and redefine one’s anxiety “to wrestle with a bad feeling only pins
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our attention on it, and keeps it still fastened in the mind: whereas,
if we act as if from some better feeling, the old bad feeling soon
folds its tent...”’s

As an example, he referenced speaking anxiety. “Who are the
scholars who get ‘rattled” in the recitation-room?” he asks. “Those
who think of the possibilities of failure and feel the great importance
oftheact... Who are those who do recite well? Often those who are
most indifferent. Their ideas reel themselves out of their memory
of their own accord.”¢ In many areas James was presciently ahead
of his time, including his recommendation to “make our nervous
system our ally instead of our enemy”” Reading James today is
illuminating. It is almost as if with the great strides in biological and
natural understanding over the years, we have become too apt to
give ourselves over to the predetermination of our biology or early
experience. We have forgotten about our own role in the process—
our capacity to take action—and therefore change ourselves,

something that excitingly is being proven by brain scientists today.

Darwin

In his groundbreaking works on natural selection in the mid-
nineteenth century, Charles Darwin maintained that all emotions
are part of the evolutionary process. Every organism on the planet
is continually adapting to environmental demands and the compe-
tition for resources. Every physiological response could then be
understood as adaptive, an inherited tool of survival passed down

from previous ancestors.
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Scholars speculate that the early death of his mother and an
abusive father contributed to young Darwin’s own anxiety, which
he suffered through most of his adult life. Darwin’s focus was
mostly on fear, what he called flight from threat (fight or flight, as
later coined by Walter B. Cannon). In studying emotions, Darwin
showed that in all species there existed physiological manifesta-
tions, unconscious and habitual, which occurred between an
environmental stressor and a pattern of responses. These “associ-
ated habits” were not learned, but rather inherited vestiges of
previous ancestral adaptation.

“Habits easily become associated with other habits,” Darwin
wrote in On the Origin of Species, “and with certain periods of time
and states of the body. When once acquired, they often remain
constant throughout life”* To the extent that instinctive habits
are adaptive, they will be preserved by natural selection. Instincts,
Darwin believed, were no different than other physiological struc-
tures; they behaved similarly from an evolutionary perspective.
Darwin further distinguished between a habit’s origin and its
action, noting that instinctive habitual actions can be outside of
awareness, though they can be “modified by the will or reason.””
Not surprisingly, the part of the brain associated with will and
reason is the prefrontal cortex, unique to humans, and the most
anterior brain structure, believed to be the last brain structure to
evolve. (It is also the only brain structure we do not share with
other mammals.)

It is noteworthy that though he is the name most often associ-

ated with the biology of man, Darwin believed in the cognitive
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capacities of will and reason in
determining action. Like James,
he felt that it was ultimately in our
hands whether anxiety benefited or

weakened us.

Freud’s Riddle

At the turn of the twentieth century,
Sigmund Freud popularized anxiety
as an area of study, calling it “a riddle
whose solution would be bound to
throw a flood of light on our whole
mental existence.” The founder of
psychoanalysis believed anxiety to
be, in LeDoux’s words, “the root of
most if not all mental maladies and
central to any understanding of the
human mind.”*

Freud was one of the first
theorists to espouse that humans
are driven to reduce tension. He
further speculated that avoidance

(what he coined “defense mecha-

53

Messy Progress
Something fo keep in mind as
we four through what the great
minds have “concluded” on
anxiety: conclude is the wrong
word.“There’s a perception
that science proceeds in a very
directional, linear manner,”
neuroendocrinologist Bruce
McEwen writes, “with an accepted
knowledge base and people
toiling fo inch the edifice away
from great falsehoods toward
The Great Truth. In reality though,
what scientists often have fo do
is lurch knowledge toward a great
truth to counteract their field
lurching too far, nearly capsizing,
with an enthusiasm for a different
great truth.”20

Each scientific movement
doesn’t necessarily build on previ-
ous knowledge and sometimes
tries to pick it up and run with it
in another direction, or “lurch” in
McEwen’s formulation, which best
captures the approach. Progress

is messy that way.

nisms”) actually increases anxiety. Catharsis—release—was the

way to restore one’s harmony. The systematic study of underlying

psychological forces—both conscious and unconscious—that
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influence emotions and behavior is known as psychodynamic
psychology. The term psychodynamics refers to energy that drives
our complex brain, an idea originating from nineteenth-century
physics presented to Freud in his training at the University of
Vienna by Ernst Briicke.” Psychodynamic thinkers have since built
on Freud’s views, theorizing that tuning info anxiety’s message can
pave the way for addressing it in a way that removes the discomfort.

Freud wrote of a “signal anxiety”—neither automatic nor
involuntary, but created by thought; it readies an individual to face
danger, mobilizes energy, and aids in adjustment to the threat. He
describes anxiety as both an emotion and also an energy that needs
to be discharged, a framing that echoes Darwin. Freud asserted
that anxiety “on the one hand produces the character of unplea-
sure, and on the other finds relief through the acts of discharge
already mentioned.” Freud’s belief that anxiety was the result of
internal conflicts between one’s desires and the demands of the
world is a concept still widely accepted.

Psychodynamic therapists today agree that insight into one’s
unconscious processes is believed to help cure anxiety, and that
tuning into anxiety’s messages is the surest path to ridding one
of the associated feeling. Freud believed that we could only toler-
ate so much in our awareness at any given time, and that many of
our feelings and thoughts thus occur outside of our awareness, in
a place he called the unconscious. Defense mechanisms serve to
protect us from the discomfort of our emotional conflicts, but are
ultimately unsuccessful in solving those conflicts—a failure that

manifests as anxiety.
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Freud believed that relief from anxiety came from experi-
encing its source consciously; only then could it be processed.
Therefore, this insight is believed to drive down conflict, deliver-
ing relief and a cure of anxiety symptoms. Though much of Freud’s
theorizing about sex and drive has not stood the test of time, his
thoughts on anxiety continue to inform therapeutic practice and
are being supported by the latest brain science, especially the idea
that naming anxiety has been shown to reduce it. Psychodynamic
thinkers would call this processing anxiety—making the uncon-
scious conscious.

In psychodynamic psychotherapy, anxiety is taught as conflict.
Since we're always feeling unconscious conflict, anxiety serves as
the measure of our conflicts, whether we know or it not. When
we can start understanding the conflicts, making decisions about
them and, finally, doing something about them, we are on the road

to progress and improvement.

Behaviorism

Behaviorism grew out of a frustration with the psychodynamic
focus on the mind, which could neither be known nor measured.
Instead, behaviorists targeted observable facts. Scientists in
the 1950s began to experiment and study how animals learned.
Famously, Ivan Pavlov always rang a bell before he fed his dog
and soon enough, the dog would salivate to the sound of the bell,
whether the food was there or not. This is called classical condi-

tioning: once a stimulus becomes associated with a response,
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similar stimuli will produce that response. Anxiety is thought to be
learned in much the same way. One anxious experience can stimu-
late the same feelings when a similar scenario presents itself again.
My mother, for example, nearly missed colliding with a motorcy-
clist early in her driving life, a horrifying experience for her. To
this day, she still feels intense anxiety whenever she approaches
a motorcycle on the road. The two have become permanently
linked for her.

Another behaviorist, B. F. Skinner, created a box in which he
put rats or pigeons and taught them to press or avoid levers by
offering food or electric shocks. His experiments demonstrated
that behavior could be manipulated and measured, and most
importantly, it can be learned. Skinner’s research further demon-
strated the impact of rewards and punishments on learning.

To behaviorists, every experience is learned and can there-
fore be unlearned, including anxiety. They believe that anxiety is
strengthened through the avoidance of a feared stimulus, therefore,
it can be reduced through systematic desensitization. Behavioral
therapy works along these lines, focusing less on the source of

these thoughts and more on modifying their effects.

Cognitive Theory

To many psychologists in the 1960s, it became clear that avoid-
ing the domain of the mind and one’s thoughts limited the
effectiveness of behavioral treatments. Cognitive theory devel-

oped in order to explore those thoughts, yet it strayed from the
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descendants of Freud by avoiding the deep recesses of the uncon-
scious. Cognitivists turned their attention to active thinking and
mind processes that could be known and verbalized.

In the 1950s, one of the earliest cognitive psychologists, Albert
Ellis, defined the negative impact that irrational thoughts can have
on our mood and experience. Ellis developed an action-oriented
method of improving emotional well-being by changing irrational
beliefs to rational ones, called rational emotive behavior therapy.’s

Aaron Beck, considered the father of cognitive therapy, also
believed that feelings and behavior flow from thoughts and overrid-
ing belief systems he called schemas. These schemas organize
how we perceive the world and are constructed during our early
life experiences.” For example, a routinely punished child, who
seldom receives encouragement, might adopt an early core belief
that she is a bad person. She could construct a schema of inade-
quacy that then shapes her every interaction with the world. Her
schema leads her to avoid situations that require effort or social
engagement, fearing failure and perhaps painful rejection. Isolation
and withdrawal, masquerading as self-protection, reinforce her
schemas of inadequacy and keep her stuck. Our schemas are the
stories we tell ourselves, almost unconsciously, about who we are

and how the world responds to us.
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Humanism
Humanistic psychology focused on will, responsibility, hope,
and self-acceptance. The movement never gained mainstream
scientific traction in that it dealt with ideas that were difficult to
empirically prove. Carl Rogers, one of the founding fathers of the
movement, described a threatening situation as one in which there
is incongruity between an image of yourself and your immediate
experience of yourself—between an ideal self and a real self. This
conflict naturally produces defenses and perceptual distortions.
So much of anxiety, he posited, can be attributed to our distorted
ideas and perceptions about ourselves. Indeed, self-acceptance is
well-known to deliver anxiety relief and offer a modicum of peace.
Rogerian psychotherapy thus aims to move a person toward
self-acceptance and trust of the self, where such distortions are no

Ionger necessary:

Often, I sense that a client is trying to listen to himself,
is trying to hear the messages and meanings which
are being communicated by his own physiological
reactions. No longer is he so fearful of what he may find.
He comes to realize that his own inner reactions and
experiences, the messages of his senses and his viscera,
are friendly. He comes to want to be close to his inner

sources of information rather than closing them off*”

In the 1960s, Abraham Maslow, the other father of humanis-
tic psychology, argued that both psychoanalysis and behaviorism
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were overly concerned with symptom relief rather than satisfac-
tion and growth. Maslow believed in human potential and our
need for self-actualization.

In Maslow’s essay “Neurosis as a Failure of Personal Growth,”
he explains neurosis as “a kind of moving forward, a clumsy
groping forward toward health and toward fullest humanness.”*
That is, anxiety alerts us there is more out there. He believed that
meeting one’s needs was a normal growth-enhancing process, and
that ignoring our needs, or repressing them, was unhealthy.

Maslow believed our needs were tiered hierarchically, ranging
from our most basic (i.e., food and shelter) to our highest aspira-
tions (i.e., purpose and meaning). A person’s primary tension or
anxiety would therefore reflect his or her lowest unmet need and
would cease exerting pressure once those needs are met. A person
without food or shelter could not feel tension about higher tiered
concerns like self-actualization, whereas only a person whose
lower tiered needs for safety, love, and esteem were already met
could feel anxiety about lacking purpose or meaning. According
to Maslow’s theory, a satisfied need creates no tension or drive.
Needs consequently only drive anxiety where there is a deficit.
“Contflict itself is, of course, a sign of relative health,” Maslow
wrote, “as you would know if you ever met really apathetic people,
really hopeless people, people who have given up hoping, striving,
and coping. Neurosis is by contrast a very hopeful kind of thing.”»
It’s a construct supported by the latest research on happiness: as

we stretch toward meaning and grow, we become happier.
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The Search for Meaning: Positive Psychology
The end of the twentieth century saw a rise in brain-based strat-
egies for dealing with anxiety and stress. A new genre of self-help
exploded, focusing on how we change our brains by changing our
thinking and our actions. The positive psychology movement is
concerned with how “human beings prosper in the face of adver-
sity.*® Unlike humanism, which came up against skepticism due to
its lack of scientific foundation, positive psychology arose simul-
taneously with the explosion of brain science, which documented
the power of the brain’s capacity to change, known as plasticity.

As psychologist Martin Seligman tells the story, he was
motivated to study happiness and founded a movement dedicated
toit after his daughter asked him to becomeless grumpy.* Founded
in the late 1990s, the positive psychology movement continues to
spread, focusing less on mental illness and more on mental health
and happiness. Seligman’s book, Authentic Happiness, became the
cornerstone of the movement. In a paper with Flow author Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi, Seligman wrote that positive psychology is
“about valued subjective experiences: well-being, contentment,
and satisfaction (in the past); hope and optimism (for the future);
and flow and happiness (in the present).”>

Harvard-trained psychologist and science writer Daniel
Goleman became fascinated with the emerging trove of research
on emotions and the brain, spurring the birth of his bestselling
book Emotional Intelligence in 1995. The book outlines the impor-
tance of emotions in life and their impact on almost every area of

it. He discusses basic brain structure surrounding the emotional
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and thinking aspects of our brains, describes the current neurosci-
ence of the time, and argues that our emotional thinking might be
one of our most powerful resources when it comes to success. Our
thinking capacity as measured by our intelligence quotient (IQ)
should no longer be the only way to predict success in life. How we
understand and handle our emotions, those of others, and those of
organizations, he argues, are far more salient predictors of success
in life. Sometimes known as emotional quotient (EQ), emotional
intelligence has given us a frame to value and further understand
the inherent social skills that facilitate our relatedness as humans.
Businesses, schools, and organizations rely on Goleman’s theory to
improve social harmony and grow success.

Unlike IQ that is believed to be hardwired, emotional intelli-
gence is believed to be software that can be learned and cultivated.
It is the ultimate reminder that none of us are finished products
and of the optimism that comes from embracing our collective

capacity for growth.

Looking through the history of how anxiety has been viewed
demonstrates a key point: each new idea required a breaking down
of old models. I'd like to propose that we are on the precipice of a
new framework.

In order to move forward, to embrace anxiety as a beneficial
tool, we must first take on the myths and misconceptions about it

that act as walls in our way.
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Quick Reference

Ancient Wisdom: Are we made uncomfortable because
there are too many choices? Is anxiety this discomfort?
Are we indulging irrelevant feelings?

Existential: Are we simply wrestling with the bigger
questions of life; searching for meaning; and trying to
reconcile the implications of freedom, responsibility,
and existence?

Industrial Anxiety: Is the speed of change causing us
to feel anxious?

William James: What is anxiety’s usefulness?

Charles Darwin: Is our anxiety signaling a need for us
to adapt?

Sigmund Freud: Are we feeling conflict reminiscent of

earlier ones?

Behaviorist: Is our anxiety learned and amplified by our
habits?

Cognitivist: What irrational thoughts could be fueling

our anxiety?

Humanist: Could our anxiety be based in our struggle

for self-acceptance and meaning?

Positive Psychology: How can our thoughts and behav-

ior help us grow and become happier?



CHAPTER FIVE

Ten Myths and
Misconceptions

“The Chinese believe that before you can conquer a
beast you must first make it beautiful.”

—Kay Redfield Jamison, An Unquiet Mind"

To reevaluate what our anxiety means, we must directly
challenge certain myths that remain implanted in the public
consciousness and our minds. This is not just an informative step,
butitis also a necessary one: how we feel about our anxiety can be
as much of a problem as the anxiety itself—maybe even more so.
“Although anxiety is a negative emotion because it feels bad,”
Dr. Julie K. Norem has said, “it is not a negative emotion in that it’s
bad to feel it.”> Anxiety has suffered our collective misunderstand-
ing. Because of its discomfort, it has been treated as a negative

force, something to overcome or avoid. Obviously far too much
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anxiety can be crippling, but its very presence need not be. In fact,
in many areas and disciplines, the heightened arousal that comes
with anxiety is a positive force, which is a concept we will explore.
Yet anxiety’s benefits remain muted if we insist on demonizing it
or trying to push it away.

As the epigraph of this chapter states, we must remove a beast’s
ugliness, and once we do, we see it’s not a beast at all. The ugliness
was not there as a matter of fact but of perception. The myths
surrounding anxiety, and the problems and fallout from those
myths, make our struggle to tame it that much more difficult. Let’s

take alook at ten of the most common anxiety myths:

Myth #1: Anxiety is a sign of imbalance
This misconception is only half true. Anxiety is indeed a sign but
not necessarily of something negative.

Here’s one way to think about it: One time I was driving to pick
up my daughter from school, already running slightly late. I'm sure
I had alot on my mind—Dboth professionally and personally—and
someone in the lane next to me kept honking. I was unnerved by
what I assumed was the driver’s aggravation, and I sped up to get
away. Sure enough, my lane slowed, allowing the car to pull along-
side me, when the driver again started honking.

As we approached a red light, I knew I had no choice but to
face the driver. When I looked over, I saw a middle-aged man
pointing, motioning for me to roll my window down. I did, quite

uncomfortable by this point. “Sorry about that,” he said, before I
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could say anything, “but your back tire is just about flat. Just letting
you know.” The light changed and he drove off.

Anxiety is the persistent horn, but its message is not neces-
sarily negative. It carries information, often a critical message we
should notice. But its value is only accessible and usable when this

messenger and its message are acknowledged.

Myth #2: Anxiety is a relic of our
prehistoric brain
Another myth is that anxiety is somehow an accidental remnant
of our reptilian brain, out of place in the modern world, but our
anxiety is far from out of sync. Steve was an Ivy League-educated
young lawyer whose anxiety was getting in his way at work.
A litigation associate at a big corporate law firm, he was often
responsible for proofreading and filing legal documents in accor-
dance with complicated litigation schedules and requirements. He
complained to me that as deadlines approached, he often lost his
ability to stay focused. Instead, he became distracted by his fear
of missing the deadline and all the subsequent fallout. The more
worried he became, the less he could think, and the more he fell
behind. Once his anxiety started to brew, he knew there was a good
chance he would miss the deadline—or come dangerously close
to it. Because this was happening now with regularity, he feared
repercussions for his client and for his own job.

Such acute anxiety is sometimes labeled an “amygdala hijack.”

That is, our primitive brain misperceives a threat and hijacks
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our response in a way that is neither helpful nor adaptive.* The
amygdala hijack theory holds that our fight-or-flight response
has not yet evolved to meet our modern survival needs. When
we worry about missing a deadline and respond with the same
reaction we would have to a predator—flushing skin, racing heart,
shallow breathing, physiological readiness for action—we experi-
ence a flaw in our survival circuitry, one that has not yet evolved to
meet modern threats. Our primitive stress response takes over our
higher-order thinking centers by curtailing cortical activity and
priming us to run rather than think clearly. Some psychologists
consider this an evolutionary flaw.

While this argument has been commonly accepted for
decades, modern neuroscience is beginning to suggest otherwise.
Knowing what we know about neural plasticity—the ability of
the brain to change throughout the lifespan—it is hard to imagine
how key parts of the brain could exist without a useful function.
Evolution simply does not work that way. Just because anxiety’s
roots are deep, doesn’t mean anxiety is no longer useful. To the
contrary, evolution theory holds that systems are only conserved
for a purpose. As Steven Pinker writes in How the Mind Works,
“Though our bodies carry vestiges of the past, they have few parts
that were unmodifiable.”* With our brains continually adapting,
a conserved neurological circuit such as anxiety must be funda-
mentally important to our wellbeing, and not just our survival.

Anxiety is a powerful internal system that has evolved over
thousands of years to drive adaptation and change. Its primitive

origin—in the amygdala—and its capacity to override other
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systems, underscores its value as a powerful and primary survival
tool. Just because our threats are seldom the physical ones of our
ancestors doesn’t mean our anxiety system isn’t constantly updat-
ing. In today’s distracted world, anxiety still jolts us out of compla-
cency and keeps us focused when we need it.

Survival relies on our brain’s capacity to adapt to the demands
of our changing environment. Our brain’s natural ability to shape
itself to these demands is a process that is both uniquely human
and lifelong. “Even when we’re adults our brain is still changing,”
David Eagleman explains in his PBS series, The Brain. Using the
famous example of the cabdrivers of London, who have to pass
a complex test called “The Knowledge” before being given a
license, Eagleman explores how the years of practice and study
literally change the anatomy of the driver’s brain, specifically their
hippocampus that stores visual memory. (London’s streets aren’t
organized along any kind of grid like many modern U.S. cities.)

“Who you are, and who you can be is a work in progress,”
Eagleman adds with his customary optimism. “Everything we
experience will alter the physical structure of our brain in some
way. Meaning that as long as we’re alive our identities aren’t fixed.
They’re constantly changing.” Eagleman is not coming from a place
of self-motivation or inspiration. He’s coming from brain science.
“On average, about a third of a person’s strengths are innate, built
into his or her genetically based temperament, talents, mood, and
personality,” writes neuropsychologist Rick Hanson in Hardwiring
Happiness. “The other two-thirds are developed over time. You get
them by growing them.”
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Our brains never stop adapting. They are always strengthen-
ing what we use, and pruning what we don’t. Our primitive anxiety
systems should be viewed accordingly. Just because we don’t yet
fully understand its value doesn’t mean it is faulty. Not a single
human system has ever been proven obsolete.

Anxiety works as a signal to alert us when something is awry—
useful in prehistoric times and useful now. Steve’s anxiety always
started out serving him—reminding him of deadlines and details
he needed to attend to. But as he used this signal to focus on future
possibilities rather than the work at hand, he moved away from
the solution in front of him, driving up his anxiety to the point
where he couldn’t use it effectively. Nothing was wrong with, or
unevolved about, his stress response. The problem was how he

was using it.

Myth #3: Anxiety is a distraction

A popular way of viewing anxiety is that it distracts us from
ourselves and what needs to be done. Anxiety is treated as the
thing that is getting in the way, but it’s actually the opposite that
is true. I always wanted to be a doctor. Like the physicians who
helped solve my childhood asthma and allergies, I knew I wanted
to work with people to figure out what was wrong and help them.
I gravitated towards science and math in school, and I was consis-
tently fascinated by how things fit together and made sense,
whether dissecting a shark, dissecting musical chords, or working

a physics equation.
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In college, I felt sure I was on the path to medicine, but then
I hit freshman biology, stumped for the first time trying to under-
stand genetics and the science of probabilities. Dismayed by my
struggle I started to rethink medicine and shifted to art history. I
was drawn to the puzzle of art, the meaning behind imagery, and
the symbolism that captured history and culture. But my earlier
desire to help people kept gnawing at me. How was I going to help
people in art? Sure, it could be done, art therapy, for instance, but
there was something missing. There was a tangible void in my
goal, and it was distracting me.

Asajunior, I felt back at square one, with no tangible idea what
I wanted to do with my life. No longer being sure of what I wanted,
or able to figure it out myself, I knew I needed help. In taking an
interest inventory test and talking to a professional, I was able to
make sense of my distracting anxiety, and I began exploring other
helping fields beyond medicine. Through this process, my eyes
were opened to psychology and the power of applying it for good.
Paths started to converge, and I began seeing different opportuni-
ties for helping people—perhaps even becoming a doctor. Later,
when deciding between applying to medical school to be a psychi-
atrist and PhD programs to be a psychologist, I realized my inter-
est in helping had less to do with physical ailments and more to do
with helping people feel better.

My experience of anxiety in college that I initially found so
annoying was something I call a fire-alarm fallacy. Yes, a fire alarm
is irritating and piercing, but its annoyance doesn’t make it a

problem or in any way useless. In fact, it’s the opposite; there’s a
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reason the sound of a fire alarm is so distracting. It’s essential that
you hear it. Anxiety is uncomfortable for a reason: so that it gets
our attention and helps jolt us out of complacency. Our amygdala
is a complicated cortical alarm that is designed to get our attention
and motivate us. Anxiety is not distracting you from what needs to
get done; it’s telling you what needs to get done.

The processing of threat is so basic, that when fully activated,
it blocks out our thinking. Our cognitive processing is trumped
by preparing ourselves for protective action. Anybody who has
suffered disruptive anxiety knows the frustration of not being
able to think as clearly when it strikes. Indeed, studies using
fMRI imaging show less activity in the prefrontal cortex when the
amygdala is activated.®

When something we care about is threatened, the situation
deserves our immediate attention and energy, and sometimes, this
is inconvenient and unpleasant. This time-tested, safety-comes-
first response has evolved into a sensitive emotional system,
one that helps us stay attuned to our priorities. In our increas-
ingly high-stimulus and distracted world, this attentional aid is
sometimes exactly what we need to redirect our resources, just like
a fire alarm.

The heightened focus stimulated by threat also allows for
powerful memory formation and retrieval. In fact, “mild to moder-
ate short-term stressors enhance memory,” Robert Sapolsky writes
in Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. “This makes sense, in that this is
the sort of optimal stress that we should call ‘stimulation™—alert

and focused.”
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“Stress acutely causes increased delivery of glucose to the
brain,” Sapolsky explains, “making more energy available to
neurons, and therefore better memory formation and retrieval.”
Accessing and creating memory are critical under times of stress.
You are adapting to something important and new, and your
cognitive skills need to be sharp. This high-stakes decision-mak-
ing needs to be stored as efficiently as possible too, so that you can
call on it the next time you need it. Our anxiety can work as a quick
trigger alarm system that helps us focus and remember, always in

the service of protection.

Myth #4:Anxiety is hardwired and inflexible
A common misconception is that those of us with anxiety are
simply stuck and there’s little that can be done about it. Jenny came
to therapy complaining of anxiety, specifically she had developed a
fear of flying. An event planner for major conferences held all over
the country, she made multiple plane trips a year that were unavoid-
able and increasingly miserable. Believing she would never be able
to fly without fear, she was thinking of leaving her job. “I'm a pretty
anxious person,” she admitted to me. As such, she just assumed
there was nothing she could really do about her anxiety—that it
was inflexible. What she wanted to learn was how to manage it
better, and this was her opening request in our first session.

In spite of growing evidence to the contrary, anxiety is still
viewed as something outside of our control that we must suffer

through. “Perhaps, as the discoveries about the power of directed
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mental effort systematically to alter brain structure and function
attract public awareness,” Jeffrey Schwartz and Sharon Begley write
in The Mind and the Brain, “we will give greater weight, instead, to
the role of volition.” Volition, that is, control. Control plays a key
role in anxiety; it is something we need not relinquish. We’ll delve
further into this idea in chapter 7.

Anxiety is not a hardware, but rather a “software” that can be
altered, sculpted, and redirected. Science consistently has proven
that our brain is more malleable than we had ever thought, and it
continues to shape itself throughout life. What we practice, how we
think, and what we repeatedly do continuously alter neural connec-
tions and pathways in our brains; these neuronal circuits mold our
brains at the cellular level. As we connect experiences, thoughts,
and actions with stimuli, our brains create links between neurons
that are strengthened with each repetition. “What fires together,
wires together,” as neuropsychologists like to say."” (One of them,
Rick Hanson, calls it neural Darwinism: survival of the busiest.!)

These circuits become well-worn pathways that establish
stronger connections the more they are used. As a result, they
become faster and more efficient. This is how we learn. We can
use that learning to build habits and strategies that help us live our
lives as adaptively as possible. The same goes for anxiety: how we
think about anxiety determines how we experience it. In a series
of recent studies, Alison Wood Brooks showed how increasing
anxiety can be transformed into excitement simply by changing
our thinking about it. She notes that anxiety and excitement “are

very similar emotional states. Both emotions are high-arousal,
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signaled by a racing heart, sweaty palms, and high levels of the
stress hormone cortisol.”? It seems that by shifting the perception
of what is happening to your body, the sufferer becomes the driver.
It gives her back the locus of control. Brooks’s studies show that
“by focusing deliberately on the positive potential outcomes, you
actually are more likely to achieve them.”

Professional athletes certainly feel anxiety before they
compete, but they have often trained their minds and bodies to
reframe that anxiety. They don’t seem anxious to us; they appear
psyched up and geared to go. When you watch a pregame huddle
on television, think about how all that anxiety is being repackaged
toward enthusiastic roaring and chest bumping.

Certain amounts of anxiety actually changes us for the better,
making us stronger. A recent Stanford study showed how stress
triggers the movement of immune cells to needs areas of the
body, much like “the mustering of troops in a crisis.” As the lead
author of the study, Firdaus Dhabar, explained, “Mother Nature
gave us the fight-or-flight stress response to help us, not to kill
us.”® Like working muscles during exercise, stressing our mental
and emotional resources makes us stronger and, ultimately, more
emotionally and mentally resilient—provided we rest and recover.
Just like your body needs a rest day, your mind does too.

There is more than enough evidence to prove the point:
our brains—and our response to anxiety—are changeable.
Neuroendocrinologist and stress expert Bruce McEwen implores
us to ‘remember the evidence that by repeated thoughts and

actions, we can alter not only the functioning but also the structure
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of the neural networks in our brains”** Brains can show changes
after ten weeks of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) with no
medication at all.’* CBT is essentially a boot camp for reframing
your thoughts and responses. It can include replacing specific
irrational thoughts with rational ones, exposing you gradually to
something you fear, or seeing what happens when a compulsion
is not engaged.

Changing our thinking works for anxiety as well. “As clini-
cal data and PET [positron emission tomography] scans show,”
Schwartz and Begley write, “patients can willfully change the
amount and quality of attention that they focus on those cerebrally
generated feelings of anxiety and stress, changing in turn the way
the brain works.”'¢

Norman Doidge’s book The Brain that Changes Itself highlights
inspiring stories of people recovering from seemingly permanent
conditions like blindness, speech loss, and stroke-induced paral-
ysis through behavioral techniques. “The idea that the brain can
change its own structure and function through thought and activ-
ity is,” he writes, “I believe, the most important alteration in our
view of the brain since we first sketched out its basic anatomy and
the workings of its basic component, the neuron.”’

There have even been studies on blind patients whose brains
have learned to “see” through electrical impulses through their
ears. Over time, part of their auditory system had been “rewired for
sight rather than sound.”® Our brains’ permanence and immuta-
bility is a myth that keeps us stuck in certain patterns, creating

barriers to understanding what it is we want and need.
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Through our work, my patient Jenny discovered that her
anxiety about flying was not something predetermined, or an
experience that she would simply have to tolerate. When she felt
discomfort bubble up, rather than focusing on how trapped she
felt, she reached instead for practiced cognitive solutions that she
knew would help. In learning to change how she thought about
flying, she started changing her experience of flying. She learned to
think rationally about the questions that often fueled her anxiety
(e.g., What did common sounds mean? Does turbulence mean the pilot
is out of control?) and remind herself of the answers, rather than her
fears. By learning to focus on the facts, she replaced her creative
fears with information, which was empowering. For other worries
that were possible but unlikely—like unexpectedly crashing or
undergoing an emergency—she learned to focus on the probabili-
ties rather than the possibilities.

With practice, Jenny turned her vivid imagination to focus
on all the likely scenarios in which her fears were averted by
procedural regulations, aircraft safety features, and professional
skills of the pilot and crew. She worked to overhaul her thinking
about her experience of flying in general. Instead of dreading a
flight, she learned to focus on the upside of flying—an opportu-
nity to get to a destination quickly, while sitting in peace, unbur-
dened by work demands, where she could look out the window
or enjoy the luxury of doing whatever she felt like doing with no
interruptions. In choosing to view her flying differently and
employ the strategies she knew would help, she no longer felt

out of control when she faced airline travel. She learned how to
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take control and let her anxiety cue the strategies she needed to

direct it productively.

Myth #5: Anxiety is dangerous and unhealthy
In exploring how anxiety can be used as a benefit, I interviewed
Jo, an active duty officer in the Navy SEALSs. Jo described anxiety
to me as something he and his teammates have had to learn to
work with and harness. “To me, anxiety is kind of like being on the
starting block for a race,” he told me. “The whole race is flashing
through your mind, ‘T gotta do this and that’ but once you start
you just go.”

Thriving under pressure is something SEALSs practice; Jo,
like others, calls it being in “the zone.” He tells me it’s an experi-
ence that can come with an unexpected occurrence and when
the pressure and intensity of the battlefield “adds stress.” Active
combat naturally triggers stress and anxiety, but through their
training, team members learn to “actively work through it” When
this kind of anxiety crops up during a mission, he describes how

he uses it:

It is all about working the fundamentals in your head
from the individual level (What am I looking at? How
am I holding my gun?) to the leader level (Where
are my forces? What should I order if X happens or
Y happens?). When something does happen, always

go back to the fundamentals and execute, then
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reevaluate, execute, then reevaluate. Don’t get stuck
with overcoming the big problem at once, chip away

at it until it is manageable.

For Jo, anxiety is the engine keeping him focused. Rather than
trying to deny it, he makes use of it natural energy.

Certainly, too much anxiety is problematic, but that holds true
for just about anything. Anxiety, in moderate amounts, is neither
dangerous nor unhealthy and can actually be good for you. “It
turns out that during the first few minutes (say, up to thirty) after
the onset of a stressor, you don’t uniformly suppress immunity—
you enhance many aspects of it,” Sapolsky writes. “Physical stress-
ors, psychological stressor[s], all appear to cause an early stage of
immune activation.” Our anxiety operates as a type of armor—
preparing and protecting us.

Under stress, Bruce McEwen explains, “the infection-fighting
white blood cells attach themselves to the blood vessel walls, ready to
depart for whatever part of the body is injured.” Of course, too much
stress and they all depart for the heart and lungs, to keep us alive.

Secondly, any damage or issues from the feelings of stress and
anxiety are likely from our thinking on it and not from the anxiety
itself. In a series of studies at Yale, Alia Crum showed how it is not
that stress itself is harmful; it is our perception of it that does the
damage. That is, we control its effect. “All of our good efforts to
warn people about stress might be creating a mind-set that makes
it more damaging,”® Crum says. The more positively you think

about stress, the less damage it does to you.
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The famous Whitehall Study, published in the European Heart
Journal, examined civil servants in London and found “the percep-
tion that stress affects health, different from the perceived stress
levels, was associated with an increased risk of coronary heart
disease.” For those who thought their stress was dangerous to
their health, it turned out to actually be dangerous. In fact, the risk
of heart attack went up by SO percent simply by carrying a belief
that one’s stress is unhealthy. There’s a self-fulfilling prophecy at

work; we think it’s true, so we make it so.

Myth #6: Anxiety limits your performance
Many anxiety sufferers feel that anxiety is getting in the way of
them being their best selves, especially in high-stakes situations.
Erika is a public-relations representative who has to meet with
media and high-level investors on a regular basis. As her respon-
sibilities have mounted, so has her anxiety, often to the point
that she blanks out and looks like what she calls “an idiot.” She
describes herself as a confident person, secure in who she is. But
when her anxiety kicks in, she stumbles over even the most basic
information—like the name of the company she works for and
the product she sells. She went on to question how something
like that could happen, having trouble with basic talking points
and blanking on fundamental job information.

Erika’s experience of anxiety always limiting her performance
is a pervasive one: were anxious and were worried that our

anxiety is harming us—whether it be in front of a crowd, during
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a job interview, or in any high-stakes situation. However, anxiety
can actually be a source of optimal performance.

A now-famous 1908 study, led by two Harvard psychologists,
Robert M. Yerkes and John D. Dodson, studied the effect of stress
on performance in mice. They discovered that, up to a point,
performance increases with physiological arousal: “A moderate

amount of anxiety can actually be motivating and energizing.”

Arousal

.=~
- ~

PERFORMANCE

LOW MEDIUM HIGH

YERKSES DODSON CURVE (SOURCE: Wikl COMMONS)

The high on that curve, where medium arousal meets max
performance, is called the “sweet spot.” The U.S. military follows
this theory, training soldiers to achieve that optimal sweet spot of
stress. In addition, a popular color-coded system, created by gun
fighting expert Jeff Cooper, that pinpoints optimal stress continues
to be widely used across the military, athletics, and other physical
performance arenas.”

In his groundbreaking 1990 book Flow, psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi picked up on this idea and showed how effort,

struggle, and anxiety are necessary components of performance.
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To achieve optimal performance, what he called the flow state, your
body requires the arousal that comes from stress. That arousal
allows for a hyper-focus where the task itself becomes reinforcing
and self-stimulating. Flow suggests that consistently reaching this
state is the ultimate secret to happiness—and anxiety seems to be
a key part of the recipe. “Most enjoyable activities are not natural,”
Csikszentmihalyi writes, “they demand an effort that initially one is
reluctant to make. But once the interaction starts to provide feedback
to the person’s skills, it usually begins to be intrinsically rewarding.”
As the Yerkes-Dodson curve shows, too little stress can harm
performance. If we were to populate the curve with common experi-
ences, on the lowest left-hand side of the curve would be rest, where
there is neither arousal nor performance. Further up the left-hand
curve—about midway—would be boredom, a state characterized
by arousal without performance. In fact, studies have shown that
boredom is a hidden but moderate form of stress.** Neuroscientist
James Danckert found that subjects were more likely to exhibit stress
from a boring movie than a sad movie. He described boredom occur-
ring “when someone is motivated to engage with their environment
and all attempts to do so fail. It’s aggressively dissatisfying.
Likewise, too much arousal or stress can curb performance
as well, demonstrated by the lower right side of the curve. When
you are experiencing an acute autonomic anxiety response, your
higher order thinking is temporarily curbed while all your body’s
resources are readying for survival action of fighting or fleeing the
feared situation. This sort of excessive anxiety can also be seen

in normal responses to trauma, where the most important goal is
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safety. In such situations where the mind is wrestling to make sense
of an unexpected and painful loss, anxiety can also run higher than
needed, and normal daily functioning can be impaired. This kind of
intense anxiety would be represented midway down the right-hand
side of the curve, where arousal is high and performance becomes
impaired. A pronounced autonomic reaction, if prolonged without
breaks, has been well-documented to—over time—increase blood
pressure, strain your cardiovascular system, cause obesity, and
impair memory.* The furthest right side of the curve would indicate
an experience of panic, where arousal is at its peak and no perfor-
mance is possible.

Science has regularly documented that maximal functioning
occurs under conditions of moderate stress and arousal. Sports
and productivity coaches maintain that the right amount of stress
helps optimize performance. Indeed, some of the most accom-
plished people in the world are anxious; some—Ilike Charles
Darwin and Thomas Jefferson—were famously so. They didn’t
let the fear paralyze them; instead they engaged it, and they used
it to grow.

Erika’s anxiety was like so many others’—uncomfortable,
inconvenient, and even embarrassing. But I reminded her she
was more resilient than she gave herself credit for; her errors
were relatively minor, and she could laugh them off. Her
company believed in her, and if she could avoid the pitfalls of
self-criticism and doubt that escalated her anxiety and instead
focus on her growth, she could continue to build stronger skills

she can rely on.
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Myth #7: My mother/father was anxious so
that’s just how | am

Many anxiety sufferers feel a victim of biological circumstance,
doomed to carry the same anxious genes carried by our parents.
Though no one else in my family shook as my grandmother did, we
all have carried anxiety in our own ways. Unlike my grandmother,
my mother—her daughter—is a doer. When I was growing up,
she was a whirling dervish of action. I remember thinking as a kid
there was nothing she couldn’t do. People would ask in school
what my mother did, and I would reply, “Everything.”

In those pre-Amazon days, she could get every errand done
before dusk, all while driving carpools and keeping her nails
perfectly manicured. She'd prepare delicious homemade meals
every night with candles and tackle her ironing or dishwashing
with the long-wired kitchen phone tucked into her shoulder,
catching up with friends and family while she worked. My mother
was a multitasking master long before that was even a thing.

At Christmastime, she could decorate not just her own tree
but her mother’s, too and prepare a twenty-five person lunch with
pressed napkins, individual favors at each seat, and identifying
labels in front of the serving dishes. Before you really knew you
needed something done, she had done it: name-tapes sewed into
camp clothes, cabinet hinges repaired, appointments made, and
birthday parties planned and executed.

As her daughter, I found it was impossible to keep up with
her and to this day can still marvel at her energy. Somehow, she

learned to keep moving and doing; she seemed pushed to act.
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It's important to remember that biology is not destiny.
Anxiety certainly ran in my family—taking on different forms in
my mother, grandmother, and father. Yet, it would be a false asser-
tion to claim that any of our anxiety directly “came” from anyone
else in the way one inherits eye color. Studies have documented
that anxiety can be heritable with similar anxiety responses often
running in families, but “what is inherited is the potential for
anxiety, not anxiety itself.””’

Our genetic makeup indeed contributes to how we perceive
and respond to threatening stimuli. Researchers have even discov-
ered the S-hydroxytryptamine (serotonin) transporter (S-HTT)
gene, playfully called the “Woody Allen gene,” because it had
been linked to neuroticism. However, having a genetic propen-
sity doesn’t guarantee its expression. The science of epigenetics
continues to show that our environment and our choices have
profound effects on how our genes are expressed.

Geneticsare much morein our “control” than we maybelieve—
as we've said in myth number four, how we think about something
can play an important role in how we experience something. (This
idea will be the focus of chapter 7.) Happiness researcher Shawn
Achor writes: “The belief that we are just our genes is one of the
most pernicious myth in modern culture—the insidious notion
that people come into the world with a fixed set of abilities and
that they, and their brains, cannot change.

Research also shows some propensity for anxiety can be inher-
ited by ancestors’ exposure to trauma. Experience can change how

our genes express themselves, a process known as encoding the
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genome; these changes are then passed down, which affect how
cells read the genes.”” This is Darwinian adaptation at a cellular
level.* For certain, we can inherit a propensity for anxiety, but it’s
what we do with it that determines how it impacts our life. At her
best, my mother learned to channel her anxiety into action. In
this way, I have had a wonderful example of the how powerful our

choices and habits can be.

Myth #8: Anxiety pushes others away
Another myth about anxiety is that it keeps other people away,
creating an isolation that makes it worse , but this is not always the
case. In graduate school Ilearned about how babies look to parents
to organize their world. Any parent knows the familiar scene of a
toddler falling and immediately looking up to see how to feel. Alook
of concern from the parent, and the child will start crying; a smile
or look of calm and the child will get back up without faltering. At
the time, I was a bit skeptical. Like so many other theories of child
development, I could only really understand it by seeing it action.
The first time my daughter bumped her own head with a toy, I
tried it. I put a smile on my face and said, “Uh oh. So silly that toy
bumped your head!”

To my amazement, she smiled back.

Epigenetic changes are heritable changes in gene expression (active versus inactive
genes) that do not involve changes to the underlying DNA sequence—a change
in phenotype without a change in genotype—which in turn affects how cells read

the genes.
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Like all toddlers, my kids had seemingly endless experi-
ences—falls, bumps, and surprises—that invited distress, but my
children were more malleable than we could have ever imagined.
Whenever my husband or I could offer positive reframing, or even
successful distracting, the impact was profound.

While anxiety can certainly contribute to withdrawal and
isolation, it is also integral to helping us bond with others and
organize our world. Children read the expressions of others as
a way to reflect back and organize their own experiences. Infant
psychiatrists note this is the way a child internalizes resources of
their caregivers.®

This carries on to adulthood as well. Throughout life, the
discomfort and confusion of anxiety propels us to our support
systems for help. Leaning on others helps marshal additional
resources. It also cultivates intimacy and connection with the
people that matter most to us.

Recent science has uncovered that stress has a built-in fail-safe:
oxytocin, the “cuddle hormone,” which promotes connection.
Under stress, the pituitary gland stimulates oxytocin, which primes
social behavior, including expressing our emotions. Not only do
many of us feel a strong drive to express ourselves under stress, but
we also want to feel understood and look to others for support.

Anxiety can also trigger a desire to help and protect others.
What has been recentlylabeled the “tend-and-befriend” response
turns out to be an alternative response to stress and anxiety,
especially in women but shared by all genders.*" Stress prompts

us to protect loved ones and facilitate the social networks we
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need to do this.”> Think about a parent watching a child struggle
in the water and instantly rushing to help while also signaling to
the lifeguard. The response is immediate and selfless.

In the laboratory, social behavior like trust, trustworthiness,
and sharing has been shown to be substantially higher during acute
social stress than in people not under threat.”* As social beings, we
thrive in relationships and rely on partners and our social networks

for survival, especially protecting our offspring and those we love.

Myth #9: Anxiety is ultimately about
selfishness
Anxiety sufferers are sometimes mistaken as being self-involved,
so caught up in their own worries that they don’t leave room for
others’ needs. Jane and Amy were a couple who came to see me
together. Jane explained that so many things seemed to irritate
Amy, and Amy’s controlling behavior had come to feel oppressive.
Jane felt shut down in the relationship, missing the connection
they used to feel. While Jane understood the pressure Amy was
under at work and the toll it took on her energy, Jane still resented
how Amy’s moods and criticism had dominated their relationship.
Jane wasn’t sure how much more she could take of having to tiptoe
around her.

Amy was surprised, and ashamed, to hear how alone Jane
had been feeling. While she wished Jane had felt more comfort-
able disclosing her loneliness, she understood why she hadn't.

Tearfully, Amy admitted she was frightened by Jane’s withdrawal



TEN MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS 87

and frustrated by her own failures in connecting. Amy felt
paralyzed and clueless about what to do. In trying to ignore her
feelings, she ended up feeling more overwhelmed and frustrated.
They both could see how their respective anxieties were pushing
the other away.

In regards to relationships, anxiety can be confusing. Often
cloakingitselfin withdrawal and self-protection, anxiety canisolate
us at the times we are overwhelmed and most need support. The
Highly Sensitive Person, a popular self-help book by Elaine Aaron,
lays out the argument that overly sensitive people—empaths,
she calls them—notice things others don’t and feel things more
deeply. Empaths also notice others” experiences and infer their
feelings more easily.**

I see a lot of these types of people in my practice, those who
are born sensitive to their bodily experiences (texture, discom-
fort, noises, and bright lights), as well as to their emotions. They
feel everything more acutely, and because of this, they are prone
to feeling more anxiety. Sensitivity appears to be a marker of
sorts for anxiety, and the two appear highly connected. There’s a
vigilance in the empath’s personality that comes from caring about
so much. I always try to remind my readers and clients that one
upside of anxiety is to know that you care deeply. I was reminded
of this after reading an article written by the ten-year-old daughter
of a colleague called “Why My Anxiety is My Superpower.” I was
moved by the way she embraced this quality in herself; it makes
her more sensitive than others, noticing things others don’t. She

maintains that she is a better friend because of it.
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There are more aggressive types of anxiety as well—the
kind that triggers tantrums, argumentativeness, or rage—but it
is a mistake to assume that anxious people don’t care. They care
deeply but perhaps aren’t allocating their resources effectively.
Often, they are so overwhelmed by trying to manage or ward
off their anxiety that they don’t realize how they come across to
the people they love, or worse, are too consumed by it to risk
showing vulnerability. This was the case with Amy and Jane and
is for so many other relationships. The OCD husband who yells
at his wife and kids because his fears for their safety feel unbear-
able to him. The stressed-out law partner who can’t seem to be
kind in his frustrated criticism to his colleagues. The high-strung
mom who flips at her toddler for chasing a ball into the street.
This kind of intense anxiety can’t happen if we don’t care. The
behavior might come off as frustrated and angry, but the internal

experience is anxiety.

In order to fruitfully and confidently make use of our anxiety, it’s
essential that we both know and believe why these myths are false,
even insidious. However, some are stronger and more pervasive
than others.

The final myth is so widespread and all-encompassing that I

am going to dedicate the entire next chapter to taking it down.



CHAPTER SIX

The Avoidance Myth

“Use your fear... It can take you to a place where you
store your courage.”

—Amelia Earhart!

Brian

Brian, a normally poised client in his early forties, sat in my office
one morning noticeably distressed because of an incident that had
happened a few days earlier. Unlike Cecilia’s yelling anxiety and
Deanna’s chatter anxiety (see chapter 3), Brian often experienced
anxiety in a less acute, quieter manner. He was still working to
recognize what it was: the signal was not always clear and he was
often tempted to avoid or ignore the feeling. Through our work,
he haslearned that these temptations are reliable signals of anxiety

that need to be mobilized into more productive action. Pushing
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past his fears into brave social action had always been hard for him.
All these struggles came to a head one warm autumn day when his
wily cat, Barney, scratched a neighbor’s child.

As was required by Brian’s apartment complex, Barney was an
indoor cat. A few days earlier, Brian stepped out to get the mail,
and Barney got out. It was unlike him to do so, so Brian didn’t
notice until he heard a young girl screaming and the high-pitched
rawr sound that his cat made. When Brian peeked out the door, he
saw a girl of about six or seven in the hallway, throwing down the
cat and yelling.

Through the girl’s screams, Brian tried to determine if the girl
was hurt or just terrified. The girl seemed physically fine. However,
she happened to be the daughter of a neighbor whom Brian sensed
already did not like him. “He scratched me! He scratched me!” the
girl was screaming, but Brian could not see any marks anywhere
on her.

The mother came running out of her apartment and took the
girl inside, mostly ignoring Brian’s apologies and concerns. At a
loss, Brian just picked up Barney and went into his own apartment,
panicked and terrified the neighbor would call animal control and
have Barney put down. He kept waiting for the doorbell to ring
and for the mother to barge in and yell at him. He thought about
going over to check on the daughter, but decided not to, preferring
not to face the mother.

Instead of lowering his anxiety, this avoidance caused his
anxiety to mount and then snowball. For the rest of the evening

and through the night, he could not stop ruminating over the
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incident: his guilt over getting distracted and not noticing Barney
getting out, the daughter’s possible trauma, what would happen to
Barney, how this would color all future interactions with his neigh-
bor. Brian woke up consumed by dread the next morning. His
avoidance did nothing but cultivate and fuel even more anxiety,
which only made taking action more terrifying.

Two days later, he was sitting in front of me. (We will return to

Brian at the end of the chapter.)

The Avoidance Fallacy
One myth large enough to merit its own chapter is the myth that

anxiety can be avoided, ignored, and ultimately, eliminated.*
Resisting anxiety, while an understandable attempt to relieve its
discomfort, is a fruitless exercise. It merely drives the negative
feelings up, thereby making them more difficult to overcome.

For one, we simply can’t not think of something. As famed
social psychologist Daniel Wegner, who first introduced the
concept of trying not to think about the white bear, put it, “Why

Ignoring is considered mental and avoiding is considered behavioral, but they are
often used interchangeably in the literature and can have overlapping meanings.

Ignoring/avoiding can be either adaptive or maladaptive. Avoidance of a
dangerous situation can be undeniably adaptive (i.e., our “fight-or-flight” response
to actual danger). We don't fight our fear of suffocation when under water for too
long, we come up for air. Likewise, ignoring can be adaptive (e.g., ignoring our
growling stomach in a business meeting).

For this chapter, I use these terms interchangeably and largely focus on the risks
these strategies pose to our natural anxiety response when deployed too liberally

or consistently.
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is it that trying so hard sometimes seems to guarantee not just a
failure of control but its ironic reversal?”> The answer lies in a shift
of what we mean by control. When we cannot control our experi-
ence, we must focus on controlling our behavior.?

When the thought is an unpleasant one, it’s even harder. In a
controlled study of college students, suppressing anxious thoughts
was shown to drive anxiety symptoms up.* Countless other studies
have shown that thought avoidance or suppression as a coping
strategy simply doesn’t work. Often, it just reinforces and escalates
the negative emotions.s

As author Tara Brach, who has written extensively about
coping with depression and anxiety, has said, “A false refuge may
provide a temporary sense of comfort of security, but creates
more suffering in the long run.”® Anxiety is so unsettling that it
can fuel fears that the experience of anxiety itself is dangerous.
So many of my clients come in uncomfortable with their anxiety,
but they are also deeply concerned that their anxiety is bad for
them. Unfortunately, attempts to do whatever we can to make it go
away—avoid, distract, ignore, dull—ultimately do little to help in
the long run and can make matters worse.

Avoidance keeps at a distance the very thing you need to
confront, process, and understand. “Because you avoid your
anxious response,” Anxiety and Avoidance author Michael A.
Tompkins writes, “you know less about it than you think you do.”
If we are going to understand why we react the way we do and
how to respond more adaptively, avoidance is the worst possible

choice. The problem becomes twofold: the feeling fills us with
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anticipation—we know we must eventually address it—and it
leaves us at the mercy of a force we don’t understand.

As happens with many phobias, the more a dreaded situa-
tion is avoided, the stronger our fear of it becomes. We think if
we keep it pushed down long enough it will suffocate or drown—
but all the pushing does is strengthen its force. The more you
avoid flying, for example, the scarier it, and even the thought of it,
becomes. Anxiety and Depression of America cofounder Martin
N. Seif has written on how avoidance is the very thing keeping the
phobia present: “The ‘active ingredient’ for overcoming phobias is
exposure to feared triggers. It’s important to note that avoidance
keeps your phobia alive and intense.”

Attempts at avoiding the fear creates a feedback loop: it can
escalate into problematic phobias that drive life-disrupting anxiety
symptoms. I call it the avoidance fallacy: Attempts at avoiding our
fears often cause more distress than the feeling itself. What can

start out as a coping strategy can end up being a significant cause.

Ignoring Nature

When we try to push, submerge, or otherwise ignore our anxiety,
not only are we doing something futile, we’re also operating
against what we need: anxiety’s natural energy is lost and diverted
away from its purpose. It takes energy to mount a defense against
anxiety. “When it comes right down to it,” Jon Kabat-Zinn writes,
“facing our problems is usually the only way to get past them.”

If anxiety is a characteristic of all civilizations, then ridding
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ourselves of it seems counterproductive and, most importantly,
impossible. Since Darwin, evolutionary biology has argued that
anxiety is our body’s way of communicating important, and
arguably critical, information. If we aim to eradicate it, we risk
losing this important information, its function, and ultimately
what it is driving us to do.

Worse, efforts to repress its natural function are at odds with
its purpose, creating further tension that drains our cognitive and
physical resources. So, while anxiety is almost always uncom-
fortable, it is not in itself negative. Anxiety is simply a message,
experienced as discomfort (much like a buzzing alarm clock) that
continually points us in the direction of action. “When we deny our
stories and disengage from tough emotions,” Brené Brown writes in
Rising Strong, “they don’t go away; instead, they own us, they define
us. Our job is not to deny the story, but to defy the ending.”"

The Problem with “Let It Go”

“If only” my client Jeanette could follow her husband’s advice and
just let go of her worry, she told me at our first session. A success-
tul lawyer and mother of two toddlers, Jeannette believed perhaps
she was just making things up to worry about. Of course, nothing
could be farther from the truth: she navigates significant develop-
mental issues with both of her boys, keeps up her responsibilities
at home, and manages to bill a great many hours at the office, all
while her husband builds his career, often requiring fifteen-hour

days and frequent business travel.
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Her worry is not some invention she can discard on a whim.
She has reason for it and it is serving her, keeping her focused on
the most important things in front of her, and fueling her energy to
keep it up. She might hope for an ideal time where she can “let it go”
but doing so isn’t possible or useful. In our work together, Jeannette
has begun to accept this. She feels relief in accepting her anxiety as
reality-based, therefore she has been more willing to give herself a
break and find as much balance as she can along the way.

What she has learned to let go are her expectations, not her
feelings. Even the wildly popular Disney song “Let It Go” is about
self-acceptance and liberation from expectations, not our feelings.
The concept of letting it go has gotten so much traction in recent
years, Jeanette isn’t alone in wishing she could simply drop it, as if
she were supporting it and just needs to detach herself from it. But
it’s a false construct. Once our neurons are firing, we can’t stop the
energy, and it is counterproductive to try. It’s like asking someone

to suddenly stop caring, a difficult—if not impossible—thing to do.

Tips for Redirection

If we cannot let it go, then the best we can do is redirect it. For
example, there are myriad studies and research on successful
diet and drug rehabilitation through substitution, which turns
out to be a more efficient option than abstinence. We always
prefer choice over denial or withholding. Actively thinking about
something different, growing it, and visualizing it helps redirect

our always-firing associations and build new pathways.
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The suppression fallacy is well-documented with things like
food cravings. When we outlaw thoughts, we make ourselves
more vulnerable to them. The more you suppress thoughts of
desired food, for example, the more vulnerable you are to cravings.
Research suggests this is why restrictive diets might not work."
Emotional regulation is not just an issue of willpower. When people
want to stop a worry, escape a bad mood, or stop thinking about
a temptation like food, they fail again and again. Studies of self-
control demonstrate a paradoxical reaction when we try to control
our emotions. In the case of overeating, subjects show a decrease
in controlling their behavior after trying to control their emotions.
Those subjects who did not try to control their emotions demon-
strated more subsequent self-control.' The attempt to control the
feeling is more detrimental to your goals than just experiencing the
feeling itself. Again, this is proof of the benefits of steering into the

skid in order to straighten out.

Secondary Anxiety

Not only does avoiding anxiety not work, it leaves the sufferer
on edge—not about the original stimulus so much as the anxiety
itself. I call this secondary anxiety, when the stressor is the anxiety
itself, and it is impossible to ignore. Resisting anxiety requires a
level of vigilance, which actually drives up the sensation. This is not
uncommon among panic attack sufferers, some of who experience
the anxiety about having an attack as potently as the attack itself.

The fight against its signs and symptoms escalates, creating
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a larger, unpleasant force that is even harder for us to imagine
confronting. It’s why Brian’s sleepless night about his cat scratch-
ing the neighbor girl reached a peak by morning. It gained more
power the longer he stayed away from confronting it. His initial
anxiety was compounded by the avoidance, which created a
feeling that he was unable to do anything about the situation.
Brian’s case reveals an important point about resistance: the flaw
is in thinking we can’t handle it. It’s the false assumption upon
which everything else builds.

Understanding secondary anxiety’s escalating role can be
particularly helpful in taking control, especially for people who
suffer panic attacks, who are all too familiar with the overwhelm-
ing cycle of anxiety. Cognitive psychologists call this metacognition,
the ability to think about one’s own mental processes or thoughts,
and it is foundational to gaining ownership over our experience.

For example, scanning for what feeling you are afraid of is a
useful and direct way to get at your fears. Ask yourself, What experi-
ence couldn’t I handle? and you are likely to come up with areas in
your life about which you feel conflict and escalated anxiety.

This secondary anxiety can make the difference between
anxiety that is useful and anxiety that is overwhelming. Just as
with external stressors or a feared social situation, resisting inter-
nal stressors like the experience of anxiety itself ultimately multi-
ply the anxiety. Being so afraid of the experience of anxiety can fool
us into believing we can’t handle it—a fear that is always based on
an illusion. We may not want to handle it, but that’s not the same

thing. We can.
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A Note about Panic
Attacks

Panic is one of the most debil-
itating and frightening forms of
anxiety that exists. It is a full-body
experience that can include sweaty
palms, ringing ears, racing heart,
blurred vision, and often a belief
that you are dying. It is terrifying—
something that no one wants to
ever re-experience once they've
had one. While efforts fo resist the
experience may feel protective
and helpful, the avoidance drives
up your vulnerability to panic.The
mistake here is believing you can‘t
handle it when in fact you can.
You may not want to, but you can.
Knowing panic is a feeling you

can handle—even if it is horribly
inconvenient and uncomfortable—
is what helps protect you from

a full-blown attack. It's another
example where we should turn info
the skid.

HACK YOUR ANXIETY

When primary and secondary
anxiety work in tandem, they feed
off each other, and they escalate
each other’s impact. Secondary
anxiety isn't additive, it's exponen-
tial: 1 + 1 does notequal 2, but rather
something higher than 3. “I can't
handle this” mixed with any uncom-
fortable feeling can make an experi-
ence feel intolerable. Combine this
with a fearful resistance to anxiety,
and you will quickly spin yourself
into something resembling panic.
This is how anxiety can be an
emotional accelerant.

You might be so convinced that
you can’t handle what is happening
in your body that your fight-or-flight
reaction triggers more discomfort
and distress. These panic symptoms
can trick you into thinking you are

dying (a very common complaint

among panic sufferers), which only elevates your anxiety further.

This is why first-time panic sufferers often go to the emergency room

fearing a life-threatening heart attack. According to the DSM-V,

panic disorder is characterized not just by the presence of panic

symptoms alone, but by the fear of panic symptoms recurring."



THE AVOIDANCE MYTH 99

Not only is secondary anxiety a driver of almost certain misery
and panic, but in producing so much distress, it often obscures the
primary anxiety and the signal it is trying to send. There is seldom
an adaptive side to panic, and few people who panic can clearly
articulate what fears triggered the anxiety to begin with. Panic
turns anxiety back onto itself—an escalating boomerang effect.

Dialing down the secondary anxiety is always necessary
to access and use the primary anxiety for its intended problem-
solving purpose. Unchecked, secondary anxiety renders primary

anxiety useless and destructive.

Avoidance and Confidence
Amy Cuddy, who has studied and popularized the effect of confi-
dent body posture, which she has coined power posing, has talked

extensively about the negative confidence effects of avoidance:

Two systems are believed to drive most human feelings,
thoughts, behaviors, and even physiology—approach
and avoidance (i, inhibition). When our approach
system is activated, we are happier, more optimistic,
more confident, more creative, more likely to take action,
more likely to seek rewards and opportunities, more
physically energetic and less inhibited. .. Activation of
the inhibition systems leads to the opposite effects. ..
power activates the approach system, whereas power-

lessness activates the inhibition system."*
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Approaching our experience gives us power and grows our
confidence, whereas shrinking from our experience grows our
sense of powerlessness, and thus drives up anxiety.

In addition to her writing about anxiety and depression, Tara
Brach has written extensively on the neuroscience of mindfulness,
which is ultimately about accepting the thoughts you have in order to
make peace with them. Avoidance works against us, and she points to
such examples like avoiding a stressful work relationship or an unpleas-
ant work interaction. While the hope is to find a refuge of safety, it
comes at a cost: low self-esteem and a sense of being trapped.’s

Edward A. Selby describes avoidance as “self-sabotage™—a
tactic that feels like safety but actually causes damage—to your
personal environment, your desires, and your self-esteem. “Each
time you attempt to accomplish a goal, but you let the fear take
control and back down,” Selby explains, “you are avoiding and thus
negatively reinforcing yourself.”¢

We are also triggering certain biological habits when we avoid.
Joseph LeDoux has found that the neurotransmitter dopamine
has a role in reinforcing avoidance. Every time a behavior avoids a
negative result—in this case anxiety—we reinforce the behavior.
This is called negative reinforcement, reinforcing a behavior through
avoiding a negative consequence. Dopamine is most likely in the
mix here. A neurotransmitter related to reward-seeking behavior,
dopamine is known to be a powerful player in addiction, love,
hunger, thirst, and now avoiding anxiety.”” LeDoux has demon-
strated that avoidant behavior is partially controlled by parts of

our brain having to do with dopamine.!*
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Moreover, dopamine is well known to play a powerful role in
the complicated process of learning. Every time we successfully
thwart feelings of anxiety—or any other negative consequence—
we learn to do it again, thanks to the impact of dopamine. A type
of learning accelerator, dopamine strives to ensure the same
rewarding behavior will recur, even outside of our awareness. This
appears to be why dopamine is involved in such automatic, uncon-
scious action, like eating or drinking when we are thirsty—and
avoiding anxiety. Dopamine levels are highest when animals are
food deprived and seeing food—it’s about reinforcing survival."”

When it comes to anxiety, relief comes from action, not avoid-
ance. We avoid because we are naturally resistant to change even if
anxiety is a signal that something needs to be changed (or knowl-
edge that change is coming). It is so easy to cling to the familiar
for dear life—even if we consciously recognize the need for a new
path. And yet clinging to avoidance only diminishes our confi-
dence. If we think back on our lives, chances are pretty strong that
every single good thing that has ever happened to us was preceded
or triggered by an uncomfortable change.

Yet, as Robert Sapolsky helpfully points out, humans are not
built to learn from good experiences—only from bad. The good
tends to pass through us, while the bad sticks around.” This is
known as the negativity bias, and it kept us alive for millions of
years. In Hardwiring Happiness, neuropsychologist Rick Hanson
deftly explains how this bias evolved:
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Our ancestors could make two kinds of mistakes: (1)
thinking there was a tiger in the bushes when there
wasn'’t one, and (2) thinking there was no tiger in the
bushes when there actually was one. The cost of the
first mistake was needless anxiety, while the cost of
the second one was death. Consequently, we evolved
to make the first mistake a thousand times to avoid

making the second mistake even once."

Even if we are prone to overly focus on negative experiences
and avoid them, it is an illusion that avoidance is always safe or risk
free. Consider the consequences of your avoidance. What price
are you really paying? What if instead of avoiding the feelings of
arousal that come with stress, you instead aimed not to feel victim-
ized by it? Avoidance amps up the passive victim framework that
is likely making us anxious in the first place. Harnessing anxiety is
about finding our sense of agency and control, which requires a
different framework.

“You get the right amount of stress and you call it stimulation,”
Robert Sapolsky says. “The goal in life isn’t to get rid of stress. The
goal of life is to have the right type of stress because when it’s the
right type we love it."»
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Next Steps

So, if avoidance and ignoring often backfire, what is the answer?
As we will discuss in the rest of the book, the relief is in doing.
Taking action actually lowers the physiological anxiety response—
breathing slows, color returns to face, calm ensues. Think about
how much calmer you have felt whenever you have taken brave
action. Taking action relieves conflict and halts the anxiety escala-
tion fueled by avoidance.

Action allows a reality of control. When you take control of
what you can, you feel the control anxiety so often robs you of,
and anxiety immediately lowers. Feeling control leads to greater
efficacy and confidence, whereas perceived lack of control drives

up the negative effects of stress.”

Brian

Brian understood that as the hours after the cat incident passed,
he was feeling increasingly worse and avoiding the situation. His
own anxiety was growing and his concern about the neighbor’s
daughter increased as well. He wanted to knock on his neighbor’s
door, but he was afraid. He was afraid of so many rational and
irrational possibilities, and mostly he was afraid that he would
expose himself to his neighbor’s hostile judgment. The possibil-
ities were taking over the probabilities, and it was hard for him to
clarify what he really wanted and what he should do.

In our session that first day, we identified the source of his

anxiety and teased out the rational piece: he needed to follow
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up because he was concerned. Then we teased out the irrational
piece: his neighbor would be angry, might retaliate, or judge him
harshly, and that he couldn’t handle it.

The rational anxiety was that he cared about the daughter’s
well-being and doing the right thing, and his avoidant behavior
wasn’t allowing him to act on that. Sure, he was afraid of how
angry they might be to see him, but he was more afraid of how
they would view him—and he would view himself—if he didn’t
follow up.

As is so often the case with translating anxiety into problem
solving, he had two uncomfortable options: a false refuge that
would avoid confrontation but amplify his distress and an oppor-
tunity to face confrontation, risking discomfort by doing the
right thing. (Note: This was his definition of the right thing. His
anxiety about avoiding checking on the girl signaled that he felt it
was the ethical act.)

A week later, Brian came in noticeably calmer. He recounted
teeling immediate relief when he went over to talk to the neigh-
bor, and he was confident he had done the right thing. He found
out that his cat indeed had scratched the young girl through her
clothes (the mom showed a picture of the wound to him), that
the little girl did not need stitches, but she was seen by a doctor
and prescribed antibiotics. While feeling horrible that the girl
indeed has been scratched, Brian also learned that both mother
and daughter seemed fine, and the mother even shared her own
story about being scratched by her family cat as a child. While he

was relieved, he was also surprised by how well the family had
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handled the situation. After his numerous apologies, the neigh-
bor told Brian to “not worry about it.”

Only after taking action was Brian truly able “not to worry
about it.” Not because the neighbor gave him permission, but
because his anxiety subsided. It had done its job, and could
now stand down. His anxiety had focused him on what really
mattered to him—that he cared and was sorry—and fueled him
to take action, even if he was afraid. Seeing one more time he
could handle being brave, he felt that much stronger and that

much clearer about how to use his anxiety next time.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Taking Control

“We can choose courage or we can choose comfort,
but we can’t have both. Not at the same time.”

—Brené Brown'

Craig

“I don’t know what this is that I'm feeling, but I can’t seem to do
anything about it. It’s like I'm going crazy. And everything I've
been able to do up until now hasn’t been working lately”

Craig was in his early fifties, a recent retiree from the military
that he had built his life around. A trustworthy and principled
man, Craig was raised by stern Catholic parents with high moral
standards. He came to see me a few months into his retirement,
because he was experiencing severe anxiety, which he regularly

described as panic. “It feels like I'm losing my bearings—dizzy,
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almost as if the ground is moving beneath my feet and I'm float-
ing,” he explained during a session. “And my heart starts to go, and
I feel completely overwhelmed with terror that I'm not going to
be okay”

Though the anxiety had recently gotten worse, it had always
existed. For years, he had been able manage it on his own, just
through reading self-help books. The message he took away from
these books was that anxiety was irrational and must be confronted
aggressively. He should yell at it and shut it down. In describing
this method to me, Craig would make a fist gesture and strike his
hand hard into his palm. He was harsh with himself, really rough in
his self-talk. But since his retirement, this approach was no longer
working. In fact, it was making it worse.

His anxiety was spiking way past usefulness, and the first goal
had to be to dial it back. In one of our early sessions, he arrived in
the midst of a panic attack, so I was able to introduce active breath-
ing as a tool. When I asked him to breathe all the way in to his belly,
he could only breathe shallow breaths into his chest. It was too
hard for him to lengthen his breathing during the attack. Afraid he
might not get enough air, he was trying to force the air in. In fight-
ing his anxiety, trying to smother and force it away, he was making
it worse. He was frustrated that his efforts weren't working.

Eager to get rid of his anxiety as quickly as possible, Craig
engaged actively in our sessions, spent time between them reading
and thinking about his anxiety, and committed to working hard
at facing his anxiety head on. He started thinking more carefully
about his feelings, and he challenged himself to tackle the things
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he couldn’t accomplish while he had been working: finding a
volunteer community that gave him a sense of purpose, making
more friends, and finding a life partner.

Over the course of those first few weeks of treatment, it
seemed the harder he tried, the worse his anxiety got. As much as
he wanted to move through his anxiety once and for all, pushing
himself was having the opposite effect on his anxiety, and the
overstimulation was holding him back. So, a month or so into our
work together, I introduced the idea of medication, as it became
clear this would be a powerful step in taking control of his anxiety.
I referred Craig to a colleague to handle that aspect of his treat-
ment, and we continued with our sessions.

Though the effect wasn’t immediate, the medication eventu-
ally took the volume down enough that he could start to hear what
his anxiety was telling him. Resetting his chemistry in this way
helped him reach that sweet spot. We continued to work on being
gentle with himself and listening, rather than pushing himself too
hard. Finally, we were ready to dig into the source of his anxiety.
What was it trying to say?

At the core of Craig’s anxiety was loneliness. It was
something that had always been with him, but it had come to
dominate his life since retirement. He was unprepared for it, and
he had no other relationships or structure to lean on. Once he
left his job, his anxiety was front and center in a way that it had
never been before.

In order to pinpoint anxiety’s message, I asked Craig when

his anxiety flared up the most. He said it was definitely when he
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returned to his home in the evening. He'd go out on a run and
do errands and when he came home, his home was empty. It
had always been empty, but now his life was emptier as well. His
anxiety’s message was I am scared to death of being alone forever.
The television had become such a companion that he became
anxious if he shut it off before going to sleep.

Craig opened up about the fact that he wanted a partner, a real
relationship. He signed up for a popular dating site, and though
the thought of dating still scared him, he did it. He took it slow
and with every date, his confidence has built and his anxiety has
lessened. He has learned how to take control and push himself
where he can, but he has also learned how to listen to himself and
be kind when he goes too far. Not only is he learning how to use his
anxiety effectively, but he is learning how to be the man he wants

to be—for himself and for others.

Stepping Away from Helplessness

A common thread for anxiety sufferers is the feeling of being stuck:
trapped by circumstances, emotions, or biology. The passivity of
this outlook can give way to a sense of helplessness. And if we are
helpless, there is nothing we can do to heal.

There is seldom a situation in which clinical anxiety is wholly
outside of one’s control. At some level, there is always a degree of
control. We may feel a sudden sense of worry or dread, but if we
get frightened of these feelings, we will escalate them. How we

think about anxiety is so critical, and it is often an internal conflict
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we are not fully aware of. Fighting anxiety escalates it and makes it
worse—furthering the feeling that is beyond our control. And the
cycle continues.*

Change is nearly impossible if we don’t embrace the choices
we actually have. We can go back to bed when we can’t breathe
easily or we can not, we can hope our mysterious flu symptoms
will just go away or we can not, we can wish our abusive relation-
ship will magically change or we can not. As I work with people
wrestling with difficulty in their lives, it continues to strike me that
the more stuck they are in life, the more asleep they are. It comes

down to this: we must wake up to our choices.

Setting Our Minds

In her seminal book, Mindset, psychologist Carol Dweck contrasts
two mind-sets, each of which predict future success and happiness.
The fixed mind-set is an approach to the world that essentially
says we are who we are, with our strengths and weaknesses, and
not much can be done to change that. However, an individual with
a growth mind-set sees opportunities to stretch and learn and
improve. The growth mind-set seeks out challenges and doesn’t
back down from resistance.

Research has repeatedly shown that those with a growth

mind-set, who feel they are in the process of becoming challenged,

*  This does not discount those who need medical help or are taking medication. Our

body chemistry can get out of whack and getting it back in better balance is often

an important step. Seeking treatment is a key way of taking control.
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and moving forward as a result,

The Serenity Prayer
are in a better psychological place
God grant me the serenity to accept

than those with a fixed mind-set. = things | cannot change, the
Dweck follows the implications = courage to change the things |
of this research from education to = can.and the wisdom fo know the
business to love: the insights are difference.
broad.’ For those with the growth
mind-set, failure leads to success, because it’s how we learn. Risk
can be the reward, because it leads to the next version of you. It’s
all in how we choose to view things, whether we can see the new
paths instead of the roadblocks.

It takes insight to understand where and when we have choices.
We can watch the patterns repeat themselves and hope for a shift, or
we can identify our choices and try a different path to get where we
want to go, even if it’s uncomfortable. We get to choose, but anxiety
nudges us along.

Anxiety appears to be a necessary component of seeking
this process and in seeking a life that matters. A 2013 Stanford
study published in The Journal of Positive Psychology attempted
to discern the difference between happiness and meaningful-
ness. Researchers found that the areas where we seek meaning—
such as raising children—bring the most fulfillment, but they
also bring the most anxiety and stress.’ It’s something I think
we implicitly know but don’t always act on. Growth really can’t
happen without stretching out of our comfort zones, and (as

anyone who has ever taken a yoga class knows) stretching is

uncomfortable. Healthy and purposeful, but uncomfortable. It’s
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designed to be—that’s how we create a life that’s meaningful and
satisfying. That’s how we grow.

Reinhold Niebuhr’s words, which became known as the
Serenity Prayer, have been a comfort and guide to the Alcoholics
Anonymous organization since the 1940s. But the words
carry much further than that. The Serenity Prayer poetically
condenses a simple truth: navigating our issues comes down to
understanding—and coming to terms with—where our controllies.

As long as self-help has been around, the Serenity Prayer has
been part of the landscape. Its simplicity offers an accessible road
map for working toward change where it is possible. Given the
sizable research on the psychological value in taking control, the
paradigm of the prayer continues to resonate today. Dr. John W.
Reich’s recent book Mastering the World, Mastering Yourself: Living
the Serenity Prayer collects a great deal of professional therapeutic
literature on the usefulness of the prayer in clinical practice. He
writes, “The bottom line of these studies is that personal control is
teachable” This is key—it’s not about whether we can or can’t; it’s

about whether we choose to or not.

Cultivating Courage

“Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear—not
absence of fear.”

—Mark Twain*
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Of course, once we figure out what we can change, we need to
muster the courage to do so. Courage is fundamentally the decision
to focus on something more important than our fear, along with
the realization that we value it more. Especially for the anxious,
when we are facing what is hard and scary, courage gives us the
boost to face it front and center.

Linda, a client of mine, came to me because she had trouble
getting started and staying with things. Her anxiety wasn’t direct—
it manifested through avoidance. She avoided dating, all manner
of conflict whenever possible, and unpleasant tasks at the loan
office where she worked. One of her jobs was rejecting businesses
that needed money. It was hard because she came to know these
people, felt for them, and understood that her call was going to
devastate them. She dreaded having to tell them they didn’t make
the cut, and she would often put off these calls until they piled up.

One of the strategies she used successfully at work was to tell
herself to “put on her big girl pants, and just do it,” reminiscent of
the famous Nike ad. The just is the key: it implies that there are
reasons to wait, avoid, overthink it. Just means resist the tempta-
tion to ruminate and take a step forward: make the call, send the
email, go to the meeting. She trained herself to decide to be coura-
geous and do the difficult thing, even when she didn’t want to. She
knew she had to: she owed it to them. And so, she did.

We borrowed her strategy to call up courage and applied it to
the other areas of her life that needed help. After distilling the tasks
she was putting off or avoiding out of anxiety, we added in the step

of deciding to be courageous. It became part of the process. Giving
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herself a mini pep talk at the moment of truth turned out to be an
important strategy to ensuring she would follow through.

Sometimes courage is simply a way to manage fear and cope
in spite of it.> A reckoning of your fear with what you must do,
courage can help sublimate that fear into something more import-
ant. How we think about our fear turns out to be important when it
comes to cultivating courage. In an interesting Israeli study, volun-
teers were asked while lying in an fMRI machine to bring what
they thought was a live snake as close to them as they could. As
subjects made decisions about moving the snake closer or further
away, the researchers measured their reported fear, their physio-
logical reaction of fear (via sweat) as well as their brain activity.
What they found was that people’s assessment of their fear, and
the physiological effects of that fear, had to disagree in order for a
person to be courageous. The conflict is what created the courage.

If they were admittedly afraid and sweating, subjects were not
able to act courageously and bring the snake closer. But those who
claimed to be unafraid but were sweating, and those who claimed
to be afraid but were not showing it, were the ones able to be the
most courageous. “[A]s long as these two disagree, you would
act courageously,” the researchers noted. “It is as if you have two
brakes. Release either one, and you could drive on.”

The area of the brain activated when bringing the snake
closer was a small area called the subgenual anterior cingulate
cortex, sgACC, an area also associated with emotional regulation,
empathy, and helping others.” This finding implies that it is an

area of the brain “particularly tuned to controlling and monitoring
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generosity.”® Not only is courage a decision to overcome fear, it
may also be tied to empathy and generosity. Whether it be bring-
ing a snake toward us, pulling on “big girl” pants, or summoning
our own brand of bravery, courage is a decision to act on behalf of
something or someone we care about more than our fears. And it
is a decision born from conflict and fear. Our fears may not be as
important as we think they are; we just imagine them to be. As the
stoic philosopher Seneca wrote, “There are more things, Lucilius,
likely to frighten us than there are to crush us; we suffer more often

in imagination than in reality.”

Our Tigers
While too much anxiety can be problematic, not enough can keep
us stagnant and unfulfilled, as the previously discussed Stanford
study on satisfaction and happiness suggests.” We simply can’t
grow toward our goals in life without making productive use of our
anxiety. Our ancestors had to take control in dangerous situations to
survive. Indecision, hesitation, or doubt would have ensured peril.
In modern times, inaction can be dangerous too, and it is becoming
an increasingly common response to the more nuanced and compli-
cated threats of modern times.

The experience of anxiety may not be new, but its causes are
a relatively modern phenomenon...as in the last ten thousand
years. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors had similar physiological
reactions, though they were likely less complex. They experienced

fear in response to direct danger. It was only when basic human
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survival became the norm that man could make room for higher-
level needs. Before that, we never really called it anxiety. It was just
the fear of being eaten. Though it was no doubt terrifying, it didn’t
require much parsing or understanding. It just was.

“Sustained psychological stress is a recent invention,” Robert
Sapolsky writes. “We can experience wildly strong emotions
(provoking our bodies into an accompanying uproar) linked to
mere thoughts.”"! The title of Sapolsky’s book, Why Zebras Don’t
Get Ulcers, cleverly demonstrates this wide divide. “For 99 percent
of the species on this planet,” he says, “stress is three minutes of
screaming terror in the savannah, after which either it’s over or
you're over with.”2

The saber-toothed tigers of the past have evolved into the
subtler financial, relationship, and status threats of today. Our tigers
no longer bare literal teeth or threaten immediate death, but we
should not underestimate them. They still need to be addressed—
and the fear and anxiety that we feel in their presence is still very
real. Deciding whether to take action or to flee from a modern
threat is not always as cut and dry as it was for our ancestors, there-
fore it’s harder to know how to react. Modern life is complicated,
and knowing where and how to take control isn't always easy.
Indecision can compound the threat we feel and diminish our
power. When we resist taking control, we open ourselves to more
tigers. We become an easy prey.

Anxiety coming at us invites us to pay attention and stimulates
energy. When we can view anxiety as an open door inviting our

participation, rather than a thick wall stopping our progress, we
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begin to change the story we tell ourselves. We partner with the
anxiety itself. As we engage anxiety, we move from feeling stymied
and stuck into taking necessary action. Harnessing our anxiety, we

neither fight nor flee. We take control and grow.

Mark

When Mark came to my office for the first time, he described
himself as ambitious and, ordinarily, deeply motivated. But over
the last few months, he had felt bored and frustrated with his life,
particularly at his job. As a sales associate, his lackluster attitude
and poor performance were impacting both his mood and income.
He described spending much of his time with work friends, several
of whom were very unhappy and regularly complained. Morale
was so low that he had started wondering if he really wanted to
stay in his job, even though he was due for a major promotion. He
just didn’t know what he wanted anymore, and he missed feeling
in control of his life.

Underlying all of this were health worries. He had been feeling
chest pains for the past two weeks, twice acute enough to warrant
ER visits. Diagnostic tests revealed no obvious cause of his pain,
and he was referred for a follow-up with a cardiologist and a
psychologist. Did he have a latent underlying heart condition, was
it panic, or both? Even talking to me about it clearly upset him.

Although an anxious person by nature, he had never before
had a panic attack and was understandably skeptical to attribute
his physical symptoms to panic. But at the same time, he didn’t
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want to overreact and waste more time seeing doctors who
might confirm nothing was physically wrong. His anxiety had
reached a fever pitch when he began to worry that he could die
in his sleep.

The fear came through his voice and I could see he was desper-
ate for tools he didn’t think he had. He needed a way to under-
stand his panic, and he needed to know what he could do about
it. I explained secondary anxiety: how his fears about what he was
teeling could powerfully exacerbate his anxiety, even flash it into
panic. We discussed how fighting anxiety strengthens it, whereas
embracing his fears can transform them into something useful. He
was relieved to learn anxiety was just a feeling—even if an extremely
uncomfortable one—that on its own could not hurt him.

Over time, he came to understand that he could take control
of his experience by accepting and breathing into the panic, rather
than resisting it. Like a fire requires oxygen to burn, panic required
his fear to sustain itself. Robbing its fuel source was as easy as
adopting a new attitude. Bring it on. I can handle it.

As he stopped avoiding his anxiety, or even trying to, his panic
attacks began to diminish. We moved on to what else was scaring
him, and what all his anxiety was trying to tell him. In discussing
his past and his physical health, he revealed his father’s near-death
experience with heart disease when he was young.

As he told the story, he began to make the connection about
his own heart, and his inability to accept nothing was wrong.
In this way, his anxiety was working for him; it was stirring the

productive kind of conflict. It was reminding him of why he was
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worried about his chest pain in the first place—what if he shared
his father’s deadly heart condition? His anxiety was spurring him
to take control and seek answers.

He needed to hear from the horse’s mouth that he was fine. He
knew neither he nor the ER doctors were really capable of ruling
out a latent heart condition like his dad had—he needed cardiac
specialists. His health anxiety had a purpose all along. Getting
clear about his anxiety that day helped him take control of it and
with that, his anxiety transformed itself into power. We will return

to Mark at the conclusion of the chapter.

Leaning into Discomfort

Author and research professor Brené Brown has spent her life’s
work researching how we can come to terms with what we often
classify as “negative” emotions like fear, vulnerability, and loneli-
ness. In one of her studies, examining a variety of fulfilled and
successful people, she found a common denominator among
them. “They recognize the power of emotion, and they’re not
afraid to lean into discomfort.”*

In Rising Strong, Brown writes about the value in “navigat-
ing hurt” Simply put, it means to feel your feelings. We are trained
from a young age to disguise or distract from those “unpleasant”
feelings, but navigating through these emotions is precisely where
strength lies.

If you didn’t experience pain when your bone was broken or

hunger when you needed to eat, you wouldn't act. Discomfort is
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the impetus to notice your experience, and take control of it in
response. We hold and breathe into a challenging yoga pose not to
promote distress, but to allow the discomfort to do its job: stretch-
ing us toward more flexible, healthy bodies. Choosing to approach
our discomfort helps to turn passive misery into active control.

Similarly, emotions are not things that happen to you without
your control or consent—you make a choice, conscious or uncon-
scious, to define and engage them. In How Emotions are Made,
Lisa Feldman Barrett explains the theory of constructed emotion.
Stimuli in our bodies combine with our experience, thoughts, and
cultural beliefs to create something we decide to call an emotion,
“a product of human agreement.”*

We are not passive vessels for anxiety or any of our emotions.
We are in control—though it takes habitual recognition, shifting
of perception, and practice to make this work for us. “You might
think that stress is something that happens to you,” Barrett explains,
“But stress doesn’t come from the outside world. You construct it.”'s
Because we are constructing it, we can control, manage, and use it.
We are not its victim. We are its conductor. Similarly, when we experi-
ence the “trap” of anxiety, we must remember that we are the authors

of our experience and can always write our way toward a solution.

Autonomy
In his book Drive, Daniel Pink notes the importance of auton-
omy, the ability to make your own decisions about life. Besides

our two most basic drives—survival and extrinsic rewards—Pink
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highlights the role of the important “third drive—our deep-seated
desire to direct our own lives, to extend and expand our abilities,
and to make a contribution.”*¢ We all carry an intrinsic motivation
to live lives of meaning, which propels us forward. New research
confirms our mind-set about work predicts our performance.
People who view their work as a calling find it more satisfying,
work harder and longer, and are generally more successful.'” “We
know that the richest experiences in our lives aren’t when we are
clamoring for validation from others,” he writes, “but when we’re
listening to our own voice—doing something that matters, doing
it well, and doing it in the service of a cause larger than ourselves.”*

Pink believes that anxiety relates to the ineffective expression
of our deepest drives. Control, growth, and altruism are the tools
he recommends to focus anxiety. Influenced by Maslow’s hierar-
chy of needs, he notes meaning and autonomy are paramount.
Similar to our earlier discussion of courage, meaning can transcend
the grip of fear.

Pink’s work builds on the ideas of Edward Deci and
Richard Ryan, who developed a theory of motivation called self-
determination theory. Self-determination theory is focused on
“people’s sense of volition and initiative” and how that contributes to
their overall well-being."” Their theory holds that when it comes to
human potential, nothing is more powerful than intrinsic motivation,
defined as “the inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges,
to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, and to learn.

Taking control and seeking challenge is essential to healthy

development as well as a joyful and vital life. We are happier and
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more motivated when we are in control, stretching toward our
own goals. Free choice and intrinsic motivation are so powerful
that studies have shown that external rewards can backfire if they

are at odds with our internal drives.*

Drivers and Pilots

“Joy is the feel of our power increasing.”

—Frederic Nietzsche

As studies have shown, it’s less the reality of control than the
perception that matters. A 2012 Harvard study on stress found,
“When people believe they possess sufficient resources to cope
with stressors, they experience a challenge response, but when
situational demands are seen as exceeding resources, individ-
uals experience threat.” A sense of power has also been shown
to reduce the physiological experience of stress. According to
Galinsky and Schweitzer in Friend and Foe, who worked on the
studies, “power reduces physiological stress as measured by heart
rate and systolic blood pressure.”

Anxiety decreases with a sense of mastery over its cause and its
solution. In a surprising study in England, researcher David Lewis
compared the stress response of commuters in traffic to pilots and
police officers in training. Incredibly, he found—through heart
rate and blood pressure readings—that the commuters were more

stressed-out. It appears shocking until you realize that it actually
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makes perfect sense. What’s more stressful than the world trapping
you in and not being able to do anything about it? Especially in a
situation where you are ordinarily in control—think about how
we use the term the driver’s seat as shorthand for the idea of control
itself. This is why car traffic is so maddening. We are sitting where
we often have control—“behind the wheel™—but we are utterly
helpless to control the stressor. The only thing we can control is
how we react to it.

“Workers’ stress is exacerbated by their inability to control
their situation,” Lewis said, a fact that any casual commuter
understands. This is also true in animal studies where a lack of
control over consistent, but unpredictable, stressors has been
found to cause apathy, withdrawal, and a depressed response to
rewards.” Gaining control lowers the stress response in such a way
that we would all benefit from finding ways to do so.

It's not about controlling what is happening. We cannot
control traffic, but we can control what we do when it happens.
Working with our anxiety and refocusing on what we can do, is
how we take control. So, it often may not feel like we are in the
driver’s seat of life, but we are. We have so much more control than

we can sometimes see.

Control and Happiness
Martin Seligman, the father of learned helplessness theory and

cofounder of positive psychology, has dedicated much of his career

to studying the concept of control and choice. Feeling a sense of
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control is a key part of coping with anxiety and stress. Seligman
believes that how much we feel we're in control can shape how we
feel about everything else. Cognitive research has documented the
positive effects of having an “internal locus of control,” the belief
that you can impact outcomes and the world around you.

Those who carry “the perception that they are masters of their
own destiny. ..are more resistant in experimental models of learned
helplessness,” Sapolsky writes. The more control we perceive, the
less willing we are to succumb to feeling overwhelmed or hopeless.
As a consequence, the more able we are to manage our uncomfort-
able feelings.

Taking action allows both a sense and a reality of control.
How much calmer have you felt whenever you have taken brave
action, be it on the sports field or at the gym, in the classroom or
boardroom, or even with someone you care about? Taking action
relieves the conflict and the anxiety escalation that comes from
avoidance; it allows you to own the feelings you are having and
make sense of them.

There is scientific proof that even the illusion of control
has tangible, positive effects. One study gave sufferers from
panic disorder a mix of CO,-enriched air. One group was led to
believe they could decrease the mixture at certain points with a
dial, while the other group never had that option. Though both
groups received the same amount of CO,—the dial was fake—it
was those who thought they were controlling it who had fewer
panic symptoms.”’

Other studies offer broad support as well. A sense of control



TAKING CONTROL 125

is protective in new parents with regards to mental health
symptoms of depression and anxiety.” Similarly, for middle-aged
men, those with internal locus of control beliefs responded “more
adequately” to stress than those with an external locus of control.”
And among college students, having an internal locus of control
was “significantly negatively correlated with both depression and

debilitating anxiety."*

When Taking Control Is Difficult

Taking control still isn’t always easy, and for some, it is tough to
see or feel any sense of control when life always seems to happen
to them. This is called having an external locus of control, and
cognitive scientists have found that it is correlated with higher
experiences of anxiety after negative events.’’ An external locus of
control also has been linked to higher rates of anxiety disorders and
social challenges. A study focusing on anxiety disorders found that
“externally oriented patients also scored higher on neuroticism
and trait anxiety and scored lower on social adjustment... Locus
of control may be of importance in the formulation of therapy and
prognosis in patients with anxiety disorders.”

In studying personality factors and brain size of a healthy
population, researchers found, “Poor self-esteem and low inter-
nal locus of control have been related to 12 to 13 percent smaller
volume of the hippocampus,™ the area of the brain responsible
for memory storage as well as turning off the stress response.*

Reduced hippocampal volume makes it more difficult to learn
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how to use anxiety effectively, whereas larger hippocampi have
been associated with better problem solving under pressure.
London taxi drivers’ oversized hippocampi show they have devel-
oped resilience through practice and preparation.

Taking control wherever we can is how we use our anxiety
effectively and improve our ability to keep doing it. The more
control we take, the more we use our anxiety to grow. Successful
London taxi drivers don’t waste time and energy focusing on the
difficulty of the task ahead, or their powerlessness over the daunt-
ing situation, they identify the choices they have and focus their
efforts on learning and growing capacity.

Learning to deal with stressful situations can make future
ones easier to manage, according to a large body of research on
the science of resilience. It’s the idea behind Navy SEAL training.
During BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) training,
the goal is to inoculate SEAL team members to build capacity.
“Repetition in stressful environments allows you to understand
what you are capable of;” Jo, a Navy SEAL, explained to me.

SEAL training includes plenty of stressful environments and
situations that challenge people mentally, physically, and emotion-
ally at incredibly high levels. Repetition in stressful environments
is how these elite soldiers learn not to get mired in the bigger
problems. They train their minds to stay focused on executing and
then reevaluating, executing then reevaluating.

As you repeatedly encounter and work effectively with
pressure, you simply get better at it. Jo called this “mental forti-

tude...the capacity to cope with, and push through, things that
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you didn’t think you could accomplish while maintaining cogni-
zant ability to function and utilize fundamentals” Through
taking control, and repeated practice, we can keep our anxiety at a
manageable level—one where its information and energy can best
be utilized.

While few of us will ever get the training and exposure to
extreme stress that Navy SEALS do, many of us do the same
thing when we practice doing something that starts out nerve-
wracking and becomes doable—Ilike public speaking, test taking,
or dating. Taking control where we can is how we use our anxiety

to help us.

Controlling Your Reaction

Looking for what we can control and not allowing ourselves to
get stuck in thinking nothing will ever change, or that we are
powerless, are the challenges when it comes to taking control.
One solution is to change how we think about our emotions.
Chris Hadfield is an astronaut who gives talks on preparing and
thinking through unexpected moments of fear. While on his first
spacewalk, he temporarily went blind when his eyes teared up—
and because of the lack of gravity in his spacesuit, the tears just
stayed there, creating a giant tear bubble around his eye.

Panic in such a situation can be deadly. To ward off panic,
and thus ensure his survival, Hadfield identified the key compo-
nent he had to control to carry out his responsibilities: his fear.

He had to think his way through his fear—something astronauts
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specifically train for. Hadfield distinguishes between danger—
not in one’s control—and fear, which is in one’s control. Fear is a
reaction. We should not always automatically trust our fears, he
believes, and instead be able to think in the face of it.* The tears
themselves weren’t dangerous, but if he panicked and threw out
his training, it could have been catastrophic. Preparing for the
unexpected, and recognizing the difference between his fear and
actual danger, helped him resist panic. Instead of giving in to that
teeling, he leaned on his other working senses and his teammates
for help.

Coping doesn’t just happen in the moment, it is often
something planned for and practiced in advance. I've written before
that worrying can operate as a form of pre-coping. Essentially,
you're preparing yourself—and your body—in advance by think-
ing through the outcomes. A study in Emotion found that “partic-
ipants who suffered through a waiting period marked by anxiety,
rumination, and pessimism responded more productively to bad
news and more joyfully to good news, as compared with partic-
ipants who suffered little during the wait.* Our worry—if it’s
accompanied with thoughts about contingencies, options, and
preparation—can act as a form of armor.

Preparation becomes the magic bullet. In Why Zebras Don’t Get
Ulcers, Robert Sapolsky references a famous study of Norwegian
parachute trainees.” Researchers found that it was not jumping out
of an airplane that caused their stress and anxiety; it was, at first,
the novelty and the not knowing that created the stress. Once the

trainees were prepared and expected the jump, and had habituated
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to it, “their anticipatory stress-response went from being gargan-

tuan to nonexistent.”*

Mark

A cardiology visit and stress test later, Mark had received the
good news that his heart was healthy. He faced the realities of
his health risks, took control of what he could, and transformed
his anxiety into solutions. Relieved, he also regained emotional
strength. He described to me that he felt lighter and more relaxed,
he was no longer afraid of dying in his sleep, and he was able
to breathe without chest pain. He had used his health anxiety
to address the problem it signaled, and he no longer needed that
particular worry.

He continued to be uneasy about his work situation, and
he knew that some of his situational fears were problematic. We
identified what he could control and what he couldn’t. He decided
to cut back on time with his negative colleagues, asking them when
they were together to limit their complaints. He also decided to
talk to his boss about his goals, and together they discussed ways
he could jump-start his performance. Taking control and setting
firmer boundaries helped him regain a feeling of control and
autonomy at the office.

Mark used his anxiety to figure out and act his way through
reasonable solutions and grew in confidence. He came to know he
could handle his anxiety and stopped being afraid of it. He sees

it now as a source of motivation and something he can harness
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toward effective solutions. His productivity at the office came
back, and his smile did, too.

So much of it comes down to how we choose to react to our
thoughts. As Lisa Feldman Barrett insists in How Emotions Are
Made, “You are an architect of your experience.”” This takes us to
the first thing we have control over, which is the focus of our next

chapter: our perception.



CHAPTER EIGHT

The Power of
Perception

“The important thing in science is not so much to
obtain new facts as to discover new ways of thinking

about them.”

—Sir William Lawrence Bragg

Layla

Layla was a petite and impeccably dressed woman who sat on the
edge of her seat in our first session as she uncomfortably described
her debilitating anxiety at work. Her answers were quick and
polite, but her breathing was shallow, like she seemed uncomfort-
able in her skin. Her anxiety was a palpable force in the room with
us, and it seemed to attach itself to me and our session: Was I going
to judge her? Would she say the right things? Did she make the right

decision to seek help?
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This was how she usually felt. As the only female associate
at a commercial real estate group, Layla likened the professional
culture at work to a sports locker room. Despite her stellar perfor-
mance, she was starting to lose her confidence. Recently, she found
herself questioning minor decisions, rechecking major ones, and
staying up late to meet deadlines. Her anxiety was beginning to
take its toll on her productivity and mood; she feared it might ruin
everything she had built.

Layla’s secondary anxiety—her anxiety about her anxiety—
was making it hard to tease anything useful out of her anxiety. I
discussed with her the range of anxiety and how not all of it is
detrimental. As I often do in the first session, I broke out my white
board and drew the Yerkses Dodson Curve (see page 79), using
it to explain how peak performance exists with moderate anxiety,
the “sweet spot” between boredom (on the left side of the curve)
and panic (on the right side).

This sunk in quickly for her. She admitted that her anxiety was
still moderate, fueled by her drive to do a good job and the weight
of her responsibilities. But her secondary anxiety was escalat-
ing her experience well past the sweet spot. She had been afraid
of how she was feeling, and thus distressed by it. We discussed
in chapter 6 (see page 89) how secondary anxiety operates as a
vicious circle: we carry the false assumption that we can’t handle
what we’re experiencing, and this resistance to anxiety gener-
ates more worry about it, which in turn drives up our suffering.
But the fact is that we can always handle our experience, even if

we don’t want to. Knowing we can handle something is a way of
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taking control, and it can powerfully drive down our anxiety to a
manageable level.

I challenged her to think about how her anxiety was serving
her, how it gave her a helpful edge. As she refocused her lens on
the adaptiveness of her anxiety, she created a rather compelling
preliminary list of benefits: it fueled diligence in research and
attention to detail, it alerted her to potential pitfalls in her analysis,
and it signaled delicate interpersonal politics to navigate.

As she engaged with me in this perception overhaul, I could
see small changes in her body language. Her shoulders softened,
her body fell back a bit into the sofa, and her breathing slowed. She
nodded and smiled, somewhat uncomfortably, but I could tell she
was taking it in. Reframing her perception about her anxiety was
powerful, and I watched it change her emotional experience in the

room that day. Seeing the value in her anxiety seemed to ease it.

What You See Is What You Get

We all know that how we think about things matters, but it’s possi-
ble we are underestimating how much this is true, especially for
emotions like stress and anxiety. When we believe stress is hurtful,
we compound our fear of it, exponentially increasing its power.
Stanford psychology professor Alia Crum and her colleagues
conducted a series of studies that showed how much our stress
mind-set determines how we react to stress and how it manifests
itself.! In one study, the researchers first determined how positively

or negatively the subjects viewed stress. Then the subjects were
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shown short movies promoting the idea of stress as either helpful
or harmful. Finally, the researchers measured the subject’s physio-
logical reaction to a stressful situation afterwards. Those individ-
uals who endorsed a stress-is-enhancing mind-set reported better
health, fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression, higher levels
of energy, workplace performance, and life satisfaction than those
who endorsed a stress-is-debilitating mind-set. The results were
significant, driving home how much our belief systems can impact
the stress equation.

“Unlike a placebo, which tends to have a short-lived impact on
a highly specific outcome,” Kelly McGonigal writes in the Upside
of Stress, which references Crum’s studies, “the consequences of
a mind-set snowball over time, increasing in influence and long-
term impact.> McGonigal cites the new body of research that
shows stress in its own right isn’t destructive or stifling; it’s our
constant harping on how negative it is, and our inability to shake
the association, that cripples us.

In fact, changing our thinking about anxiety can actually boost
our energy. It can transform it into a productive outlet as well as
conserve the energy otherwise wasted on resisting it. Anxiety
can feel like the beast wearing you down, making every decision
pregnant with importance. But that exhaustion is not the result of
anxiety itself, but rather the energy we dedicate to fighting it.

Contrary to its reputation, anxiety itself isn't necessarily
affecting our health at all—how we think about it is. In a recent
wide-reaching British study, the researchers determined that

no robust evidence remains that unhappiness or stress actually



THE POWER OF PERCEPTION 135

increase mortality.’ Those who perceive their stress is unhealthy
partake in a self-fulfilling prophecy: the stress becomes unhealthy
because of that perception.*

In alarge-scale study at the University of Wisconsin, research-
ers found that subjects’ perceptions of their stress was directly
correlated with how unhealthy it actually turned out to be. Those
who claimed to have a high amount of stress and thought that it
was unhealthy were at a higher risk of mortality than those who
simply reported stress.’ These were not minor discrepancies—the
gap was substantial: “Those who reported a lot of stress and that
stress greatly impacted their health had a 43 percent increased risk
of premature death” In describing this study, McGonigal notes,
“It wasn’t stress alone that was killing people. It was the combina-
tion of stress and the belief that stress is harmful.” When stress is
not resisted, she further explains, blood vessels are relaxed and the
profile looks more like “joy and courage.”” Anxiety can be helpful
when we perceive it can be.

Moderate stress is essentially neutral energy; what makes it
a plus or a negative is our response to it. Those who suffer from
what I call secondary anxiety, stress about their stress, are the ones
who suffer health problems. The European Heart Journal found
that those who thought their stress was unhealthy were 50 percent
more at risk for a heart attack than those who did not, even after

adjusting for other factors.
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It’s in Your Head
“[P]sychology has shown that mind-set doesn’t just change how

we feel about an experience,” Shawn Achor, one of Crum’s research
partners, writes in The Happiness Advantage, “it actually changes
the objective results of that experience.”

Achor highlights the “nocebo,” or reverse placebo, effect illus-
trated by an oft-cited Japanese study. Thirteen subjects who were
allergic to poison ivy rubbed their hand on a harmless shrub they
were told was poison ivy. Incredibly, all thirteen developed the
classic rash! When the same group rubbed their other hand on
actual poison ivy and told it was harmless, only two got the rash.”
As neuroscience writer Sandra Blakeslee noted about this and
other studies, “As in the outside world, people’s internal states have
inherent ambiguity”"! Of course, there are genetics and predispo-
sition, but we're learning more and more about how the cognitive
piece—our thinking—can tip the balance. This is emphasized
most dramatically by the famous study by Fabrizio Bendetti, who
determined that the popular antianxiety drug Valium, “has less
effect when patients are unaware they are taking them.”?

How we think about something impacts how we experience
it, and by extension, what it is. When we believe that we can get
better, we usually do. If we believe a treatment will work, we give it
a significant advantage. “If threat, anxiety, and negative suggestion
can induce symptoms of pain and sickness,” writes Jo Marchant in
Cure: A Journey into the Science of Mind over Body, “then it follows
that feeling safe and secure, or believing that we are about to feel

better, will have the reverse effect.” As we discussed in the last
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chapter, we have far more control than we think we do. And as we
willlearn more about in the next chapter, how we think we will feel

has a powerful effect on how we do feel.

Awareness

Daniel J. Siegel’s ideas about mental awareness are at the heart of
what psychologists have longtime called insight, and more recently,
mindfulness. The idea is that the more we can observe and under-
stand ourselves, the more we can ultimately control our experience.
Siegel writes in Mindsight about “a kind of focused attention that
allows us to see the internal workings of our own minds. It helps
us to be aware of our mental processes without being swept away
by them, enables us to get ourselves off the autopilot of ingrained
behaviors and habitual responses.”* The changes become “trans-
formational at the very physical levels of the brain.”s

Although we are built to think that our negative emotions
bring vital information—that they are somehow more real—we
can benefit from embracing and tuning into our positive emotions
as well. Barbara Frederickson, a researcher who has studied the
effect of positive emotions, such as joy, love, and laughter, writes:
“Positive emotions, however, are adaptive over the long haul. They
expand our awareness so that we can survive and grow, give us more
tools for our survival tool kit and help us become better versions
of ourselves.”"® Finding the positive in something is not just about
attitude, it’s about productiveness. The old adage “it’s all in your

mind” is literally true—and it should not be underestimated.
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That doesn’t mean finding the positive is easy. In fact, we all
have a negativity bias, and this reflexive negativity has deep ances-
tral roots that are partly physiological. We are born and trained
to notice the negative, so we can make sure to avoid it whenever
possible. It’s one of the keys to our survival. We give negative
experiences more weight, assuming they carry more information
and value than positive stimuli when it comes to ensuring our
success.”” But this isn’t actually true.

Anyone in a marriage who wonders why their mistakes are
always noticed more than their triumphs will find this reassuring.
It isn’t personal; finding the negative can come quite naturally
even if it isn’t healthy or helpful. If left unbalanced by positivity,
negative evaluations can be destructive especially to relationships.
Gottman’s Magic Ratio, made famous by John Gottman’s research
on couples, has determined that the ideal ratio is five positive
interactions for every negative to maintain a healthy relationship
of any kind."* The negatives are just stickier and it’s the reason we
have evolved as we have.

Putting in the effort to find the positives isn’t just a mood-en-
hancing activity—it’s an efficiency one: it frees up more coping
mechanisms in the end for the challenges at hand.”” In Hardwiring
Happiness, Rick Hanson takes things a step further by not even
calling the typically stressful experiences negative; he calls them
positive because of the end result. “For example, the pain of a hand
on a hot stove, the anxiety at not finding your child at a park, and
the remorse that helps us take the high road make us feel bad now

to help us feel better later.” We could all gain some peace of mind
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by approaching the stressful situation as a positive one, something

that will support and trigger growth.

The Pull of Perception

“It is not events that disturb people, it is their
judgments concerning them.”

—Epicetus”

The hardest part of gaining control over our experience is simply
believing that we can. “Your brain can be subtly manipulated in
ways that change your future behavior...” writes neuroscientist
David Eagleman. “This effect is called priming: your brain has
been primed like a pump.”? If changing our perception in the
moment feels too difficult, we should work on laying the ground-
work beforehand. Just like the Norwegian parachute trainees
gained control over their fears by preparing for the jump, we can
prime our brains to expect, or even welcome, anxiety so that we
can feel more control when it arrives.

A recent study led by Alison Wood Brooks on “anxious
reappraisal” explains the elegant simplicity of this. Brooks worked
with subjects who were nervous to perform on stage in front of
a crowd—in this case, karaoke. She asked them to shift their
nervousness by repeating to themselves I am excited over and over
again. Rather than trying to numb or ignore the rush of chemi-

cals they were feeling, Brooks trained them to redirect the feeling
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simply by renaming it. This technique actually lowered subjects’
heart rates.® How we interpret and name our experience has a
more powerful effect on how we feel it than we had previously
thought possible.

Similarly, University of Rochester researcher Jeremy Jamieson
conducted experiments on test anxiety, examining whether or
not treating the arousal as fuel (rather than denying it existed)
would work. He has also studied similar effects with the Graduate
Records Examination (GRE), employing a reappraising technique:
choosing to react to stress as the excitement of a challenge.* The
researchers discovered that if they told subjects in advance they
could handle it, rather than telling them to calm down, their perfor-
mance improved by 33 percent.” “Little” things like reappraisal are
not so little; they can tip the balance and change the experience.>

Jamieson and his colleagues find:

In stressful situations, signs of increased arousal (e.g,
racing heart) are frequently construed as anxiety,
nervousness, or fear. These negative appraisals
encourage people to perceive demands as exceeding
resources, triggering a maladaptive threat response.
Thus, modifying resource appraisals may help

improve physiological responses.””

A study from the University of Illinois published in Emotion
found that people who regularly engaged in reappraisal reported

diminished anxiety compared to those who suppressed emotions.



THE POWER OF PERCEPTION 141

According to study coauthor
Language Matters:

Nicole Llewellyn, reappraisal is e e Tl

when you ask, What are the ways Replace *I'm worried about” with

I can look at this and think of it as I care about
a stimulating challenge rather than Replace I am nervous” with *
a problem?* am excited.”

Replace *I am afraid | can’t” with
Llewellyn surveyed 179 men

“l am going to find a way fo...”
and women about how they dealt

with anxiety or managed their emotions in various situations.”
The research team then analyzed the results to determine whether
certain strategies were linked to lower levels of anxiety. What they
found was that the individuals who engaged in emotional regula-
tion in this way had less social anxiety and suffered from less
anxiety in general.

The data suggest that people who suffer from anxiety can
gain some degree of control over their symptoms simply through
reappraisal. And this type of emotional regulation can be taught,
regardless of one’s genetic predispositions. Suppressing or
“bottling” emotions can be beneficial in the moment (like when
your boss shouts at you), but over time, suppressed emotions can
have compounding negative consequences.” We will learn more

about why this is in the next chapter, but for now, know that how

you perceive your feelings, and how you name them, matters. A lot.
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Layla

When Layla came back the second week, she was again impecca-
bly dressed and again sat at the edge of the seat. But this time, she
wore a slightly different smile, less self-conscious. She didn’t seem
quite as uncomfortable to be sitting in a therapist’s office, to be
sitting with me, or perhaps sitting with herself.

She recounted having had a better week, noting the positive
impact changing her thinking about her anxiety had had on her
performance. Simply knowing she could handle her feelings had
helped her tolerate them. She told me that reframing her anxiety
as energy had helped her avoid the procrastination that had bedev-
iled her the last few weeks and helped her push through a big
project to completion.

Layla opened up about how when her anxiety struck, she
made a conscious choice to view it as a tool: it helped her access
important nuances in her work. She was enjoying thinking about
her concerns in a new way, not as a symptom of something wrong
with her, but as evidence she was doing the best job she could.
Cautiously, Layla admitted loving the idea that her anxiety was
a powerful tool that could help her compete and execute on the
things that mattered most to her. She admitted it would take time
to train herself for this seemingly counterintuitive approach, but
she seemed open. A simple change in perception already was

helping her feel freer from what had been developing as a burden.



THE POWER OF PERCEPTION 143

Paula

Changing our view of anxiety can help us feel more control, creat-
ing the courage to tolerate the discomfort long enough to embrace
it. By virtue of showing up to their appointments, my clients are
courageously facing their anxiety. Allowing the discomfort to
wash over them, really digging into its source and message, takes
guts and practice, and it isn’t always easy.

Paula is among my bravest clients—having sought help during
her journey of substantial weight loss. In our sessions, she realized
just how afraid she was of her feelings—all of them—Dbecause she
had used food for so many years to numb them. To lose the weight,
she had to learn new ways of understanding and expressing her
feelings that had for so long eluded her. She had to embrace the
power of naming her emotions, and find control in her percep-
tion, rather than her avoidance of them. Shifting her control to
her awareness and perception has broadened her coping; she
has learned what it means to tune in and use her feelings, and her
anxiety in particular. It has taken time and practice, but she contin-
ues to thrive.

“Anxiety is not paranoia,” Andrew Solomon writes in The
Noonday Demon. “People with anxiety disorders assess their own
position in the world much as do people without. What changes
in anxiety is how one feels about the assessment.”*'Again, it all runs
back to what we can control and how we see it. Avoid the traps and

dig anew with courage and self-compassion.
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Looking Ahead with Hope

Anxiety is a feeling whose source almost always lies in the future.
Of course, we can’t avoid thinking about the future. Defining
long-term goals and dreams are an important part of motivational
direction, and without them people canlose a sense of purpose and
drive. But letting the future override your present and dominate
your thoughts is a destructive way to live. The future, after all,
is infinite and there are just too many scenarios and options to
consider to ever feel like you have a handle on them. I do find that
anxious clients do better to look at things closer to the present
when conceptualizing time, or at least acknowledge that their
concept of time or what the future may hold could be inaccurate.

Overgeneralizing, taking today’s experience and applying it
indiscriminately to the future, is a habit that significantly worsens
anxiety symptoms. If today’s circumstances are difficult, and
we extrapolate and assume that the future will be the same, our
anxiety worsens. Putting ourselves in the future too frequently
can exacerbate the feeling that we can’t handle things, including
our anxiety.

A common strategy used in Alcoholics Anonymous, “one day
atatime,” describes the idea that you can stay sober for today. Paula
ran a half marathon this way—when she felt like quitting, she took
it one minute at a time. When she felt her anxiety about not being
able to keep going, she made a deal with herself to keep going for
the next sixty seconds and then reconsider. The next sixty seconds
and then reconsider. Literally minute by minute, she kept at her

goal until she finished.
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Breaking down the future into manageable chunks became
a powerful metaphor in our work as to how she could build her
tolerance for a variety of frustrations: one minute at a time, even
one breath at a time. When we allow ourselves to start catalog-
ing the future, and how much pain we will feel, we work ourselves
into useless anxiety and fear that ultimately gives us an excuse to
sabotage our efforts now.

I attend physical therapy for a chronic shoulder injury/
arthritis. At the end of a fatiguing shoulder workout (that I jokingly
liken to torture), my therapist told me to hold a plank position and
then transition to a side plank. As I watched him demonstrate the
move, my anxiety immediately fired, suspicious I was not ready for
such a strength pose and might reinjure my shoulder I had worked
so hard to rebuild. But I also knew I trusted him. So, I used my
anxiety to check with him, negotiating to put my knee down for
support if needed, and I decided to give it a try, just to see. Much
to my surprise, I found that I could do a side plank once again, and
not only that, I could do more than one on each side. When I had
completed two on each side, I asked him how many he wanted me
to do—confident (hoping) he would say I was done, or just one
more. When he said five, which was more than twice what I had
already done, my anxiety soared, and I immediately put my knee
down, giving into my fear.

I'was tired and had forgotten to take each move at a time, letting
my head get in the way. Recognizing I had sabotaged my efforts, I
mentally regrouped, rested for a few seconds and negotiated with

my therapist that I would try one more on each side. I then hauled
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myself into the plank once again and was able to complete a final
round, noting my physical fatigue but also my strength. I didn’t
need to be afraid of not being able to do it. My body was telling me
what I needed to hear, and one more was the right amount of strain

to continue to build strength.

Fatima
Fatima is a longtime patient in her forties from an immigrant
family who often feels a bit lost in identifying who she is. Her
story is about finding her self-confidence, emotionally regulating
herself, and making healthier relationship choices. In learning how
to better interpret and manage her feelings, we have noticed that
Fatima’s perception of time can be a significant source of anxiety.
Time is one of those variables that can play a key role in how we
perceive our experiences, especially when we look into the future.
When things are going badly, it can feel like they will be that way
forever, a perception that triggers more distress and anxiety. This
happens regularly for Fatima. When she is feeling disappointed,
ashamed, or particularly alone in her relationships and friend-
ships, she is prone to believing she will never feel any differently in
the future. That she will remain alone, disappointed, and pathetic.
That if she hasn’t made quality relationships yet, she won't ever
make them.

Fatima has had to learn to resist the urge to overgeneralize
her current feelings far into the future, and to instead shorten a

time horizon to this afternoon, tonight, and tomorrow in order to



THE POWER OF PERCEPTION 147

regain control. Predicting the future is a risky proposition anyway.
There are simply too many variables involved in the future to feel
any real sense of control, and the further out we allow our thoughts
about time to go, the more powerless we feel. The opposite is true
as well. When we keep our thoughts on where we are now and
what we can control and influence presently, we allow our anxiety
a needed outlet and we can measure our success. Small manage-
able steps keep our expectations in check and keep us motivated.
I have a friend who uses a similar time trick for his own anxiety
by seesawing his perspective as needed. When the little details are
a struggle, he shifts to the big picture, which is usually a worthy
goal. When the final result—the big picture—is scary, he focuses
on the little things in front of him. He calls it Thinking big when
small bothers you, and thinking small when the big bothers you.
Pulling your time horizon closer to present will help you see
what is in front of you that is in your control. Few of us feel control
over the distant future, but most of us can see what we have control
over right now. We can literally envision what we need to do in
the next five minutes, hour, or day, but too far into the future gets
harder to visualize. It can easily become too conceptual, and we
can lose clarity on our sense of self. Tuning into our future self can
be important when it comes to executing goal-oriented behav-
ior. Self-control has even been called empathy for your future
self: “The Present You taking a hit to help out Future You.”> The
further away the future you, the harder it is to identify and control.
“The power of prospection is what makes us wise,” Martin

Seligman and John Tierney wrote. “Looking into the future,
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consciously and unconsciously,

Hacking Your Time
g is a central function of our large

Horizon

T I p—— brain, as psychologists and neuro-
when are they? Where is your scientists have discovered—rather
fime horizon? belatedly, because for the past

Move it closer to boost control
century most researchers have

and reduce anxiety.
assumed that we're prisoners of
the past and the present... Therapists are exploring new ways to
treat depression now that they see it as primarily not because of
past traumas and present stresses but because of skewed visions of
what lies ahead.”®
Viktor Frankl, whose quote opens this book, was a psychiatrist
and neuroscientist, in addition to being a Holocaust survivor. In
his seminal book Man’s Search for Meaning, he wrote, “Everything
can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human
freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circum-
stances, to choose one’s own way. >
Now, let’s look at the what is going on inside of our brains
during moments of stress and anxiety and how understanding this

process can help us gain more control of our anxious reactions.



CHAPTER NINE

The Brain and
the Body

“In each of us there is another whom we do not know.”

—Carl Jung'

At its foundation, anxiety is a complex brain-body system
that has evolved over millions of years to help ensure our
survival. Anxiety expert David Barlow goes so far to say that
anxiety is “largely responsible for the survival of the species.”
We depend on anxiety for self-preservation, and we rely on it to
fuel adaptation.

Dr. Jeremy Copland, professor of psychiatry at SUNY
Downstate, conducted a study that found that anxiety likely
evolved alongside intelligence. “Worry may cause our species to
avoid dangerous situations,” he says, “regardless of how remote a

possibility they may be. In essence, worry may make people ‘take
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no chances, and such people may have higher survival rates. Thus,
like intelligence, worry may confer a benefit upon the species.

Your body knows what you need even if “you” do not. Think
of the pounding heart preparing to meet a challenge. It is deliver-
ing more oxygen to your brain to focus attention and energy to the
concern at hand. Anxiety is not so different.

From what we know about the brain’s ability to change and
adapt, and the emerging science about how we construct emotion,
our feelings are purposeful. They reflect the things we care about
most and our understanding of how we are interacting in the

world. But science hasn’t always understood anxiety this way.

The Brain as an Apple
Much of anxiety treatment has been based on the idea that anxiety
is an ancestral ghost, a specter haunting modern man. Because the
threat response involves the most primitive parts of our brain that
we share with other animals, a belief has held that anxiety is gener-
ated by a primitive brain system out of step with modern needs.
Much of this thinking comes from a model of the brain called the
triune brain theory.

The triune brain theory holds that our brain’s architecture
reflects our evolution, noting three main areas of the brain have

evolved from the base outward, from old to new:

« InnerLayer: Hindbrain (reptilian brain, reflexive, instinc-

tive, automatic)
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« Middle Layer: Limbic brain (emotional and mammalian
—social relationships have adaptive value)
« Outer Layer: Neocortex (uniquely human: awareness,

analysis, logic, reason, self-management)

NEOCORTEX

LIMBIC
SYSTEM

HINDBRAIN

Think of it as an apple: the flesh is our neocortex, which has
allowed us to build cities and cure diseases; the core is the adaptive
part of our brain that formed communities and friendships; and
the stem is the instinctive part of our brain that we share with
other mammals, regulating basic functions like hunger, thirst,
procreation, and self-protection. Our assumption of a hierarchi-
cal brain is so ingrained that even the vocabulary we use reflects
this: “reptilian brain,” vs. “neocortex,” (neo as in new), “primitive”
impulses vs. “higher order” thinking.

This framework has informed neuroscientists’ research and
the treatment for anxiety. The theory posits that although we are

no longer on the savannah of Africa, our “primitive brain” is still
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reacting like we are, like it’s a leftover bug from a previous operat-
ing system. Likewise, the current thinking around how to treat
anxiety has been aimed at eradicating its symptoms, since it must
be habitually misfiring.

But with what we know about the brain’s capacity to grow
and change, why—for all of modern humanity—would we
conserve an inadequate system? Every other part of our brain is
constantly adapting and changing to the shifting demands of our
environments. Why wouldn’t our anxiety system likewise adapt?
Our brains are designed to continually shape themselves so that
functions are reinforced and conserved for a purpose. Anxiety too
must be adaptive to the here and now—our brains are too mallea-

ble and efficient to allow otherwise.

Constructing Ourselves

New research has shown that emotions, including fear and anxiety,
are not “gut” reactions, but they are actually full brain constructions.
“Thinking and feeling are not distinct in the brain,™ Lisa Feldman
Barrett writes in How Emotions Are Made. Barrett, a neuroscientist
and professor at Northeastern University, takes on the myth that
our emotional reactions are somehow alien from our thinking
selves, a “break” from who we are. “Emotions are not temporary
deviations from rationality,” she writes. “They are not alien forces
that invade you without your consent. They are not tsunamis that
leave destruction in their wake. They are not even your reactions to

the world. They are your constructions of the world.”s
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We are constantly creating ourselves, including our emotions.
They don’t come out of us fully formed—we engage with the
process. It might feel like we’re taken over by grief or rage or panic,
but that’s simply not true. Emotions of course begin with stimuli
and sensations, but the brain then makes sense of those sensations
by weighing them against our knowledge and experience. This is
how we make judgments about their meaning.

I notice I am feeling cold sensations on my bare legs in
summer air conditioning and determine that I am cold. I feel
the air, compare it against my experience and knowledge, and
respond. I get to determine if the cold air feels uncomfortably cold
or comfortably cool. There may even be a middle ground where I
am uncomfortable, but decide I am not that uncomfortable. The
stimulus is happening, there is wiggle room in defining how we
feel, and we get to decide. It’s not unlike how the baby looks to his
mother’s facial reaction to decide whether a new bump is worth
crying about.

We notice the sensation of an internal experience and name it.
And in this way, we are in control. There is a feedback loop at work.
Emotions only become what we think of as “emotions” when we
consciously think about and name them. While our minds are
constantly tuning into and sorting stimuli, we aren’t always aware
of it. We can feel uncomfortable before we know what’s happen-
ing. We can even respond to these stimuli before we know quite
what we are feeling, but we are still deciding. We have all had the
experience of getting a bad feeling about a person or place. It feels

“in the air’—but of course, it’s not. It’s in us.
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Naming our anxiety can be a critical first step in perceiving and
understanding it. When we name our feelings, we activate parts of
our brain that help us process emotion, a process that psychiatry
professor Daniel J. Siegel calls “Name and Tame.”

The more we can name and understand our emotions, the

more we can tolerate and ultimately control them.”

The Gas Pedal

The threat system is activated largely by the amygdala, two
pea-sized areas located deep in our forebrain, the brain region that
controls our thought and emotions. When we are afraid or acutely
anxious, our amygdala activates the autonomic nervous system
along the HPA axis to create a threat response commonly known
as our fight or flight, as we discussed in chapter 3. The threat
response signals various other parts of the brain and body via the
sympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system, which gives
us the energy and resources we need to defend ourselves from
threat.® A good way to think of the sympathetic branch is as the
“gas pedal,” propelling us into action.

The amygdala “receives not just simple signals (such as loud
noises) from the lower stations of the brain,” writes Steven Pinker
in How the Mind Works, “but abstract, complex information from
the brain’s highest centers. The amygdala in turn sends signals to
virtually every other part of the brain, including the decision-mak-
ing circuitry of the frontal lobes.” The message is an alert: prepare

for a response. At its most severe, in the case of jumping out of the
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way of a car or reaching after a falling child, this response is full
body and automatic.

The amygdala is acutely sensitive, quick, and in times of
imminent danger, it operates outside of our awareness. Rapid
response is so critical that the process tends to skip our think-
ing brain to provide us the most rapid response possible. This
is known as the “bottom up” response. The amygdala drives the
response “up” the neurological chain, activating the HPA axis,
which inhibits our thoughts and steers our biological response,

including sending blood to our extremities and increasing respira-

tion to increase oxygen levels.

Bottom Up vs.Top Down
Anybody who has suffered disruptive anxiety knows the frustra-
tion of not being able to think clearly when it strikes. It’s not an
illusion; there is a biological reason for this. Studies using fMRI
technology show less activity in the prefrontal cortex, the part of
our brain that is associated with planning, reasoning, and proso-
cial behavior, when the threat response is activated.”®

We all have had the “Tjust did it without thinking” explanation
of how we’ve reacted in seemingly urgent situations. Under condi-
tions of uncertainty or threat, messages from our primitive corti-
cal areas are released." It’s as though there is usually a gate that
keeps them at bay. When danger strikes, we automatically unlock
it, unleashing the primitive side of us that just knows how to react.

This is the “bottom up” theory at work.
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For example, you see a snake in front of you on a path and
you jump back well before you register the danger. Likewise, a
dog running into the street ahead of our car elicits an automatic
response in you to brake. We jump back and stop the car long
before we can think about it. These are our protective reflexes at
work. We feel and respond before we are even consciously aware
enough to label our experience, much less govern it.

“Top down” theory suggests the opposite, that most emotions
and responses can be controlled by our thinking and perception.
The theory posits that our higher-order brain centers can control
our more primitive emotions by governing how we process
them and what we do with them, through various circuits that
exert control over the amygdala.” There are things we would do
as humans that virtually no animal would do, like get on a roller
coaster or cross a footbridge. Likewise, a dog will swim in a riptide
or an ocean unafraid of sharks, whereas humans would not—
because of what we know about what lurks in there.

Current thinking is that neither bottom up nor top down
wholly explain the interplay between our reflexive responses, our
thoughts, and the emotions that result.”* There is continued debate

around how the amygdala can be influenced.

Chemistry of Anxiety
The chemistry of our bodies is equally important in the way we
teel, exhibit, and respond to anxiety. As Bruce McEwen explains,

“Hormones associated with stress protect the body in the short
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run and promote adaptation.”* Under stress, cortisol, a powerful
chemical that supplies glucose and supports our immune system,
is released in the brain and detectable throughout the body.

Not only can humans adapt to chronic stress and build resil-
ience," but acute, non-repetitive stress has also been associated
with increases in memory, adaptivity,'® and neural growth.”” All
the chemicals released under stress facilitate coping, bolster our
immune system, provide energy for action, and compel interper-
sonal connection. (It is when it never shuts off that cortisol can
become damaging. ')

Oxytocin, called the cuddle hormone, is also triggered by the
stress response and is believed to help regulate it. Not only does
oxytocin play an important role in cell repair, but it promotes social
engagement, attachment, bonding, and helping.” Be it rallying a
team to tackle a problem or securing a hug from a trusted friend,
oxytocin is working to help us make use of our support networks
and solve our problems at a chemical level.

Chemicals in our brains called neurotransmitters also play
important roles in the experience of anxiety. Neurotransmitters
transmit messages between nerve cells and have been associated
with a variety of mood experiences. Serotonin, for example, has
been associated with feelings of calm and well-being, whereas
dopamine is linked to feelings of desire and reward. While the
role of these neurotransmitters in anxiety disorders is not yet
fully understood, they have been the target of many commonly
prescribed antianxiety medications. The suggestion—pushed by

drug company advertising—is that such disorders could be the
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result of an underlying chemical imbalance. However, it’s more
complicated than that. As an article in Scientific American puts
it, “Just because a drug reduces symptoms of a disease does not
mean that those symptoms were caused by a chemical problem
the drug corrects.”

Most antianxiety medications aim to deliver better balance
in our neural synapses of the neurotransmitters thought to be
involved in anxiety. When effective, these drugs quiet anxiety
by adjusting the levels of these naturally produced neurotrans-
mitters. However, not all anxiety issues are helped by adjust-
ing these neurotransmitters, and the search for better chemical

solutions continues.

Shifting Gears
Just like the sympathetic nervous system (the “gas pedal”)
kick-starts your threat response, your parasympathetic nervous
system shuts it off, telling your body it can relax. In this way, it
operates like the “brake pedal.” Most antianxiety strategies have
targeted this neurological off switch, since it is so hard to gain a
sense of control when the gas pedal is pressed all the way down.
The threat response (fight-or-flight) only shuts off when
stimuli are considered safe, and this is where our perception and
thinking come in. When we change how we view our anxiety, even
our most acute anxiety, and interpret it as harmless or even helpful,
we make it less threatening and can therefore gain more control of

it. Much like using downshifting, rather than the brakes, to slow
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down a car, this is how thinking activates resources to calm and
refocus our anxiety. When we recognize our anxiety as familiar—
as “friend” instead of “foe”—we are less alarmed by its arrival, and
we can better think through what we can do about it. Believing
anxiety is safe (and won’t harm us) allows our threat response to
stand down (brake), while thinking through anxiety helps access
more of our cognitive resources that slow down our anxiety (down
shifting), and deliver more control. This is how we can use our

thinking to respond to anxiety rather than simply react to it.

Rethinking Anxiety’s Physiology
However, the human experience of anxiety is much more nuanced
than an intense and automatic threat response—and can produce
a variety of responses. New research suggests that the amygdala
may serve the purpose of directing our attention, and prioritiz-
ing resources, rather than generating fear.’ The amygdala’s threat
system might be better called an attentional prioritizing system:
novel and emotionally significant stimuli draw our focus. I use this
metaphor with my clients: Anxiety is like an alarm clock that will
snooze but not turn off. You can ignore it temporarily, but it will
always come back on. It won't stop until you wake up, get up, and
turn it off.

New York University researcher Joseph LeDoux has been at
the forefront of this new fight-or-flight research. He differentiates
between our threat response and what we call anxiety. There is

our animallike detection of a threat—pumping our adrenaline or
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speeding our breathing—and then there is the conscious feeling to
which we assign words. This naming step opens broader access to
our thinking brain and all its resources. There’s even research that
if we talk about ourselves in the third person, it makes it easier to
shape our experience and calm our anxiety.?

Feelings only become feelings when we are conscious of them
and can name them. LeDoux explains how we each construct
emotion through a collection of elements that we choose to put

together, like making a soup:

Fear can be thought of as emerging in consciousness,
much the way the character of a soup emerges from its
raw materials, its ingredients. Start with salt, pepper,
garlic, onions, carrots, and chicken. Add roux and
chicken soup becomes gumbo, or add curry paste,
and it shifts it in a different direction... Similarly,
emotions emerge from nonemotional ingredients,
events that exist in the brain and body as part of

being a living organism of a particular type.

LeDoux’s work has gained widespread support, especially
since there is consensus that our survival reactions are quick and
automatic, whereas the conscious feelings are slower and more
deliberate. It further supports the efficient nature of our brain’s

organization:* survival first, awareness second.
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Tend and Befriend

When life’s demands seem to outweigh our ability to cope, we have
another stress response that seeks help and draws on our network
of friends and family. Dubbed the tend-and-befriend response, this
response is based largely on oxytocin’s role in weakening the HPA
stress response, fight or flight* Given the importance of our social
networks, it only fits that we would lean on and protect these
connections when we’re threatened.

Jumping into a dangerous situation to assist, or otherwise
risking our safety for that of another, is behavior promoted by
stress thanks to the release of oxytocin.® Look no further than
the courage and bravery we see on battlefields or in crises. During
these times, there are always people compelled to help. Beloved
children’s TV host Fred Rogers so understood the power of crisis
to fuel compassion and altruism that he believed it could help
heal a community. He would often advise distressed onlookers to
notice the helpers, noting “if you look for the helpers, you'll know
there is hope.””

Anxiety can also fuel help-seeking behavior. When anxiety gets
to be too much, it compels us to look for help from the people
around us. Whether to a doctor to help manage our symptoms, a
therapist to help work through a crisis, or trusted loved ones for
comfort and support, reaching out for help is a powerful way our

anxiety motivates solutions and fosters connections.
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Meeting a Challenge
Many benefits of moderate stress have been documented, includ-
ing neural growth® memory improvements, and strength-
ened immunity functioning.” This has led some researchers to
hypothesize other adaptive responses beyond the HPA response
conserved to protect our physical safety. When resources are suffi-
cient to meet demands,” stress and anxiety can produce what some
researchers call the Challenge Response (see page 123), where the
stressor is perceived to be a challenge rather than a threat.™

A challenge response is another way to describe the sweet spot
in the Yerkses Dodson curve (see page 80) where moderate stress
and anxiety fuel peak performance. The more we practice harnessing
anxiety for optimal activity, the better we get at meeting challenges.

Exposure to stress can also be a form of strength building,
which is what chemists call hormesis.> The purpose is to build
resistance to that stressor, as when a doctor gives us vaccines with
low amounts of antigens to build up our immunity, or we strain

muscles to fatigue in order to build them back stronger.

Using Our Whole Brain

When it comes to anxiety and our well-being, our drives aren’t the
whole story, nor are our threat response, our genes, or our experi-
ences. We have much more control than we think we do, and our
brain is far more complex than an animal brain with a prefrontal
cortex layered on top as suggested by the triune brain theory. The

control is built-in. By the time we are aware we feel anxious, our
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thinking center is already engaged. Once that happens, we have
access to more than just our habitual responses. We have access
to choice. This is the start of control and change. Not just the
perceptual kind, but the hardwired kind. Researchers have even
put a number on how much control we actually have: 40 percent.
According to data compiled by positive psychologist, Sonja
Lyubomirsky and detailed in The How of Happiness, approximately
50 percent of variance in happiness is determined by genes, 10
percent of variance in happiness is determined by circumstance,
and the rest of our happiness is determined by our actions.” This
is powerful information. “To understand that 40 percent of our
happiness is determined by intentional activity,” Lyubomirsky
writes, “is to appreciate the promise of the great impact that you
can make on your own life through intentional strategies that you
can implement to remake yourself as a happier person.”*
Developments in neuroscience are uncovering that our
emotional responses, and anxiety in particular, are the result of a
fully integrated system with complex interactions between all its
parts. Anxiety is not simply a hijacking of a primitive system that
has not yet evolved to the demands of modern time. It is a sophis-
ticated, full-brain experience that we actively participate in.
When we notice and think about anxiety—rather than simply
react—we engage more of our whole brain. We construct our
experience of anxiety, therefore we can create our responses to
it. It might be beyond our control when our amygdala grabs our
attention, but what we do with that signal and how we think about

it certainly is not.
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We might be alerted, even alarmed, but we don’t have to be
scared. We can instead be motivated, excited, eager, challenged, or
compelled to help. We get to decide how we interpret our experi-
ence. Our threat system confirms that it is far more than just a fear

response. We can make it work for us.

The Plastic, Automatic Brain

“What fires together, wires together,” is a much-invoked phrase
made famous by Donald Hebb in 1949 that is still used by neuro-
psychologists to describe the fundamentals of habit formation in
the brain.* As we associate experiences, thoughts, and actions to
stimuli, our brains create links between neurons that are strength-
ened with each repetition. This capacity to “hardwire” experiences
is how we absorb new learning and is called plasticity: it is how our
brains change and grow. Think about learning a new skill or start-
ing a new habit. We learn, and then we practice. The repetition that
accompanies these activities actually strengthens the new connec-
tions we are forming. Simply doing something different, thinking
new thoughts, or practicing new behaviors creates and strengthens
new connections that rewire our brains.

Signals are transferred from nerve cell to nerve cell via the
space between them called a synapse: axons are the part of the
nerve that send information into the synapse, and dendrites are
the part of the nerve that receive them from the synapse. Neurons
“connect” to each other by sending signals to one another, creating

a chain of connections referred to as a neural pathway.
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Every nerve cell has only one transmitting axon, but it has as
many receiving dendrites as it needs. Dendrites allow neurons to
connect to as many as ten thousand other neurons. Under micro-
scopes, dendrites look and act like tree branches—growing or
pruning with use. Our dendrites are the most malleable part of
our brain’s wiring, allowing for new connections and pathways to
be formed. The more we use a pathway, the stronger and faster
it becomes; repeated use makes the connections stronger, more
efficient, and less effortful. You can be a gifted athlete, but if you
don’t practice, your dendrites will prune themselves and will not
allow for new connections and fast growth. But if you continu-
ally practice, and make more connections, the neural pathways
become more diverse and stronger—more automatic.

Automaticity refers to what we do without consciously thinking
about it. The most basic example of this is walking; we wouldn’t
be able to function if we had to think about every step. Much like
airplanes and cars carry out simple and routine functions automat-
ically, reserving only the most important for the pilot or driver,
our brains work the same way. Humans are not built to do every-
thing—even most things—consciously. Some things get set to
autopilot. Our limited attentional resources demand that we rely
on automated responses;* these are the things we can “do without
thinking” The easier and more familiar the stimulus, the more
likely we will respond automatically, conserving resources for
more challenging demands.

Your brain is always striving to clear space for new thinking

and more complex mental processing. It wants to relegate as many
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tasks as possible to the “automatic” parts of your brain, so it can
conserve mental resources for other things.”” The more items that
can be left simmering on the back burner, the more space we have
for more complicated or novel tasks.

Think of driving a car. It is quite a complicated task, as any new
driver can tell you. It requires focus, coordination, planning, motor
skills, and synchronized movements. It is a full brain activity when
itis beinglearned. But over a relatively short period of time, the task
of driving requires less and less mental activity. (So much so that
drivers look to other stimulation to pass the time while driving!)

What was once a new and daunting full-brain activity becomes
something so routine that we can do it without active thought.
Your brain is executing the task of driving, but it’s happening in the
background, beyond your conscious control, freeing up attention

and space for other things.

The Toggle Switch of Anxiety

“There is also no doubt that we can use our brain to change our
brains,”* anxiety experts Margaret Wehrenberg and Steven Prinz
explain in The Anxious Brain. The habits of our brains are well-worn
neural networks that are created and strengthened by use, and they are
designed to make following them increasingly effortless. As Charles
Duhigg writes in The Power of Habit, “Habits, scientist say, emerge
because the brain is constantly looking for ways to save effort. .. When
a habit emerges, the brain fully stops participating in decision-mak-
ing. It stops working so hard, and it diverts focus to other tasks.”
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The opposite is true as well: it takes energy and focus to inter-
rupt a habit, forge new neural pathways, and practice a new behav-
ior to the point where we do it without thinking. In his book, Moral
Tribes, neuroscientist Joshua Greene uses the analogy of a camera
to explain different brain functioning: the automatic setting allows
for quick and effortless action whereas the manual settling allows
for consideration and flexibility.* According to Duhigg, “Unless
you deliberately fight a habit—forge new routines—the pattern
will unfold automatically.”*

We now come up to a powerful idea: What if anxiety is there to
jog us out of our complacency, offering us just enough help to fight
a habit and forge something new? So much of our brain is geared
toward autopilot; what if anxiety is precisely the catalyst it takes to
snap out of it when necessary?

A key part of the cycle of adaptation and plasticity, I would
suggest anxiety acts as a toggle switch, shifting us from automatic
to manual mode. It alerts us to focus, assess, and take new action
so that we can adapt to the challenges ahead. Anxiety wakes us up
from the reverie of autopilot, signals us to pay attention and act,
and then abates as we build automaticity back in. It is a vital part of

how we grow new habits, and evolve.

Digging New Riverbeds
Habits can be adaptive...or not so adaptive. With things like
parking a car, or saying “good morning,” our automatic behaviors

are useful; we can do them without thinking, and they help smooth
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out our day. However, other times they aren’t quite as helpful to
our overall goals, like eating sugar-heavy food or snapping at a
loved one. In these cases, we can feel stymied by our maladaptive
habits and bugged by the whisper anxiety these unhelpful habits
tend to generate.

A good metaphor for the neurobiology of habits is a concept
of a riverbed. Over time, water flows along similar paths, creat-
ing crevices that are deepened and widened with use, reinforcing
the path. Similarly, old and reused paths direct our experiences,
responses, and emotions. Neural pathways forged in our brains
early in life—and reinforced by repetition—continue to operate
automatically unless they are consciously altered through new
thoughts and actions. That is, of course, unless a force diverts the
path. This is where anxiety comes in.

I worked with an elderly client named Richard who routinely
talked to me about changing his mental riverbeds. He was working
to build new cognitive habits and resist old destructive thinking
that felt so familiar and tempting. A childhood of being shamed
for sickness had left him feeling responsible for his various physical
illnesses. It took a long time, but he worked hard to resist these famil-
iar, inaccurate thoughts and choose more rational ones. A science
buff, he liked to visualize how he was rerouting his neural pathways
every time he redirected his thinking. By focusing on his mental
choices, he used his anxiety to change negative thoughts into more
positive ones, deepening the neural tributaries he was forging. It was
a regenerating process: the more he did it, the easier it became.

Like water, our minds seek the path of least resistance. We tend
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to react how we’ve always reacted and our experiences continue to
shape how we will react to the future. “Your past experiences,” Lisa
Feldman Barrett writes in How Emotions are Made, “give meaning
to your present sensations.”* Just as old, dry riverbeds remain long
after the water stops flowing through them, these experiences
and patterns never really go away. They are, after all, the products
of our memories and our experiences; we can't just erase them.
These patterns of behavior exist in our minds, but they do not
need to keep driving our choices. Our personalities are not so
entrenched and our ways of behaving are not so ingrained. We can
react differently and learn new behavior—if we want to. And at its
best, anxiety is there to nudge us along in finding better solutions
to how we approach life.

We can avoid the riverbeds of negative thinking by not allow-
ing our minds to continue too far along the tributaries there. We
can change how we understand and view our experiences, and in
so doing we create better options. Brain science continues to prove
that our brains are designed for efficient adaptation, and they are
more malleable than we ever thought. What we practice, how we
think, and what we repeatedly do create and strengthen neural
connections and pathways, changing them at the cellular level.

The more we create and reinforce habits, the more we can
change our minds—from the outside in. This is physiologically
the way we grow our brains throughout life, and anxiety has an
important to role to play in this process. Let’s now take a look
at the first thing anxiety can become for us when we're tuned

in: a signal.



CHAPTER TEN

Anxiety as Signal

“Sometimes when people are under stress, they hate to
think and it's the time when they most need to think.”

—Bill Clinton'

Cecilia: Yell Revisited

Let’s return to Cecilia from chapter 3, who experienced what I call
yell anxiety, the kind that is constant, deafening, and distracting.
She was offered a great job opportunity to move from Washington,
DC, to the West Coast but was feeling anxious about the decision.
It was a rare opportunity and a significant boost to her career.
However, she felt guilty about burdening her family and annoyed
that her husband wasn’t communicating with her about it.

My work with Cecilia focused on the actual reason for the

anxiety, which was getting lost in the noise. We had to sort through
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the yelling and name her various feelings, which for her became
an empowering experience. What eventually came out had less to
do with the move and her family’s response to it, and more to do
with the job itself. She liked the prestige and opportunity but was
ambivalent about the man who would be her future boss and the
other members of her future team.

She felt she was supposed to love this new job, but she couldn’t
lie to herself: she didn’t love it, and this was causing anxiety. She
ended up turning down the job, and more importantly, took
ownership for the reason for that decision. The yell anxiety that
was keeping her awake, killing her appetite, and not letting her
concentrate required the opposite of shutting it out: it required

tuning in.

The Big Shift

As we discussed, shifting from automaticity to plasticity is the key
to making changes in ourselves, but we are so wired to operate
autopilot that we probably need the occasional jolt, or whisper,
of motivation now and then. There simply has to be some sort of
catalyst, some sort of push. And anxiety most certainly fits this bill.

When we choose to view anxiety as our body coping, alert-
ing, or signaling opportunities to us, we can see anxiety not as a
burden, but as a finely tuned system trying to signal our attention
when and where it is needed most. With every firing, anxiety is an
invitation—perhaps even a mandate—to notice and do something

different, new, and bold.
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This is its purpose, and using it is the only way to make its
discomfort stop. We have to be honest with ourselves: Aren’t we
most often forced to change our habits? Could it be that we actually

need some level of anxiety to change anything at all?

All Emotions Have a Purpose
According to Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center (GGSC),
a research center that studies the science of a meaningful life,
each emotion—even the ones we think of as “negative”™—has its
purpose. The GGSC’s Dacher Keltner was an advisor on the Pixar
movie Inside Out,* which takes place primarily inside of the head
of a twelve-year-old girl, Riley. The five main emotions/charac-
ters—Joy, Sadness, Anger, Disgust, and Fear—interact, coordi-
nate, and argue about how young Riley should react and behave.
Throughout the film, Sadness is treated as a burden, especially by
Joy. However, one of the key takeaways at the end of the film is that
sadness is purposeful; in fact, sadness is the key player that helps
Riley even recognize joy, bond with her friends and family, and
create memories. It’s an astute and dramatic distillation of how
each emotion has a clear purpose that helps complete the whole.?
Psychologist Gregg Henriques, author of A New Unified Theory
of Psychology, suggests that emotions are the result of disconnect
between what is and what we want, therefore they compel us to
set things into proper balance.* “Emotions send signals about our
goals, and they prepare us for action,” he writes. “Desire, joy, and

excitement are positive emotions that orient us and send signals
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that there are good things out there to be approached... Fear and
anxiety tell us that there are threats out there, and they prep us for
defensive action.” Think of our emotions as signals about how we
are doing in relation to our hopes, desires, and goals—they're the
impetus for us to set things in balance and do what needs to be

done to achieve it.

Investigating Ourselves
Aswelearned inlast chapter, rethinking an emotion by identifying it
differently is not just a mind trick. It’s physiological. “Giving a name
to an emotion as we experience it reduces activation in the parts of
the brain like amygdala that light up under duress,” writes Matthew
Lieberman at University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA).
“Identifying and naming what we feel helps us process and let go
of our negative emotions. In fact, correctly naming our emotions is
one of the powerful steps in dealing with those emotions.”

Understanding how anxiety works allows us to reframe our
thinking about it, tap into it, and put it to work. But we have to be
willing to make sense of it and accept that it is not some accidental
misfiring or reptilian relic; instead, it is something we can under-
stand and use. The commitment to understand it opens the door.
As Alan Watts wrote: “Doing something about a problem [that]
you do not understand is like trying to clear away darkness by
thrusting it aside with your hands.”

Rather than trying to push it away—a nearly impossible task that

actually increases it—investigating our anxiety allows us to transform
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it into something useful. Instead of experiencing anxiety as a scary
symptom, thinking about anxiety changes it by engaging more
of our whole brain, which in turn can better direct our response.®

In studying the differences between our right and left brain,
scientists have discovered that the left hemisphere is more
closely associated with positive emotions and the right brain
with negative ones.” In particular, activation in the left prefron-
tal cortex (our naming of experience) has been associated with
a more positive effect and may be important in dampening and
controlling amygdala response (the part of the brain associated
with negative emotions and the threat response).” When we
activate the language part of our brain, we take control and can

powerfully shape our experience.

Catherine

Catherine was a sixty-year-old senior partner of a successful
consulting firm. One of the main issues that bedeviled her was how
incapable she felt at getting her needs met. She struggled to speak
up for herself or allow herself to seek what she actually wanted,
and the result was a fairly constant state of anxiety and conflict that
was making her miserable.

A great deal of this inhibition came out of her anxiety about
doing the wrong thing or being judged. It manifested as something
unique: jealousy of others, especially those who were having fun.
She was both drawn to their lifestyles and disgusted by them at

the same time. Consequently, she found herself consumed by
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the enjoyment others were having: her colleagues, her husband,
and especially her friends. The jealousy had become quite painful
and all-consuming, leaving her feeling ashamed and inadequate
despite her many successes and accomplishments.

Jealousy is actually a sign of anxiety. Our jealousy is never
about the object of envy; it’s about our own conflicts regarding
that person and what she or he represents for us. The feeling is
directed at someone else, but it is always about us.

Catherine and I spent many sessions discussing the origins
of this anxious jealousy, how it signaled a deeper dissatisfaction
with her own life. Part of it came from her aging body, which
prevented her from living the active life she once embraced. Part
of it came from looking ahead at what she really wanted and what
could actually improve her happiness. Her sense of helplessness
was compounded by her unwillingness to speak up for what she
wanted to the people who mattered. Sometimes, she even strug-
gled to identify what that was.

We focused on how she could enjoy her life inside of new
constraints, not what she wished he could do, or what she might
have been, but what she could do now. We also started defining
more of what she wanted and what kinds of pursuits could bring
her the satisfaction and joy she was seeking. A key step we took was
coming up with a list of things that she wanted to try—hobbies,
charities, leadership opportunities, yoga, and travel. Slowly she
started creating a plan: a way to stay active and focus on what
she can add to her life instead of brooding and resenting others.

In listening closely to her anxiety, she saw that she wanted what
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others had: satisfaction and variety. As she identified what her
anxiety meant to her, what she needed to do became clearer, and
she transformed her anxiety into motivation and solutions.
Today, Catherine is involved in numerous charities, holds
leadership positions, and enjoys a few recreational hobbies. She
is grounded and happier, and jealousy no longer overtakes her joy.
When jealousy flares, she has learned it signals she is falling down
on her commitments to herself and sensing a new challenge ahead.
She now recognizes how invigorating new challenges can be,
especially when they are born of a personal curiosity or passion,
and she takes the calculated risks she needs to channel her anxiety

into sustaining growth.

The Needed Jolt

Anxiety is a message—almost an alarm—to which we must pay
attention. This alarm bell framework is a constant in my work.
I help clients view their anxiety as a needed jolt out of automa-
ticity, into doing something different. Our brains learn by doing
something new; anxiety, discomfort, and unrest are all catalysts to
new learning and new living.

Dr. Dale Archer’s Better than Normal: What Makes You Different
Can Make You Exceptional takes on and reframes what we stereo-
typically view as negatives or deficits. He posits that anxiety can
be akin to that rush of skills that come instantaneously when you
think you're about to have a car accident. “The sudden surge of

energy allows you to heighten your reaction time and propels you
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to take rapid, lifesaving actions,” Archer writes. “In similar ways,
anxiety often represents an early warning sign that something is
amiss in your life and needs to be addressed. In healthy propor-
tions, anxiety keeps us alert and on our toes when we sense threats
to ourselves, and it can motivate us to behave in positive, often
highly constructive ways."

Archer notes vigilance, intuition, preparedness, and observa-
tion as skills of the anxious person. “Lack of anxiety may give you
a false sense of security. ..you might miss important opportunities”
and it makes you a target “for unscrupulous wheelers and dealers.
They don’t bother looking at the hidden underbelly of things.”
Anxious people have an extra layer of protection, a built-in alarm
signal, that helps them navigate potentially harmful situations.
Today’s increasingly complicated challenges demand ever-nuanced
awareness and perception—something anxiety facilitates. I can’t

help but agree that in today’s world, this is indeed a strength.

Anxiety as a Sixth Sense

As we touched on earlier, our anxiety is reading signals that we may
not consciously be taking in. In this way, our anxiety can operate as a
type of sixth sense. In a famous study out of the University of Iowa,
neuroscientists demonstrated how our bodies can react to things we
don’t consciously realize, and our anxiety can point us to something
we haven’t even noticed. In the study, subjects were asked to choose
cards from various decks, with a payout system for certain types of

“good” cards. The players weren't aware of it, but two of the decks
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were stacked in favor of the players, and two of the decks were
stacked against them. The scientists tracked the subjects” anxiety
responses through their skin via sweat. FMRIs were later used to
determine which part of the brain was activated in the choosing.

As the game went on, players’ anxiety spiked when they
reached for the decks rigged against them—even though they
never gave a conscious explanation of why. Their anxiety was out
in front of them, knowing things that they consciously did not.
(Interestingly, those with amygdala damage didn’t seem to distin-
guish between the two decks.)*

This is more powerful evidence illustrating how much we take
in below our conscious awareness. “Before they had conceptualized
the reason but after their skin response showed anxiety about those
decks, something in the brain was acting as a sort of intuition gener-
ator.” Players were never able to explain why they avoided the bad
decks, even though they kept doing it. Like the earlier example
about us slamming on the brakes before we are even consciously
aware the pedestrian in the street, their bodies just knew.

Other scientists have documented similar perceptual speed
and accuracy that defies consciousness of process, most famously
Malcolm Gladwell in Blink, who looked at, among other things, the
way art experts could spot forgeries before they even had a chance

to think about it."* Something about them just felt off—a type

Of course, the amygdala does more than spot card patterns; it lays the foundation
for what we do and do not fear. In 2010, a fascinating patient, known as S.M., made
science headlines when it was reported that her missing amygdala—from a genetic

disease—took away her capacity for fear, to the point that it endangered her life.
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of anxiety about the work was speaking to them—and this told
them they were fakes. If science is showing us that conflicts, and
our emotional reactions to them, can be outside of our immedi-
ate awareness, then how are we to understand what is happening?
How can we put our anxiety into action if we can’t be outright
conscious of it in the moment?

Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman conceived of two
systems of thought that compete for control of our behavior:
System 1, which is fast, emotional, and instinctive, and System
2, which is slower, rational, and deliberative. As he asserts in his
bestselling book, Thinking Fast and Slow, complex judgments most
often rely on fast emotional reactions, detailing just how easy it is
for us to swerve away from rationality.™

Some argue that the conflicts that cause us anxiety could be
occurring so fast that they are outside of our perceptual capabil-
ities, and that we make complicated decisions and judgments
without being fully aware. Anxiety often occurs so quickly that we
seem to react without even being aware of the cause. Becoming
aware of our anxiety, and consciously naming it, is how we activate
our thinking and take control over what we do with it. And getting

good at noticing the signal takes practice.

The Masquerade
Anxiety is not always loud and clear in identifying itself. Often it is

hidden in other emotions like anger, frustration, sadness, or even

boredom and excitement. In my work with patients, I have found
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that when we break down a person’s emotional struggles into its
various component emotions, we often find anxiety. It seems to be
the common denominator among most of the emotions that carry
unease and discomfort signaling a needed change. For one thing,
helping people detangle their fears of anxiety from the anxiety itself
is always helpful. Sometimes, simply recognizing that anxiety isn’t
itself harmful is enough to dial it down to where it can be useful.

When anxiety is buried in different feelings, it can act as an
escalator of those other emotions. I sometimes refer to anxiety as a
“volume control” of other painful emotions; the higher the volume,
the higher the anxiety. “Like a volume knob on some emotional
radio,” biologist John Medina writes in Brain Rules, “the more the
loss of control, the more severe the stress is perceived to be.”s Intense
emotions like anger, frustration, boredom, and loneliness almost
always have an element of anxiety to them. Consider the agitation of
waiting aboard a delayed flight, an evening at home with seemingly
nothing to do, or a lecture that simply doesn’t grab your attention.
Your discomfort in these situations is often the extent to which you
would rather be somewhere else, doing something else, avoiding the
frustration of the moment, and how much you are working to ignore
it. In other words, you are fighting your experience.

Anxiety kicks in and escalates your discomfort when you allow
yourself to think that you can’t tolerate what’s happening, and
the more you focus on how intolerable the situation is, the more
agitated and upset you become. As with virtually every uncom-
fortable feeling, anxiety ratchets up your discomfort.

Look for places where you experience intense feelings and you
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will often uncover anxiety. Emotions are accelerated by anxiety’s
signal that you can’t, or don’t want to, handle them. So, sadness
becomes anger when the source of your sadness feels intolerable.
Anxiety’s message of “danger ahead, beware” gets misunderstood
as “I just can’t handle that!”

Here are a few more questions to consider as you look for

anxiety in your escalated feelings:

«  What makes me mad or brings tightness to my chest?

«  What brings me to tears? Is it part of any situation I have
just described?

«  What feelings are so intense that it feels like I can’t handle

them?

Anger is often the result of pain fueled by the fear that if it
continues you won’t be able to handle it. In anger, the sadness
piece is about disappointment, and the anxiety piece is about
doubting our ability to handle what is to come. This comes up
a lot when people feel overwhelmed by their feelings and just
don’t think they can manage a given situation. Exasperation with
a spouse, for example, can happen when worry and concern meet
I can’t handle this much longer. It’s as if we send the message that
we're upset, along with the warning to please, make it stop. In those
moments, we can't always access—or really want to—what we
can do to change things.

This also comes up with those struggling with irritability,

temper issues, and intense emotional pain. They are often masking
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a broader anxiety problem. Solutions for irrational and scary
thoughts involve transforming them into rational but tolerable
ones. For example, I can’t handle it becomes I do not want to handle
it, but I can and I will. Translating any irrational fears into rational
ones allows you to understand more clearly what concerns still
face you and determine where to focus the energy of your anxiety.

These strategies are a key part of finding the productive
middle ground of anxiety, especially when it feels too unwieldy to
be either useful information or energy. Once anxieties are distilled
and sorted, and irrational fears are translated, what’s left starts to
make sense. Rational anxiety rallies focus and inspires motivation

to cope and forge solutions, even if we don’t always want to.

Highlighting Our Feelings

Paul Zak, who studies trust and prosocial behavior, has dubbed
oxytocin, a key hormone in regulating compassion, the “moral
molecule.” His research has also shown people who cry during
movies are more socially aware and empathic than those who hold
their emotions inside.’ The social fluency of tears can come in
handy when it comes to understanding intense emotions, both in
ourselves and in others.

In my practice, I liken tears to highlighter pens. Whenever a
person is moved to tears telling a story or talking about an issue, it
is a signal of its importance and meaning. Tears are a window into
our deepest personal values; they can help us better understand

our emotions. A powerful signal of deeply felt emotions, they
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can help us uncover the thoughts and feelings that most impact
us. Whenever your feelings are jumbled and confused, crying can
help illuminate important signals as well as produce oxytocin that
orients us to seek and give help.

Another strategy for detangling emotions and getting at core
fears is scanning for what emotion you are afraid of feeling. Ask
yourself, What experience couldn’t I handle? and chances are you
will come up with a few areas in your life about which you feel
conflict and anxiety. This is staring directly into the beast’s eyes
and seeing that it’s not a beast at all.

Tuning into feelings of stress or discomfort is another way to
access anxiety’s signal. Dr. Simon Ravicz uses the term prostress to
distinguish between the stress that wears us down and the kind
we view as a challenge, excitement, or engagement.” (Previously,
Hans Selye coined the term eustress for the same idea.') This is the
chatter anxiety that keeps us on track: the motivation of a deadline,
the needling reminder of something important, the surge of aware-
ness that rescues something in our memory. Stress can clue us into
our priorities and keep us on track

Discomfort can also signal subtle whispering anxiety. In his
book Hit Makers, which attempts to decode the science of popular-
ity, Derek Thompson discusses the concept of disfluency, which is
a marketing term for when someone feels difficulty or discomfort
in processing information. Thompson describes disfluency as “a
subtle alarm, piercing the calm of automatic processing, summon-
ing a higher level of attention”” Whispering anxiety creates a

sense of disfluency where we benefit from paying closer attention.
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When we dig into our anxiety’s source, we take control, and can
transform its energy into something useful, finally freeing us from

the negative feeling of its grip.

Anxiety as Compassion

My grandmother used to say, “I worry because I care,” without
even realizing how literal she was being. Caring is part of a
complicated system of being involved, noticing, and protecting
what matters most. Anxiety can operate as a barometer of how
engaged we are in the various areas of our lives, letting us know
what we care about and what needs our attention and focus. This
anxiety stays with us, keeping us aware of how close or far we are
to what we need. And just as high-performing athletes focus on
what needs attention in their games, so must we zero in on the
issues that need addressing.

Our anxiety holds tremendous tangible information if we can
tune into it. Without it, we'd grow complacent and disengaged.
With it, we are tuned in and energized. Like a baby’s cry, anxiety
drives us to find or create a solution that will quiet it.

Babies’ cries signal a hardwired response to stop what we
are doing, determine the need, and attend to the baby until the
cry stops. This could mean changing a diaper, feeding, or simply
soothing with a simple touch. Determining the signal requires a
quick read of what’s going on, including how wet she might be,
how long it’s been since she last ate, and a best guess at what is

most needed to soothe her cries. The goal is not silencing the
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child permanently (!) or to move her out of earshot: you simply
want to understand what the child needs in that moment, and do
it. We don’t condemn the noise and try to ignore it—we figure it
out, and address it. And amazingly, all it takes is the cry to tell us

we must act.

The Power of Dreams
Freud called dreams “the royal road to the unconscious,” and
it’s where our anxiety can manifest itself in symbolic realities. I
was recently interviewed by a reporter about one of our most
common dreams, which follows us deep into adulthood: not
having studied for a test. I speculate that since test taking and
test preparation are some of our earliest experiences with using
anxiety, the imagery tends to hold, even as the context of our
anxiety moves. Though the science of dream interpretation is
speculative at best, the emotions triggered inside our dreams can
offer important clues to our deepest desires, needs, and conflicts.
This common dream of showing up to a test youre not
prepared for—which may manifest years or even decades after
you were last in school may not be as odd as we may think.
During the time where our school experiences become stress-
ful—adolescence—our brain is developing rapidly and laying
down classic pathways. The test dream gets lodged at a ripe time
and can stay there as a primal anxious experience we recall when
other similar experiences present themselves.

In The Storytelling Animal, Jonathan Gottschall discusses the
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universality of dream language. He highlights studies of office
workers that found “the workaday activities that dominated
their waking hours almost never featured in their dreams.
Instead, they dreamed trouble. Trouble is the fat red thread that
ties together the fantasies of pretend play, fiction, and dreams,
and trouble provides a possible clue to a function that they all
share: giving us practice in dealing with the big dilemmas of
human life...”

We will spend about six total years of our lives dreaming.
Though everyone dreams as part of normal REM sleep cycles
that occur multiple times per night, many people seldom or
never remember their dreams. If you are a vivid dreamer, or
simply someone who remembers your dreams, consider yourself
lucky. You have another tool at your disposal to use in harnessing
anxiety’s messages. Think of your dreams as emotional process-
ing snapshots. We often dream a heightened version of our
concerns and fears, hopes and desires. If we can access the feeling
that prompted the dream, we are halfway there in understanding

what it is signaling.

Sarah

Dreams often demonstrate in Technicolor the worries that lurk
outside our awareness. I will never forget Sarah’s recurrent dream
that involved her harried arrival to the airport terminal, the long
security line, the run to her gate, only to be followed by long

stretches of waiting in the terminal to board a plane. Time would
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go by, planes would come and go, and still, Sarah would be waiting.
For some reason, she simply couldn’t bring herself to board the
planes that were available to her, despite her rushing to get there.
She would instead sit and watch as plane after plane took off
without her. Rushing to wait.

In both her personal and professional life, Sarah ultimately
struggled to take decisive action. She felt and used a lot of anxiety
in her life around keeping balls moving and getting things done,
but when it came to the most important things in her life, like
being in a satisfying relationship or a better job, she felt as if she
was being kept waiting, hoping for things to change and being
disappointed that they never did.

Sarah could not bring herself to leave her relationship or
her job, even though she could identify both as necessary steps
toward happiness. She felt stuck and miserable with anxiety as she
watched opportunity after opportunity go by in her life, much like
the planes in her dream. Sarah came to understand these patterns
of behavior that were exacerbating her anxiety, and she identified
different more reasonable solutions.

When at last she mustered the courage to leave her relation-
ship, Sarah felt relieved and free, accepting that her anxiety was
trying to guide her. Over time, as she addressed her conflicts, her
experience of anxiety diminished (as did her recurrent dreams).
About six months later, as we came to the end of her therapy, she
remarked that she supposed she no longer needed her waiting
dreams since she had learned how to stop waiting in her life.

Once we recognize that anxiety is in fact a signal and not noise,
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we are on the path to making use of it. The next step is to under-
stand that the anxiety itself is not just an indication of a problem,

but its fuel is part of the solution.

Tracking Your Dreams

When you can remember a dream, as soon as you can
after waking, be ready to take notes. As we move from
a sleep state into a waking state, the memories of our
dreams often fade quickly. It can be useful before you
do anything else—get out of bed, go to the bathroom,
drink water, even roll over—to take notes on the answers
to these questions:

How did | feel immediately after | woke up?

What happened in the dream that provoked these
feelings?

Who were the main characters in the dream—and how
did they reflect people in my life or parts of myself? How
do | feel about them?

What conflicts played out? And how did they parallel
other conflicts in my life both with others and within
myself?



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Anxiety as Fuel

“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart
and try to love the questions themselves, like locked
rooms and like books that are now written in a very
foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which
cannot be given you because you would not be able to
live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the
questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without
noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”

—Rainer Maria Rilke!

Deanna: Chatter Revisited

Let’s look again at Deanna, a client of mine who was experienc-
ing chatter anxiety. Deanna had gotten pretty good at using her
anxiety, which kept her on the ball and detail-oriented at work.
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But as her workload increased and she was put in charge of taking
care of her elderly father, the chatter of the anxiety was starting to
worry her. Quite simply, it wasn’t working for her as well as it once
had, and she suspected she was missing something.

The way Deanna had previously coped with work stress was
by allowing herself more time in her personal hours to complete
work things that she wanted to get done: researching trends,
preparing reports, and completing nonurgent items that kept her
ahead of the game. She often let her chatter anxiety propel her
forward, and when she felt she had gotten far enough “ahead,” the
feeling would subside.

However, between her father’s declining health and a recent
promotion at work, she was losing the ability to engage in this
coping strategy. She no longer had the free time she once used as
aresource.

Not surprisingly, her anxiety didn’t really let up either. It was
unnerving to feel so many new demands; she was constantly
stretched for time without being able to catch up, which produced
her consistent anxiety. She couldn’t make more time, so she had
to be more efficient with the time she had. And this is where we
worked to steer her anxiety.

Deanna needed to carve out different spaces in her schedule for
catching up at work and look for other caregivers who could visit
her dad on the days she really needed to stay at the office or rest.
Her weekend schedule became a particular focus, and she knew she
had to be more deliberate with how she scheduled her time.

Instead of spending most of both days with her father and
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never having a chance to relax or catch up at work, she arranged to
see her father on Friday evenings and Sunday afternoons and for
an aide to come take her father to physical therapy on Saturdays.
She learned to structure time for herself on the weekend to catch
up on chores, spend time with her husband, and relax. She also
found a few hour-long windows during the week to address other
administrative tasks that were weighing on her. Deanna realized
the tasks she regularly put off—and worried most about—were
the ones she should address first thing in her day, when her energy
was at its peak. Aligning her tasks to her energy levels made her
more efficient and ultimately calmed her chatter anxiety back to a
usable level.

Deanna hadn’t appreciated just how adaptive her anxiety had
been. She needed it to help juggle her many priorities, and it had
been there for her all along. In learning to identify and claim her
anxiety as a tool, she felt better about the important role continued
to serve in her life even as her responsibilities evolved. Once she
understood and could steer it, the chatter anxiety became what it
had wanted to be all along—fuel and motivation. Last chapter, we

explored how anxiety is a signal. Now let’s look at how it is energy.

The Nudge

Despite its reputation as something holding us back, anxiety—
especially the chatter type Deanna experienced—operates as a
type of fuel, something best understood as motivation. David

Barlow, founder and director of the Center for Anxiety and
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Related Disorders, calls anxiety “an ambassador of responsibility,
nudging you to taking care of the things that you need to take care
of”> Think about it for a second: What would life be like, and how
would we get by, without that motivation?

During his presidential address to the American Psychological
Association in 1906, William James was asked why some people
can utilize their resources to their fullest capacity while others
cannot. He responded by saying that two questions needed to be

answered in this regard:

1. What were the limits of human energy?
2. How could this energy be stimulated and released so it

could be put to optimal use?*

As with many other things, James was far ahead of his time. He
was already thinking in terms of optimal use. How we think about
anxiety, and what we choose to do with it, drives the difference
between its helpful and harmful effects.

Anxiety’s motivating characteristics are starting to be better
understood. “While fear of failure can be a paralyzing force,
sometimes it can provide the push we need,” says scientist Amanda
Phinbodhipakkiya, who argues against the idea of a backup plan or
plan B when facing a scary situation. When we take away that safety
net, the stakes are raised. This provides us with that jolt of motiva-
tion we sometimes need to push ahead. Think about a child who is
terrified when the training wheels come off only to learn that she

can balance just fine—the pedaling will keep her from falling.
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Phinbodhipakkiya references a study* that determines “the
more negative emotions you anticipate feeling if you fail to reach
your goal, the more driven you might be to achieve it.”s Essentially,
she recommends we get comfortable working without a net.
Having no plan B activates your anxious self—and utilizes that
motivated energy for good. It’s lifting the free weight without a
spotter nearby or walking a high rope with nothing to fall onto but
the hard ground. It hyper-focuses your mind and body, motivating

us to find and execute solutions and perform optimally.

Motor for Change
When it comes to change, anxiety can also help us along. Would
any of us actually do something new, challenging, and possibly
life-changing if we didn’t have to? Anxiety is our body readying
for action and nudging us along. With every firing, anxiety is an
invitation—perhaps even a mandate—to do something different,
something new, something bold. “Recognize that the panic and
stress you feel as you try to create isn’t a sign that everything is falling
apart,” writes Charles Duhigg in Smarter, Faster, Better. “Rather it’s
the condition that helps make us flexible enough to seize something
new...anxiety is what often pushes us to see old ideas in new ways.”
When we embark on a new beginning—a project, a writing
assignment, or even just returning to the gym—we have no
momentum at the beginning. There is no automaticity for our
minds to lock into, no predug riverbed through which the water

can flow. This is part of what makes it so hard to upend old habits
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and create new ones. The starting is perhaps the hardest part and
energy is never more needed than at the beginning. This is what
anxiety provides. Energy to engage; it’s offering that needed first
push to create some needed momentum. After all, what could be
more energizing than your threat response firing?

We learned in the last chapter that anxiety is the signal. Now
let’s look at the biological and chemical ways that anxiety is energy
we can use to plow through the walls of our old habits and into a

new self.

The Push/Pull of Dopamine

Dopamine is a powerful neurotransmitter involved in desire and
motivating behavior. It continually drives us toward rewards. If we
didn’t want anything, we wouldn’t do anything to get it.

We often think of anxiety as getting in the way of our progress,
so this requires a shift in our thinking. Anxiety is seldom associ-
ated with motivation or reward, but there are many physiological
connections that science is uncovering between them. It turns out
the neurochemical cascade of anxiety involves the activation of
brain circuit involved in motivation and effort. While this circuit
that regulates the production of the neurochemical dopamine
has been associated with addictive behavior (short-term reward
but long-term problems), it is now understood to regulate more
wide-ranging motivation.”

According to Merceé Correa, coauthor of a scientific review of

the dopamine center in the brain:
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It was believed that dopamine regulated pleasure
and reward and that we release it when we obtain
something that satisfies us, but in fact the latest scien-
tific evidence shows that this neurotransmitter acts

before that, it actually encourages us to act.*

Anxiety not only harnesses our attention and focus, but it
activates our motivation. We want to act, we want to do something.
This is our brain circuitry priming us for action. As anxiety
summons our attention, it is also activating dopamine to keep us
motivated to act. The reward is solving the problem to remove the
stressor, and dopamine helps us keep our efforts focused. This is
how our stress becomes fuel.

Animal studies further suggest that we might need dopamine
to keep us motivated for high-effort tasks and strenuous
decision-making.’ A recent review of dopamine’s association with
the stress response proposes that dopamine could play an import-
ant role in coping with stress by activating responses motivated to
reduce or avoid the stressor.* Controlled by the medial prefron-
tal cortex (the area of our brains in charge of determining stress),
dopamine “supports the expression of active coping strategies.”

Dopamine is associated with both pleasure and pain, specifi-
cally in motivating behavior to optimize internal balance and has

been shown to increase under stress and perceived threat." “Many

*  This refers to the Mesoaccumbens circuit between the midbrain structure (meso)

ventral tegmental area (VTA) and NAc, which is dopaminergic, meaning it uses

dopamine as a neurotransmitter.
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of the same mechanisms that cause you to shrink in horror from
a predator are also used when you are having sex,” writes John
Medina in Brain Rules, “or even while you are consuming your
Thanksgiving dinner. To your body, saber-toothed tigers and
orgasms and turkey gravy look remarkably similar. An aroused
physiological state is characteristic of both stress and pleasure.”

Humans are goal driven, and our anxiety and dopamine
systems work together to keep us motivated to protect what we
care about. When faced with obstacles, dopamine kicks in to keep
us focused and ready for action, leaving our thinking and planning
centers to direct the show. Embracing what we want and are
passionate about, and tolerating discomfort as we stretch, is how
we grow and cultivate capacity.

Author of The End of Stress Bruce McEwen also discusses the
connection between anxiety and change in noting how plasticity
is primed following moderate stress.'* Anxiety invites a readiness
to engage something new. We are jolted out of habits and there is a
breaking of that cement—it again becomes the wet clay we can use

to mold something new.

Marlene

Marlene grew up as something of an intellectual prodigy, excelling
at an early age and skipping multiple grades. As a driven woman in
her late twenties, she was a go-getter and a doer. However, when
she came to see me, she had places in her life where her anxious-

ness could take over—especially at work.
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Marlene worked crazy hours as a political fund-raiser, where
she had to organize quarterly fund-raising campaigns with enough
moving parts and details to keep anyone up at night. During these
events, her self-care just fell off the table. She'd get up early in the
morning and not leave the office until eleven o’clock at night. She
lost control over what she ate, with no time to exercise and barely
time to think.

Her challenge was to recognize that she was in this place where
things weren’t going to get better for weeks, but she had to keep
pushing through. It’s tough when we’re too tired to let anxiety fuel
us without getting negative in our thinking: Why am I doing this?
What's wrong with me? This job is my life, but is it really what I want
to do? I can’t focus, and I can’t think straight. I screwed that thing up
and now this person is angry with me. And on and on and on. All
those little and not-so-little concerns that flash up in the fatigued
brain. Fatigue is fertile soil for negativity.

Teetering on the precipice of burnout, Marlene worked to
make sure she stayed strong and focused. She recognized that this
was a difficult and uncomfortable time, but it was going to be over
soon, and she just needed to propel herself to the finish line.

The fact was, her anxiety was getting the job done. She was
fortunate to work in a setting where the superiors recognized the
pressure everyone was under and offered positive feedback as a
constant source of support.

Internally, Marlene had the struggle of fighting the fatigue and
the niggling worries that came up, and the fact that she couldn’t

do anything about them. She couldn’t start dating, an exercise
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routine, a diet—she had to stay focused on what she had to do
until it was over. It was the mental discipline, always fueled by an

anxiety, that helped her stay on track.

Unleashing Strength
As discussed in chapter 9, in an effort to conserve energy and atten-
tion, we are pulled toward the familiar or routine. Automaticity,
which the brain favors, frees up resources to do more of what it
most likes to do: tune out.’ The brain has designed itself to favor
efficiency, so that maximal time can be spent in this default mode.
Known as the default mode network, tuning out is actually
one of our favorite neural pastimes.’s Scientists believe it may be
one of our most valuable survival tools, and is adaptive to engage
whenever possible. Associated with social cognition, self-aware-
ness, and goal setting, tuning out actually helps us better attune to
an ever-changing social and technological landscape.”
Accommodating to something new requires attention and
energy, finite and valuable resources. Our cognitive attitude
when it comes to taking resources away from what we want to
do seems to be: It better be important. Much of the research on
changing behavior in the last few decades has focused on the
importance of thinking—how you are thinking and what you are
thinking. Indeed, our thoughts are a huge part of how we inter-
pret information, and they also drive much of our behavior. How
we think about things has even been shown to change how we feel

about things, as we discussed in the chapter on perception. But
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thoughts aren’t the whole picture when it comes to controlling
what we do. Automaticity and motivation are very much part of
this complex equation.

“Motivation is underappreciated in psychology generally,”
writes Roy Baumeister and Kathleen D. Vohs, two prominent
researchers in the field of self-regulation, “no doubt partly because
the cognitive revolution of recent decades has induced the major-
ity of researchers to think in cognitive rather than motivational
terms.”"® The fact is, sometimes we do things because we want
to, or simply feel like it, and not necessarily because we’ve put a
lot of thought into it. Consider the almost nonconscious action
of opening the refrigerator when we’re hungry, or rolling out of
bed into our gym clothes by force of habit. We don’t have to think
about everything. Sometimes, our automatic habits just kick in.

Essentially, our brain wants to do as little work as possible so
it can switch into automatic whenever it can.” However, we can’t
rely on an automatic reaction to process new stimuli; we have
to pay attention and respond, spending costly resources. This is
another way anxiety becomes helpful: the stress of a new situation
can rally the energy we need to focus.

Consider a driver zoning out on a rural highway with flat
scenery, attuned to the relaxing voice of an audiobook on her car
stereo. With little warning, a rainstorm deluge starts hammering
down from the sky. Visibility is minimal, and the sheer distance
between exits lets her know that a skid out would be a logistical
nightmare and a legitimate safety issue. The windshield wipers

are at full speed but of little use. The anxiety of the situation is a
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palpable force, and her heart beats like a steady drum. But rather
than distracting her, the anxiety unleashes laser focus and attention
to the road. The driver’s sharpened mind helps her identify the
obscured lane markers and the tail lights of other nearby vehicles
to stay in her lane at a safe distance. She hasn't even noticed the
audiobook still playing, as the needling sound of the rain and the
whoosh of her wipers have her locked on the task at hand.

We naturally pay attention to what’s new. Novel stimuli disrupt
our automatic routines, create uncertainty and stress, and deliver
the focus and attention we need to address the task at hand.

As Tara Bennett Goleman writes in Emotional Alchemy, “Our
attention, which determines what we notice, is limited. The mind
continuously selects some aspects of the world around us to bring
within the narrow beam of our attention.”” Focus requires energy,
and the anxiety implicit in a new situation can deliver results. The
stress of something new can create the energy we need to exert
focus on it. Perhaps it can also provide the boost we need to try
something new.

As we focus and respond to the novel stressor, we use our
anxiety to fuel adaptation, creating new neural connections that
are strengthened with repetition—this is the foundation of the
brain’s plasticity. Every time we practice new skills and thought
processes, we exercise our brain and grow new dendrites, new

tributaries leading to new, healthier riverbeds.
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Shaun

Shaun, a driven man in his early thirties, had a demanding workload
and a developing relationship. Then, like with a lot of my clients,
the precarious balance that was holding in place began to teeter.
Suddenly, he found himself besieged by a compounding crisis.

Shaun got word that his brother, who lived in rural Indiana
with his mother, was gravely ill. He had suffered a heart attack, and
he needed exploratory bypass surgery. Shaun was agitated that he
couldn’t be there to help his brother and his aging mother whose
health was also in decline. While the surgery was successful, Shaun
grew uncomfortable with the ongoing cardiac treatment options
available to him in their area, and he started to make arrangements
to bring both of them to the Washington area where he lived.

Shaun assembled a medical team for his brother and, in the
process of learning about his brother’s undiagnosed heart defect,
decided to have his own heart tested as well. He learned he had a
mild heart condition that required further work. On top of all the
work and worry related to his brother and mother, Shaun also had
to change his diet and manage his own health anxiety.

In supporting his brother’s tenuous recovery and his
mother’s health, he felt unbalanced. Like in the movie Speed, he
told me he felt like he was thrust behind the wheel of a speeding
bus without any training on how to drive it or any idea of where
he was going. All he knew was that he had to keep moving to
avert disaster.

“But the bus is going where it needs to go,” I told him, “even if

it feels too fast.” The anxiety was already translating itself into fuel;



202 HACK YOUR ANXIETY

the only challenge was where to keep steering it. This metaphor
became a powerful way for him to reframe his anxiety. He took
control of what he could and used his anxiety to guide him toward
solutions. The visualization allowed him to trust in his decisions
regarding his family—making sure to check in on his brother,
meet with doctors when he could, and make room for his own
self-care. The bus was moving fast and he was doing his part to
keep it progressing on the road. He stopped feeling scared of his
anxiety and continued to use it as a tool to help achieve his goal:
getting his family the best care possible.

He dug deep, letting anxiety fire and fuel him, but making sure
to rest and be gentle with himself. His brother’s health continued
to improve, and his recovery allowed him to rebuild his profes-
sional life and work toward making a home locally. Shaun learned
relatively quickly how to use his anxiety, and the bulk of our work
focused on cultivating balance and being gentle with himself. His

anxiety allowed him to unleash more inner strength than he even

knew he had.

The Strength of Butterflies

As we learned in chapter 9, activation of the threat response
triggers a complicated cascade of neurochemical responses in
the brain and body. The brain releases chemicals—including
adrenaline and cortisol—which facilitate immediate delivery
of physiological reinforcements to key areas, like our muscles

and respiration. These chemicals facilitate coping, bolster our
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immune system, provide energy for action, and even compel
interpersonal connection.

Digestion becomes secondary to physical readiness, and
as blood leaves the stomach for the extremities, “the muscles
surrounding the stomach and intestine slow down their mixing of
their partially digested contents,” as one scientist explains. “The
blood vessels specifically in this region constrict, reducing blood
flow through the gut. This is what we commonly call “butter-
flies” in our stomach. Adrenaline promotes physical readiness for
the body by giving us a surge of energy. Those butterflies are there
for a reason. Research suggests that this kind of “challenge” stress
actually fuels our best performance and peak learning.

We are designed to protect ourselves. More accurately, we are
designed so that the resources to protect ourselves are available to
us. In effect, anxiety fuels the energy we need to act and gives us
the push we need to execute solutions. Once the anxiety response
is activated and its energy is engaged into action, anxiety’s power
starts to diminish. No longer needed for survival, it subsides.”
This is how anxiety works—priming us to perform and receding

when no longer needed.

Misdirection

When anxiety is misdirected or directed back onitself, the opposite
can happen; anxiety is preserved and even escalated. Dopamine
motivates our behavior toward reward, so we are sometimes

tempted to choose the wrong path. When the stress response
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kicks in, we are vulnerable to short-term choices that deliver quick
rewards at long-term costs.* For example, a stressful meeting with
your boss can tempt you to indulge in the office candy supply, a
snarky rant to a coworker, or a stiff cocktail. Likewise, a looming
stressful computer project can tempt procrastination in even the
most disciplined, thanks to the pull of our many digital distrac-
tions that lurk in our digital devices.

Choosing the “hard right,” over the “easy wrong,” takes
courage and determination. Many soothing behaviors don’t start
out being unhealthy or even addictive; they simply calm us down
in the short term. They are temporary strategies of avoiding what
is troubling us—and they do the job for a short while. But as the
root of anxiety remains unsolved, anxiety festers, and we find
ourselves clinging to addictive behaviors with increasing urgency.
As our tolerance grows, we need to up the “dose” of our addictive
habits, and we drift further and further away from the solutions.
Sometimes, we get so far out that when we look up, we can no
longer even see the shore.

A common example of this kind of numbing behavior is
compulsive overeating. Obesity is at an all-time high, and more
and more of us eat for comfort rather than sustenance. For many
of us, food can be a temporary salve for the anxiety that we feel
every day. Not just the delicious tastes, but the sugar itself can
produce feelings of pleasure and calm, along with a numbness
that ensues as our bellies fill to the point of stretching. Many of
us know this experience from overindulging at a delicious meal or

restaurant. But for a compulsive overeater, the sensation of being
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fullis one that is sought also for its numbing properties, which ease
emotional discomfort that is often felt in one’s belly. I have many
clients I've worked with over the years who have struggled with
this behavior. Overeating can be an effective way to temporarily
numb feeling, but its boomerang costs to one’s health, confidence,
and self-esteem continue to climb.

These behaviors might deliver temporary relief, but they
aren’t solutions for the problem fueling the anxiety. Angst and
frustration add to the underlying problems, driving up anxiety to
higher and higher levels. Addictive behaviors almost always exist
alongside anxiety, and they ultimately force us to pay attention,
and reconsider our choices.

No matter how misdirected our choices might be under stress,
we always have the opportunity to redirect our behavior. Anxiety
will make sure of this. Like a trusted (but perhaps annoying)
friend, anxiety will let us know when we don’t direct it effectively,

hassling us until we do.

Nia

Misdirected anxiety is not just limited to our mental and physi-
cal choices. Our fears can prompt us to make easier, but less
healthy, choices in many areas of life, including our relation-
ships. Nia struggled with this, and she came to see me because
she was consumed by the fear of being alone. Ashamed of being
single, she wanted to lose those feelings of inadequacy, but she

also wanted someone who made her feel loved and comfortable
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with herself. She was also anxious about being with the wrong
person and often noticed her various relationships could make
her feel worse about herself. These conflicting anxieties confused
her. When she agreed to date men who were interested in her, she
almost always felt temporary relief of her anxiety.

But over time, as they inevitably disappointed her, she
became more anxious about lowering her standards and worried
about a future spent with the wrong person. Her anxiety about
her single life persisted and nudged her to continue dating in
spite of her frustrations. When she opted to stay in the relation-
ship, she reasoned she was better off with someone inadequate
than no one at all.

However, her anxiety always said otherwise. As she stayed
in relationships that disappointed her, her fear of being unhappy
generated anxiety that made her more and more miserable. No
amount of rationalizations or subsequent dates quieted her
anxiety; it only worsened the longer she hung on. Her fear of being
unhappy continued to generate discomfort, which nudged her
toward ending things and braving her fear of being alone.

While Nia disliked being alone, the anxiety of being with the
wrong person always kept her attention until she took action.
This anxiety kept steering her toward healthier and healthier
relationships as her confidence and decision-making contin-
ued to spiral up. This is how anxiety can keep at us, nudging us

toward growth.
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As sensitive and elaborate of a response anxiety can be, getting
clear on what anxiety actually means requires practice and decod-
ing. Luckily, when we take action that isn’t on target, anxiety lets
us know. Just like the baby that continues crying until its needs
are solved. With practice, and trial-and-error solutions, we learn
what each cry means and what is needed to quiet it for good. One
thing always remains certain: until we get its solution right, the
cry won't stop, and neither will our motivation to stop it. In the
next chapter, we’ll address what action we can take to adaptively

channel our anxiety.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Anxiety into Action

"Action may not bring happiness...but there is no
happiness without action.”

—Benjamin Disraeli’

Jamie: Whisper Revisited

Let’s take another look at Jamie, my client who was experiencing
what I call whisper anxiety, which is low-level and often buried in
other feelings. Jamie’s anxiety was essentially one of avoidance.
She wouldn’t come into my office and say, “I can’t stop worry-
ing”; she'd come in and say, “I can’t stop procrastinating.” Her
avoidance behavior was starting to add up, creating a life that was
making her miserable.

Jamie was getting increasingly riskier with her work behavior,

turning things in late or not at all. On the weekends, she was doing
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nothing at home, often under the influence of various pills, which
kept her sedated. She'd spend Friday evening to Sunday night lying
around or sleeping. Then, feeling terrible about herself, she’d roll
into Mondays teetering on the edge of depression.

She knew it was unhealthy—her procrastination and blown
-off weekends meant something was wrong— but even recognizing
the signals didn’t help her. She knew she needed to do something,
or there would be consequences she didn’t want to face.

With some prying, she admitted she was ready to take
action—not on her substance abuse, but on her procrastination.
The solution we came up with was for her to break things into
small manageable pieces, which would help generate momentum.
She would force herself to do one thing, decidedly, even when it
didn’t feel great or effective. This would begin a process where it
would become easier to do the next thing, then the next.

She had to address her first step, the gateway behaviors that
could set her down her habitual paths. In Jamie’s work life, she
decided to complete each work assignment on time, not letting
one deadline pass that would get her behind the ball. If she was
falling behind, she would communicate a solution with her boss,
but agreed to herself she would no longer passively avoid turning
in assignments without explanation or acknowledgment. She
wouldn’t let herself leave the office until she had gotten traction
she could pick up again the next day.

On the weekends, her promise to herself was to get out of bed,
shower, and make plans that would compel her to get out of the

house. While her solutions may have been simple, they were in no
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way easy for her. She knew there was no other way, and the risky
gateway behaviors of staying in bed in her pajamas or leaving the
office before finishing her work had to be avoided at all costs. Like
an addict must always swear off that first drink, she knew these
were the new behaviors she had to cement. Getting them started
was tough, but once they got going, she knew she could continue.
I call it the magic of momentum. We commit to the struggle to get
that boulder rolling down the hill, and gravity helps us do the rest.
In the case of Jamie’s anxiety, she committed to taking active steps
early in the process so that it didn’t require as much energy later

when her unaddressed anxiety became unmanageable.

Insight plus Energy

Chapter 10 looked at anxiety’s role as a signal—of information

and of conflict. Insight itself is powerful, and it delivers a needed

sense of control. But insight alone cannot fundamentally change
a situation or help us direct our

Mindful Action anxiety. Chapter 11 focused on

Getting the solution right requires anxiety’s energy as a motivating

mindful action, which is the s
force; but of course, that alone won’t
subject of this chapter. Anxiety

b OlsTa) (el U get us to a comfortable place either.

information and the energy to When I work with patients on

get us fo change. Put those fwo examining their anxiety sources,

together and we get an equation . .
‘ ¢ 4 they will sometimes say to me,

“OK, I get it. I really do. But

for utilizing anxiety:
Insight + Energy = Mindful Action
what can I do?” They understand
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anxiety’s message and feel anxiety’s motivation, but they know
they need action to carry them further.

Neuroscience is now confirming what clinicians have long
seen in practice: feelings of anxiety are as individual as each of us,
and only subside through individualized solutions. There is no

one-size-fits-all approach.

My Mother

When I was a kid I was convinced there was nothing my mother
couldn’t handle. Sometimes I thought it was keeping herself busy
that propelled her forward. But I now understand that she simply
loved the satisfaction of getting things done, and she hated the
sensation of—or criticism about—Ileaving something undone.

My mother’s high standards fueled an anxiety in me that was
motivating at its best. Her proactive approach to life’s challenges
was an early model for me on the advantage of doing what needs to
be done. Don’t put it off, just do it, like the Nike ads told us for all
those years. When faced with the choice between doing it now or
doing it later, my mother has almost always chosen now.

But blindly doing wasn't always the answer either and
sometimes valuing now over how got complicated. When I was in
grad school, and she was trying to help me get settled into a new
apartment, she took on some quick touch-up painting of some
battered dining room chairs. However, when she got out the paint
thinner to clean up the brushes without putting on gloves, she

noticed her red nail polish had loosened just enough that while
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drying her hands on her clothes, she smeared the red nail polish
all over herself and her cotton pants. It was summer, and she was
wearing white, and anyone who has worked with paint understands
it is nearly impossible to remove it from cotton. What started
out as a get-it-done moment to avoid delays and help, ended up
costing her a trip home to change, a rather expensive pair of pants,
and not a small amount of frustration. We laughed about it—and
still do—but it was a revealing moment of how doing needs to have
some thinking steering it.

When thinking takes too much of a back seat, doing can
become impulsive and risky. As my mother has aged, and life’s
demands have softened, she too has slowed down and can now
afford more time to think. Her energy is more limited, and so she
has to more carefully weigh the value of her efforts, as we all do. In
watching her  am motivation for action whenever possible (unless

it involves paint thinner and nail polish).

The Reward of Action

Whether it’s completing a work assignment hanging over our
heads, making that nerve-wracking phone call we've been putting
off, or finishing the home project that we keep meaning to get back
to, there is an intrinsic pleasure in taking productive action. As my
mother knows: in things big and small, few things are more satis-
tying than getting it done.

“Itis when we act freely, for the sake of the action itself rather

than for ulterior motives, that we learn to become more than
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what we were,” writes Flow author Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.
“When we choose a goal and invest ourselves in it to the limits
of concentration, whatever we do will be enjoyable. And once
we have tasted this joy, we will redouble our efforts to taste it
again. This is the way the self grows.” Action begets action, until
momentum takes hold.

On a basic level, inaction doesn’t feel good. Research shows
we don't regret the things we do in the short term, but we regret
the things we didn’t do in the long term.? This is yet more evidence
that we are wired for action.*

Harnessing our feelings for action stretches us, provides our
anxiety the productive outlet it needs, and gives way to satisfaction
and confidence. “A person who has achieved control over psychic
energy and has invested it in consciously chosen goals cannot help
but grow into a more complex being. By stretching skills, by reach-
ing toward higher challenges,” Csikszentmihalyi writes, “such a

person becomes an increasingly extraordinary individual.”

Get Uncomfortable

When faced with challenges, difficulties, and fear, we must rely
on our internal resources—something that is impossible to
do without some pain and uncertainty. Most of us think of this
discomfort as being inconvenient, distracting, or even a hindrance
to moving ahead. But there’s plenty of evidence proving that this
discomfort and uncertainty are keys to our effectiveness, so long

as we harness our anxiety for solutions. “Emotionally painful
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instincts are a call to action, a challenge to overcome, a pathway to
self-improvement,” writes Jeffrey P. Kahn in Angst.

As we discussed in the last chapter, anxiety is a powerful and
unrelenting energy source, one that delivers needed resources to
drive productive action. Anxiety about social threats, for example,
has been shown to trigger areas of the brain associated with action.®
Reading dissatisfaction on your boss’s face can make even the most
confident—or lazy—employee itch to fix the situation. Energy
is so fundamental to anxiety that the Merriam Webster’s dictio-
nary definition of anxiety includes the element of action: “Fear or
nervousness about what might happen; a feeling of wanting to do
[my italics] something very much.”

But this press toward action has somehow gotten lost in our
collective understanding. My grandmother, for example, often
used expressions like “I'm anxious to get going.” Like a lot of
people of her generation, she intuitively understood that her
anxiety would alleviate if she did something. I fear we have lost
this crucial connection between anxiety and motivation. Perhaps
the stigma of anxiety has stopped us from embracing, harnessing,
and using it this way. Still, anxiety lessens as we take action.

To use a basic example from my own work life: I have an
“anxiety” Google alert set up that keeps me abreast of develop-
ments in the field through emailed news stories. It’s a fantastic
resource, which can itself become anxiety producing if the infor-
mation simply collects. I notice that if I utilize what I've learned—
with a client, in a blog post, or in this very book—I feel a sense of

progress and productivity. However, if the alerts accumulate in my
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email folder, if they have nowhere to sit but in my head, the anxiety

alerts become. ..well, anxiety producing.

Switching Tracks

We can either figure out ways to manage our stress—a passive
activity with limited results—or we can actively cope. Proactive
coping helps moderate the amygdala response’ and is controlled
by our prefrontal cortex, the part of our brain that thinks, plans,
and directs. Joseph LeDoux calls the prefrontal cortex “the switch
that controls the track on which the train travels... Active coping
and agency...helps the person control the accelerator, brakes, and
the track switches.™

This is the call of adaptation: to improve our efficiency at inter-
acting with our environment. How we think about our future, the
possibilities we can visualize, and the solutions we can conceive
are at the heart of who we are and a key strategy we can use to

harness anxiety’s power for change.’

Thinking through Solutions

Following one’s curiosity and investigating opens the door to
control. Sometimes action steps present themselves clearly. Jamie,
for example, understood that blowing off deadlines was danger-
ous, as was staying in bed through the weekend under the influ-
ence of prescription drugs. Her action steps involved meeting

deadlines and getting out of bed—it was certainly not easy for her
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do, but it was easy enough for her to figure out she had to do it to
see improvements.

However, sometimes action steps aren’t as obvious as this,
and they take more exploration and problem solving to identify.
Luckily, chances are good that if you struggle with anxiety, you
are also intelligent,'* a good problem-solver," and will likely make
more conscientious decisions.”? When solutions aren’t immedi-
ately obvious, embrace the challenge and look to see your anxiety

a bit differently. Ask yourself two questions:

1. What information is your anxiety trying to tell you?

2. How can you use your anxiety to solve that problem?

Miranda

In my work, I actively engage my clients’ rational thinking and
deductive reasoning to determine the causes of their anxiety. We
act as codetectives, looking for clues, themes, and situations that
come together to create their unique anxiety.

Miranda was a professional in her late twenties, in a serious
relationship, and working at the entry level of a law firm. She came
to me with rising complaints of irritability and frustration that
had recently flared up. Bored by work and in her relationship, she
was frustrated that she didn’t feel like her normal enthusiastic self.
Getting up in the morning had gotten hard, and staying engaged
at work was even harder. Even hanging out with her boyfriend had

become a chore.
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Concerned she might be depressed, she admitted wanting to
get away from it all and check out. Yet none of her go-to salves
were working anymore. Alcohol wasn’t taking the edge off, and
marijuana wasn’t calming her the way it used to. Often quite libidi-
nous, even sex could no longer quiet her mind. She simply couldn’t
snap out of it, and she was frustrated that things weren’t coming
easy to her as they often did. She confessed to me that she never
had even thought about seeking help before and even carried
self-judgment about doing it.

Miranda’s racing thoughts and irritable mood were clearly
giving her information, and she was eager to understand what was
happening and how she could feel better. I asked her if there was
anything in her situation that was frightening her, trying to assess
if her anxiety was hiding amidst her other emotions.

Miranda hesitated, seeming to genuinely wonder about it. As
we began to explore, she spoke—almost as if just discovering it—
about how terrified she was. She feared she would not be able to
cope with the hardships of a career and life, and that she wouldn’t
measure up to her own aspirations as well as the expectations she
put on herself because of the success of her father, a high-powered
attorney.

So disturbed by her fear of failure, she found herself strug-
gling to engage. Yet she was surprised to watch what seemed
like a self-fulfilling prophecy unfold before her eyes. Anxiety for
Miranda took the shape of irritability, agitation, and apathy, all
mixed together, and its relief did not come until she faced her core

anxieties and harnessed her fear with productive action.
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She was almost haunted by an undefined motivation: She had
to tap into what she wanted. But what was that? What did she value
most—success, happiness, or esteem? Did she want to be like her
father, or did she just want her father to like her?

She also complained of being disinterested and annoyed with
her boyfriend. However, what revealed itself as we dug into her
teelings was that she was actually jealous of his drive. She wanted
to be more like him, and that made her envious. Attracted by what
he had, she didn’t know how to get it. Her boredom at work and
her irritation with her boyfriend were emanating from the same
source: her desire to do something fulfilling and the feeling that
she wasn’t.

As we got clearer on the source of her anxiety, potential action
steps became clearer. We talked about her entering more intel-
lectually stimulating fields and potentially going back to school.
While she was uncertain at first, she realized she wanted to be
good at something, an expert like her dad, so she began thinking
more about school and the options it could open for her. By recog-
nizing that her work and relationship issues were part of the same

issue, we were able to come up with a solution that addressed both.

Make a Plan

Research has shown that the dissipation of anxiety to a manage-
able level comes not just with the completion of the act, but even
just the starting of it. The very decision to take the action can be

helpful. An example of this would be just calling and making an
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appointment with a professional and then putting that task on
your calendar. If the anxiety is brewing and you direct it toward
an outlet—making that call, setting up that meeting, or writing a
draft of that email—you will feel better. A study of anxious college
students found that when they actively addressed their negative
thoughts and actively picked apart their meaning, their anxiety
distress went down."” Naming and sorting our emotions is taking
control and it itself doing something.

Considering possible solutions and planning action is also
taking action. It begins the channeling of anxiety’s energy. As
Christine Carter explains in The Sweet Spot: How to Accomplish
More by Doing Less:

Research shows that simply making a plan to deal
with an unfinished task makes a huge difference in
our ability to focus on other things without being
constantly reminded by our unconscious mind about
what else we need to do. It's not so much about decid-
ing what to do—by making a list or something—as it
is about deciding when to do it... As it turns out, our
unconscious isn't nagging us to do the task at hand, but

rather to make a plan for when we will get it done."

That nagging reminder buzzing in your ear, a type of daily
whisper anxiety, is most likely anxiety that you will forget to do
something important. Planning for when and how we will do it

can quiet the whisper. The anxiety might not be about doing the
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task so much as it’s about forgetting to do it. Scheduling a time or
conceiving a plan to organize and send our tax information to
our accountant is a more reasonable solution to our anxiety than
to stop what we're doing there and then and launch into such an
intensive project only because it popped into our heads.

Robert Epstein, who studied under founder of behaviorism
B. F. Skinner, conducted a wide-ranging survey to determine
which stress-prevention techniques were the most effective. The
winner? Planning. Epstein points to the effectiveness of “fight-
ing stress before it even starts, planning things rather than letting
them happen I see this over and over in my sessions with
clients: anxiety diminishes just through the planning itself. Just the
thought of action allows the reality of our own control to sink in.

This brings a much-needed dose of confidence.

Fatigue and the Power of the Checklist

Of course, it can be hard to maintain motivation when we are tired,
and it can be even harder to be positive about it. Acute anxiety—
like a sudden threat—can override fatigue, as anyone knows who
has been driving on a long, lulling stretch of road only to get a
surge of adrenaline when a car swerves into your lane.

Anxiety can provide just the boost we need at times when
fatigue is looming. Between the surge of stress-related blood
sugar and the neural dosing of dopamine’s motivation, anxiety
can deliver a potent cocktail of energy when we need it most. A

backup battery of sorts.
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Rest and rejuvenation are the best suppliers of energy, but
anxiety works as a temporary stand in, especially if we recognize its
usefulness and don’t deplete its energy by fighting it. Using anxiety
effectively when we are tired can be tricky, especially since it can
be hard to regulate our thoughts and assumptions when we’re
physically depleted. Likewise, mental fatigue has been shown to
impair our capacities to regulate and control our emotions.!®

When we are tired—and potentially fueled by anxiety’s
motor—is when we need to be the most careful and gentle with
ourselves. The temptation to be negative is often strongest under
anxiety’s influence.”” This is when a cheat sheet of sorts can be
useful. When we are too tired to avoid our own mental traps, it can
help to have something to stand in for our fatigued decision-making
and lapsed self-control. Digital reminders of cognitive reframing,
keeping schedules that are inflexible, committing to “nonnegotia-
bles” of self-care, even encouraging regular “moments to notice
progress” can all help us use anxiety productively, even if we are
too tired to fully appreciate its usefulness.

Ideally, healthy routines are so ingrained as habits that we don’t
think about them. We know and stick to our exercise routines, we
routinize our grocery shopping to include healthy foods, and we
establish and stick to a bedtime routine that allows for adequate
rest. But when habits aren’t quite established, and we need to rely
on consistent effort, checklists can also be helpful, especially when
tasks are straightforward and simple. James Murphy, a business
consultant and former fighter pilot, preaches the power of the

checklist. He calls it a “memory jogger... It’s designed to get pilots
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pointed in the right direction very quickly by taking an action that
pulls them through task saturation.”* Now, it’s not foolproof; putting
a difficult or emotionally loaded task on a checklist for example
will not necessarily ensure you will do it. But building a habit of
manageable tasks will set you up to maximize automaticity."”

It comes down to knowing yourself—and your future self—
and planning accordingly. Knowing where you will stumble is the
key to building strategies that help keep you on task when you
need it. For example, I know that on particularly busy weeks, I need
reminders in my calendar for tasks I would otherwise remember
to do, like getting to the grocery store, sorting mail, or reviewing
social media. Inserting normal tasks in my calendar when I know I
am likely to forget them helps me stay on track with ongoing goals
of keeping my household and business running without hiccups.

Laying down a structure in advance that will keep you on point
in your behavior is something called the Ulysses Effect, named after
the character in The Odyssey who asks his shipmates to tie him to
the mast before they pass the sirens so he would not be lured in by
their seductive song.** There are now a variety of online programs
based around this premise. One particular program requires you
to send money to the website for them to hold while you try to
meet your goal—whether it’s losing pounds or quitting smoking.
At the end of the selected time period, if your goal isn’t met, that
money is automatically donated to an organization you've selected
in advance that you despise. The premise is that the extra motiva-
tion of already sending away the money and having the “punish-

ment” put into place helps motivate you to achieve your goal.
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How Control Leads to Action

Without adaptive outlets for discharge and solutions, anxiety
and negative emotions escalate and fester, further diminishing
our sense of control. How much power we perceive predicts the
confidence we feel, our social engagement, and how much risk we
are willing to take.” It can make the difference between whether
we attend a networking event and reconnect with colleagues or
avoid it, opting for our couch and remote. But as we have learned,
nothing in our experience is finite or fixed—we can always look
for ways to take control. Even if taking control doesn’t feel easy or
natural, it’s always an option.

As we learned in chapter 7, control—the lack of it and the need
to regain it—is central to keeping anxiety usable. Groundbreaking
psychologist Albert Bandura, whose social learning theory explains
how we learn by watching others, determined that “people who
believe they can exercise control over potential threats do not engage
in apprehensive thinking and are not perturbed by them.”” This is
reminiscent of the innate wisdom of the serenity prayer: accepting
the things we can’t change and changing the things we can’t accept.

The country of Israel provides a potent backdrop to study
anxiety coping, where decades-long fighting rages unpredictably
and uncontrollably, and stress levels are chronically high through-
out the population. And yet taking action, even if small, can have a
meaningful biological effect. A recent Tel Aviv study that consid-
ered compulsive behaviors determined that “ritualistic behavior in
both humans and animals developed as a way to induce calm and

manage stress caused by unpredictability and uncontrollability.”*
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Doing something purposeful, no matter how small, can help us
take control.

We must see where we can take control—and do so. Bandura’s
work demonstrated the more control we feel, the better we initiate
coping behavior, expend effort, and sustain it in the face of obsta-
cles.* So important is our sense of control that when anticipating
negative experiences, we will withstand more suffering if we can

be in control.

Thinking vs. Ruminating

When we set out to think about solutions, it’s important to
remember that there is a distinction between thinking something
through, which is useful and healthy, and ruminating, which is
not. Rumination is letting anxiety fuel negative thoughts, creat-
ing a spiral which makes us feel worse. It is a symptom of anxiety
run amok. Rumination is a case where anxiety drives the thinking
rather than the thinking driving the anxiety.»

“The dividing line between fruitless rumination and produc-
tive reflection,” writes Daniel Goleman in Focus, “lies in whether
or not we come up with some tentative solution or insight and
then can let those distressing thoughts go, or if, on the other hand,
we just keep obsessing over the same loop of worry.”* Translating
worry into active contingency planning, especially in situations
where we have less control, has been proven to reduce distress and
increase our ability to cope.

Few situations produce more challenging worry than waiting for
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high-stakes news. With no control or outlet for our nervous energy,
the anxiety of waiting can be particularly distressing. To investigate
the impact of various coping strategies on the distress of waiting,
researchers at the University of California, Riverside, studied 230
law school graduates during their four-month wait for the results of
their bar exam to see how their experiences of anxiety and coping
styles predicted distress in waiting and upon learning results.””
Researchers found that participants who actively worried
about failure during the waiting period and planned for contingen-
cies felt less overall distress while waiting. They also better coped
with negative outcomes than those who attempted to ignore their
anxiety or simply brace themselves. In perhaps the most surpris-
ing finding, participants who felt more anxiety and proactively
prepared for failure enjoyed the thrill of passing even more than
participants who engaged in more optimistic thoughts and less

proactive coping all along.>

Fake It Till You Make It

“We intuitively know that how we feel influences our physical
behavior,” Adam Galinsky and Maurice Schweitzer write, “but
what this research shows is that this relationship also works in
reverse; our physical behavior also influences how we feel. In
other words, just as we can start a manual transmission car by
rolling down the street, putting the car in gear, and releasing the
clutch, we can ‘roll start’ feeling powerful by directing our body in

a high-power gear
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Experiencing emotions is a two-way process where our brains
send and receive messages to and from our bodies. For example,
a frown is both a manifestation of concern or disappointment as
well as a signal of it. In one interesting study, Richard Davidson
and his colleagues compared response times in women who had
used Botox (to calm frown lines) to women who did not use
Botox. Each group was asked to identify the emotions represented
in a picture. The researchers found that paralyzed facial muscles

delayed how quickly the women were able to identify emotions.*

The Low-Hanging Fruit
Strategy

One strategy for jump-starting
momentum: the low-hanging

fruit strategy. The key is fo use
momentum from the success of an
easier but related task, and apply
it fo the harder task.Your confi-
dence will be boosted, and energy
will be released into the tougher
task ahead.The idea of borrowing
competency from a smaller task
and applying it to a bigger task is a
helpful trick | sometimes recom-
mend to patients. Not surprisingly,
confidence comes from the harder
task, not the easier one. It is what
we are most afraid of that, of
course, fuels confidence and satis-

faction when we take action.

It seems that because their faces
could not mirror the emotion,
they were slower in spotting them.
People who think they’re only
changing their outside appear-
ance are forgetting something: our
biology influences our emotional
experience and vice versa.

The Duchenne smile,**which
is smiling with your eyes squint-
ing, has been shown to facilitate
faster stress recovery than not
smiling or only slightly smiling.*
Stuck in traffic and late for work?
Try holding a toothy, eye-squint-
ing grin for a minute or so. It might
help lower your blood pressure

and heart rate. Harvard University
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researcher Amy Cuddy takes this idea a step further, exposing
how our posture can impact our feelings. She calls these expansive
postural stances power poses and has demonstrated their capacity
to increase feelings of confidence and power prior to high-stakes
social situations.” These bursts of courage and confidence can
help bring our anxiety to a manageable level, giving us the boost

we need step into our anxiety as something we can use.

Get Curious
In her book Grit, Angela Duckworth defines grit “as persistence

and passion over time for long-term goals.” Looking at a wide array
of data on the subject, researchers have recognized that “the more
grit you have the happier you say you are, the less anxiety you have,
the less depression, the less sadness.”** Resilience clearly improves
anxiety coping, but cultivating resilience—or grit—isn't always
straightforward.

Christine Carter, author of The Sweet Spot, suggests that
persistence at anything has to begin with curiosity and joy and be
maintained by routine, or what she calls a groove. While anxiety
might be initially motivating, we can only get so far fearing a
negative consequence or failure. This kind of motivation is
more likely to lead to perfectionism, something Carter argues is
maladaptive and unsustainable.*

When we get bogged down and start to feel the anxiety of
falling off task, it can help to return to our interest and curios-

ity. Focus on what’s interesting and enjoyable in a task, even if
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it’s getting it done. Research shows effort that is purposeful,
and aligned with what we care about most, can be integral to
finding the success and happiness we crave. It is in the doing
where we assert ourselves and take control over anxiety: we
hear its signal, engage its energy, and focus on solving the

problems of our lives.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Social Support

“The deepest principle in human nature is the craving
to be appreciated.”

—William James

Janet

Janet’s social anxiety was not only uncomfortable, it could also
be crippling at times. If she thought about being around people
at parties, family gatherings, or even casual meet-ups with friends,
she started to worry about what people thought of her. These
worries brought her almost constant discomfort: the thought of
these situations was so unpleasant that she avoided them, opting
to be alone. And yet, she wasn’t happy.

She thought spending time alone should bring her relief

from feared social interactions, but it seemed to do the opposite.
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It increased her worry and self-disappointment. Her loneliness
was confusing to her, since she knew she was choosing to be alone.
Janet’s anxiety had a few layers—and fear of other people was just
one of them.

In our work, Janet discovered her fear of people’s judgment
masked another fear: fear of rejection and being alone. Janet’s
conflicted feelings signaled not a desire for solitude, but rather a
deep desire for connection. This new awareness opened her think-
ing. It gave her the space to come up with a more effective attitude
and a new perspective on her behaviors. She had to tolerate her
fear of judgment to get in touch with a deeper fear. Only then
could her deeper anxiety—about being alone—fuel constructive

social behavior.

Evolve to Belong

Our social connections are integral to who we are, how we survive,
and whether we thrive. In Social: Why Our Brains are Wired to
Connect, neuroscientist Matthew Lieberman explains that our
brains are wired for “reaching out and interacting with others.
These are design features, not flaws. Social networks have
evolved, he explains, as a means of survival and reproduction.

In addition, our sense of self is wholly wrapped up in others’
perceptions of us, and as such our connections mean consid-
erably more to us than we may suspect. When those bonds are
broken, we feel it in a profound way. In fact, Lieberman’s fMRI

studies show a similarity between physical and social pain;
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rejection and loss can feel just as painful as physical injuries.
Meanwhile, positive feedback from others feels as good to us as
a monetary reward.?

Our social networks are more embedded into who we are than
even the most outgoing person might suspect. Lieberman explains
that our default mode network, what our brain is running when
we're not paying attention, “directs us to think about other people’s
minds—their thoughts, feelings, and goals,” and our place in our
social world. Out of all the things we could have organized around,
“evolution made this ‘choice—for the brain to reset to thinking
socially” We are powerfully driven to understand and tweak our
own behavior through the expectations of others. This practice
of “harmonizing” speaks powerfully to our social needs and their
primacy in driving us.

In his ambitious book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind,
Yuval Noah Harari discusses the origins of this need for social
connection and how adaptive it was. He notes that we are all born

helplessly dependent as babies.

This fact has contributed greatly both to humankind's
extraordinary social abilities and to its unique social
problems. Lone mothers could hardly forage enough
food for their offspring and themselves with needy
children in tow. Raising children required constant
help from other family members and neighbours.
It takes a tribe to raise a human. Evolution thus

favoured those capable of forming strong social ties.’
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Being part of a group has long increased our chances for
survival, and it still does. It was our ancestors’ ability to connect on
mass levels that enabled humans to become the dominant species.
Over time, we have evolved sensitive methods of protecting these
connections. In Angst, author and psychiatrist Jeffrey Khan calls it
an “advantage for society. . .that these primeval emotional instincts
still nudge people into social harmony.”

Social support is a two-way road in its relationship with
anxiety: it is an effective buffer against our own anxiety,” and
anxiety drives us to connect with others, as we discussed in chapter
9.% Psychologist and meditation teacher Tara Brach advocates an
“attend and befriend” response to stress, one that is more adaptive
than our fight/flight/freeze response, which “contracts our body
and mind, and separates us from others.” We worry because we
teel, and we feel because we care. Anxiety is simply the manifesta-

tion of the things that matter and our drive to protect them.

Emotions Are Contagious
There is a great deal of evidence linking social support to overall
physical and mental health. The right kind of social support has
also been shown to enhance resilience to stress.” Though some of
us may feel like being alone when we’re anxious, biology tells us
that we should be reaching out.

Having friends around us can help mitigate our fears of rejec-
tion. Few experiences are more stressful than public speaking,

where humiliation and public rejection loom large. In one study,
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researchers at Cornell University found that having a friend in
the crowd while speaking in public lowered one’s cardiovascular
response.!! Just the presence of someone were connected to is
enough to put us at ease.

Research has documented a variety of key roles social support
can play in our lives. Poor support systems are linked to weaker
immune systems, cardiovascular diseases, and earlier mortal-
ity.? Social support is well known to mitigate the negative effects
of trauma.”® As well, it appears to protect people from engaging
in more destructive ways of coping—alcohol abuse, drug abuse,
avoidance of change."* According to happiness researcher Shawn
Achor, a positive mind-set + social support = higher satisfaction
and lower stress.'s Together with a good attitude, feeling supported
can help us feel and be our best.

Our social connections do a great deal in terms of physical
recovery as well. Research has determined that visiting a sick
person in the hospital really does improve their health.!* Feeling
a sense of connection is deeply powerful, and a key facilitator of
this is our human capacity to feel empathy for others. A special
type of neuron we have in our brains that reflects and imitates
those around us helps us do this.”” Mirror neurons are brain cells
“that respond equally when we perform an action and when we
witness someone else perform the same action.”® If you've ever
been playing a game of catch and recoiled after you made an errant
throw (because someone else was about to be hit by the ball),
you've witnessed mirror neurons at work."?

Mirror neurons and empathy are highly adaptive; they build
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understanding and thus our connections to people. If you break
into a smile when your spouse smiles at you, your mirror neurons
are helping to forge an important connection. Customer-service
gurus have long known about the power of mirror neurons and
preach their usefulness when trying to calm angry customers.”
When we feel connected and understood, we feel better.

Emotions are contagious for a reason; it’s how we learn about
and protect each other. After all, societies large and small are based
around the principle of sharing and dividing. We have deep-seated
preferences for helping and for fairness that keep these structures
intact. Think about the uproar that would result at the office if a
boss just walked in one day and gave certain employees flexible
hours for no apparent reason—there would be a revolt.

None of us are experiencing emotions in isolation. We co-
construct emotions and realities with all those around us. Families
intuitively know how much the emotion of one can seep into the
emotions of others. All it takes is to be at my kitchen table to watch
my family rise and fall on one of our emotions. One of us starts
laughing, and all of us are immediately buoyed. Once a second
person starts laughing, we are off to a family laughing fit. Likewise,
all it takes is one of us to be particularly cranky or irritable to
suppress the collective mood of the rest of us.

“We're a social species,” writes Lisa Feldman Barrett, “which
means we regulate each other’s nervous systems. I can make your
heart rate speed up or slow down, just by my choice of words.” We
are drawn to and vulnerable to mirroring what others do around

us: this is the essence of our need for connection. And it is also the
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basis of shared anxiety and second-hand stress. Like yawning* and

divorce,” anxiety can be contagious, too.*

Staying Home
For some, like Janet (whose story opens this chapter), connect-
ing with others can be the basis of such excessive anxiety that they
avoid social situations altogether. Their fear of rejection outweighs
their desire to connect, and they suffer both loneliness and intense
anxiety. Scientific American highlighted research by Andrew R. Todd
at the University of Iowa that showed “from a broader perspective,
it seems that anxiety-inducing social situations are also (ironically)
the ones that most demand our empathy.> When we think about
others and their experiences, it becomes very hard to think only of
our own. It allows us to both be a friend for others and gets us out of
our own heads—two key tools to use in channeling social anxiety.
Howwe think about our friendship skills can also fuel additional
anxiety. A new study finds that while social anxiety sufferers think
their friendships are not of the highest quality, their friends are
much more positive about the same relationships.” Negative think-

ing can be a familiar trap when it comes to social anxiety.

Cynthia
Cynthia was a client who felt a great deal of shame about her

anxiety and various worries in both her professional and personal

life. It was hard for her to identify her feelings and even harder
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for her to connect with others when she was feeling vulnerable.
When these times struck, she just wanted to stay in her apartment
and not see anyone or do anything. She wouldn’t return friends’
texts or calls—she thought she just wanted to be alone. Part of
her withdrawing stemmed from her relationship with her highly
judgmental mother, and she tended to react as though everyone
was judging her in the same way.

She was so guarded and accustomed to her mother’s judgments
that she sometimes even referred to herself in the second person
as a way to distance herself from her experiences. She made state-
ments like, “Sometimes you just have to do it” or “Sometimes you
can’t face it” Learning to express herself, and to choose people who
could understand rather than judge her, was a key part of helping
her harness her anxiety toward strengthening her social bonds.

Through our work together, Cynthia was honest with herself,
recognizing that being alone prolonged and worsened the feelings
she was trying to avoid. Once she bravely began acknowledging her
teelings, she saw how they merely reflected that she cared. In fact,
they lent a point of connection to her many friendships. More criti-
cally, she realized her friends could understand her. They felt closer
to her when she was honest about her experience and didn’t avoid
them. Letting them into her life, not just when she was feeling good
but when she was feeling vulnerable too, was a key part of helping
her access and deepen her support system, especially when she was
vulnerable. She had to let herselflean on it.

When we seek empathy, we should remember that we’re never

going to find someone who understands us completely. No one
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knows exactly what we’re feeling and this is how it should be. It’s
part of what it means to be human. Self-psychology founder Heinz
Kohut believed that while empathic understanding was critical to
the development of the healthy self, perfect empathy was neither
possible nor even desirable. He argued that learning to deal with
not being completely understood is a key part of developing a

strong sense of self.

Accessing Support

Anxiety primes us, on a neurochemical level, to express our
feelings. Because we are biologically wired for emotional expres-
sion, we want to express ourselves. It’s how we get our feelings out
and protect ourselves from the damaging effects of built-up stress.
As we’ve discussed, expressing our feelings activates more areas of
our brain, as well as more resources, and increases our immune
responses.” It allows us to understand, and therefore use, our
emotions adaptively.

One of the most adaptive ways we can use our emotions is to
facilitate connections with others. In Social, Matthew Lieberman
shows how “affect labeling”™—literally naming an emotion—both
reduces emotional distress and enacts empathy from others.
The more clearly we express our emotions, the more likely a
trusted listener will be able to understand them—and us—and
respond with empathy. When we express our emotions, we open
ourselves up to be understood with empathy and compassion.

Our emotions are doing their job of spurring focus and attention
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as well as facilitating a collective solution. This helps regulate our
emotions and at the same time deepen our most trusted social
bonds. Telling someone how we are really feeling allows them
access to our world. Without emotions, others have a difficult time
understanding—and meeting—our needs. Remember the baby’s
cry: it grabs the attention of caregivers. Without it, the baby would
not get any help. When it comes to getting what we need, sharing

our emotions is one of the most efficient tools we can use.

Being Heard
When it comes to personal connection, and especially intimate
relationships, we feel the most connected when we lead with
our feelings, which activates others’ empathy and compassion.
Generally, the more vulnerable we are, the more compassionate
people are in response. One of the biggest pitfalls I notice in my
clients is when they try to seek support without making their
teelings known. It happened with my client Cecilia. She wanted
her husband to understand her ambivalence about moving the
whole family to the West Coast, but she was not clearly articulat-
ing this need. I make this same mistake myself. When trying to
solve family scheduling conflicts, I jump past my feelings and find
myself debating logistics with my husband rather than addressing
our feelings—sometimes he doesn’t mind going to the grocery
store, whereas I always do.

When we leave out our feelings, we make it harder for our

listener to give us what we want—understanding. Describing
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events instead our feelings about them keeps us removed from our
experience; in turn, we deprive ourselves of the connection we are
seeking. One trick I have used effectively with people is to lead
with “I feel...” followed by a feeling—not a thought. For example,
“I feel frustrated when you look at your phone while I'm talking,”
works a whole lot better than “Why do you always look at your
phone when I'm talking to you?”

I see many relationships in my work where the lack of commu-
nication creates a chasm—with both sides acting out of an
assumption of the other’s feelings rather than the reality. When
we talk about our feelings, we prime others to respond with
empathy thanks to our capacity to relate to others and the release
of oxytocin (“the cuddle hormone”) in the brain.® With this
chemical’s release, we feel a sense of trust and connection, and we
are more likely to show compassion and generosity. “Your biolog-
ical stress response is nudging you to tell someone how you are
feeling instead of bottling it up,* says health psychologist Kelly
McGonigal. Indeed, the healing power of empathy is one of thera-
py’s most powerful tools. Even in discussing the darkest of subjects
and emotions, people feel lighter and better just by having felt the
support of a professional and having an opportunity to clarify
their feelings and conflicts. The better you express yourself, the

more support you will feel.
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Giving Support

We need support and help from others, but there’s a reciproc-
ity at work as well. Various studies have shown positive mood
effects from giving—money, time, or attention—and how giving
supports the health of the giver.' Offering an understanding ear
can relieve our own anxiety as well. Sometimes in listening and
supporting others, we find solace and answers for ourselves. It can
help us clarify what is going on inside of us.

The tendency to feel empathicjoy is associated with a stronger
desire to help others thrive and a greater willingness to take action
to do so. As Kelly McGonigal explains, “Positive empathy also
enhances the warm glow you feel from helping others—making
compassion much more sustainable.”> Thinking about others is a
great way to harness our anxiety for good. Not only does it pull us
away from our problems, but it nurtures our connections.

Though empathy appears hardwired, we can also pick it up
through conscious learning and practice. Empathy can ultimately
become an automatic habit thanks to the development of our
medial prefrontal cortex.® When we think about others, we
prepare ourselves for empathy and more control. The same area of
the brain involved in helping others is also closely tied to mediat-
ing anxiety. The dorsal medial prefrontal cortex helps quiet our
fears and increases motivation to help.** “Often,” writes Robert
Sapolsky, “one of the strongest stress-reducing qualities of social

support is the act of giving social support, to be needed.” *
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The Power of Storytelling

“Tell me the facts and I'll learn. Tell me the truth and
I'll believe. But tell me a story and it will live in the
heart forever.”

—Native American proverb

Stories are a powerful communication tool that help us feel
connected and less alone. We tell stories to ourselves to make
sense and give order to our world. We read, watch, and engage
with fictional stories that allow us to play out our feelings in a
safe environment. The Greeks, who just about invented the idea
of story structure, had a word for it we still use: catharsis. It’s the
feeling of emotional release that comes from participating in a
resolved story. Research shows compelling stories have the power
to impact our brain chemistry, attitudes, and behaviors more than
any other mode of information sharing. More than sharing infor-
mation or conveying simple fact patterns, stories help us under-
stand the why.

As a psychologist, every day I listen to people tell the stories of
their lives. This is how I come to understand what they’re experi-
encing and how I relate to them. There are characters, plot lines,
and hopefully, resolutions. Not only do I listen intently, but I try
to retell their stories back to them in a way they can hear. The idea
is for us together, in the process of creating their stories, to create
satisfying resolutions.

This is how we relate to each other and secure our bonds.
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Consider the husband coming home from a stressful workday
and simply telling a wife that he needs to be alone. He goes off
by himself, but he gives no context to help his wife understand
his behavior. There’s no story there. Predictably, she struggles
to understand or feel compassion. She is more likely to resist his
request, or make it about her, compounding any insecurity she
may already carry. She tells herself her own story about why he
wants to be away from her.

However, think about how different things could be if he were
to take the time to explain the why behind his request—to frame
it for her in a story. He could tell her a story about a childhood
filled with performance expectations he had to learn to handle on
his own. He might include how hard his parents both worked to
provide for his family, how they weren’t around to help him, how
he had to learn to cope with pressure. He could explain that he did
this alone, by putting his head down, withdrawing from whoever
he needed to get the job done. To this day, this is how he copes. It
is a habit he developed through necessity in his formative years,
and he never learned another strategy.

Hearing his story would allow her to understand the why of his
need. What it means for him, not just for her. The story acts as a
bridge, a pathway to empathy. As we connect to the shared human-
ity of a story, we experience for ourselves what they are experi-
encing. Stories enact empathy and a sense of closeness, thanks
in part to the production of oxytocin in our brains. Paul J. Zak’s
work has demonstrated stories’ capacity to create a sense of trust

and connection via the production of oxytocin in the observer.*
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Scientists believe that this capacity for empathy is an innate and
uniquely human trait that may have evolved to secure our survival
through human connection.”

It is only when we feel a sense of trust that we are willing to take
arisk. Whether it’s sharing a story of our own, extending a vulnera-
bility of some sort, or putting our trust in a person or organization,
we make these risk-taking decisions with our hearts—not just with

our heads. Stories help us bring our hearts into the matter.

Spinning Your Wheels

Mark, in chapter 7, felt his work colleagues’ poor attitude was
affecting his own attitude—and he was correct. In listening to
their complaints, he was taking on their emotions, and like them,
he was feeling stuck. We are always breathing in this emotional
mix: our own emotions and the communicated emotions of those
around us.

Complaining is really just worry that we express aloud, but it
can be toxic. Studies have shown the negative health effects of not
only complaining, but listening to others complain.** It becomes
one of those cycles we fall into, especially when it’s the default
language of our social circle. We get habituated to the grooves of
complaining—the more we do it, the more our brain is drawn to
doingit. So many of us are besieged by this seductive, but ultimately
unsatisfying, form of release—whether it’s about our boss, traffic,
or a narrative we tell ourselves about how the world is treating us.

There is nothing wrong with expressing complaints; we
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know that bottling up our emotions is linked to higher distress
and less emotional control.¥ Indeed, experiments have shown
that thought suppression actually drives up unwanted thoughts.*
But this kind of expression and release needs to have a driving
purpose. Is there an art to complaining in a way that initiates
change? Is there a way to give constructive criticism to a friend
to improve your relationship? Is there a suggestion to make
improvements in the workplace?

People don't like to hear complaints; they want to hear your
feelings. Feelings encourage empathy, which in turn foster compas-
sion and generosity, both key elements in producing change and
promoting action. If you have something difficult or painful to talk
about with a friend or colleague, make sure to tell them how the
situation is impacting you and how you are feeling—including
your desire to find a solution. Avoid statements of judgment about
the other person, especially ones disguised as your own feelings. “I
teel that you aren’t really trying” isn’t about your feeling at all. It’s
your conclusion.

At its worst, complaining is an exercise in spinning our wheels
in mud—exerting energy that gets us nowhere and leaves us filthy.
Venting just to vent may feel good in the moment—but it often
leaves us feeling unsatisfied and stuck, whereas using your feelings
as a motivator to solve the problems you can solve can be helpful.
Your emotions are tools that are there to help you fix things when
they are out of balance.

What kind of complainer do you think you are? Do you

blame? Do you overshare? Do you describe the situation or your
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experience? Perhaps most important, how do people respond? If
you find that people aren’t giving you what you are looking for,
ask yourself why. If you are bottling things up to the point that you
could explode, try expressing them sooner and in smaller chunks.
If you are detailing events rather than your feelings, the problem
rather than moving to the solution, the past instead of the future,

try to shift your focus inward and forward: to what can be done.

Social Support: Common Pitfalls

Shame might be one of the most insidious obstacles we face
in securing the support we need. There is nothing wrong with
feeling embarrassed. Embarrassment can be uncomfortable, but
it is not something to fear or even avoid, because it is “a moral
emotion,” says Dacher Keltner.* University of California-Berkeley
researcher Robb Willer agrees. “Moderate levels of embarrassment
are signs of virtue,” he explains. “Our data suggests embarrassment
is a good thing, not something you should fight... It’s part of the
social glue that fosters trust and cooperation in everyday life.”#
But sometimes our embarrassment gets dialed up to such a high
degree that it becomes a virtual prison. This is what we call shame.

Shame can inhibit your reaching out to people you love. They
have their own lives and problems, you think, they don’t need to be
burdened with mine. Or worse, They’ll think less of me or will see me
as a failure. Thinking this is likely a reflection of your own discom-
fort—perhaps thinking that was internalized from others in your

life, but it is not likely something you would pay forward. Would
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you feel judgmental about a friend in need? Shame occurs when
we hold ourselves to a different standard than we do others. It
derives from unrealistic beliefs about ourselves that can quickly
fuel further anxiety and avoidance.

Even with the most supportive friends and family, you
might not be able to bring yourself to share. Something holds
you back. It warns you of judgment and rejection, dismisses
your feelings as exaggerated or even deserved, and blames you
for not being good enough in the first place. Shame is a powerful
and silencing force.

I'm not enough is the language of shame, and at its root it is our
basic fear of rejection. In her book Daring Greatly, Brené Brown
defines shame as “the intensely painful feeling or experience of
believing that you are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and
belonging.”* She reminds her readers that unless we’re sociopaths,
we all have a capacity for shame, and we are mostly all afraid to talk
about it. But the less we talk about it, the more control it has over
our lives.

I once led a seminar on rebuilding from personal and profes-
sional setbacks, inviting the audience of professionals to share their
journeys of recovery. Each volunteer described a battle with shame
and its attempt to silence him or her. Pushing through shame was
critical to them accessing the understanding they desperately
needed and the support they required for healing. Their courage
and vulnerability were almost universally met with compassion,
understanding, and respect from the audience that day. The more

vulnerability the group seemed to share, the more connected
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the audience felt. There was a snowball effect: Their humanity
inspired others to share their own stories.

I see this effect among trusted friends, as well as with couples
I work with in my office. We follow one another’s lead. As others
share their vulnerability, we are moved to respond with compas-
sion, and join in taking risks too. As social creatures, we are

propelled to connect, and inspired by each other’s courage.

The Right Support

Another pitfall of securing support is seeking it from those we
shouldn’t. Whom we bring into our lives is an issue we should
never take lightly. For example, being open to a judgmental or
critical person will not bring you the compassion and support you
are craving. In fact, it can be dangerous, setting you up for harm at
times when you are vulnerable. An extreme example of this is an
abusive relationship, where a partner could use such disclosures
as weapons in future arguments. This can happen at work as well,
where an effort to be honest with a critical boss about areas for
growth could backfire and become criticisms later.

We also should be careful of seeking support from those who
cannot give it. Not every person in your life is capable of listening
and delivering the empathy you need—even your closest loved
ones. Some of them might be too hungry for their own support to
be able to give it, and some may simply feel too vulnerable giving
any other feedback than criticism.

If you aren't feeling supported at the level you need, dont
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force it. Looking to these people for empathy, and making yourself
vulnerable to them, will leave you feeling more alone, unheard,
and maybe even judged. It can be hard to accept the limitations of
the people we love, especially when we want them to understand
us, but accept them we must. The key is to recognize and work
with what we have—not what we wish we had.

You may want your mother or husband or best friend to be
your go-to support, but that doesn’t mean they are able to be in
every situation, if at all. Sometimes loved ones just don’t see where
we are coming from, or understand us the way we need them to.
Their responses in times of need can be variable at best and inade-
quate at worst. It doesn’t mean they don't love us, it means it’s
complicated by a whole lot of factors, including how we express
our needs as well as their own feelings and conflicts.

Often, we don’t want aloved one or friend to solve anything for
us; we simply want them to be there. I remember a story of a friend
who had sustained a devastating blow to her fledgling company,
and of all the advice and help she received from her impressive
professional network, the most comforting thing a friend finally
said to her was to tell her how much the whole thing stank and to
offer her some wine. While the alcohol wasn’t necessary to help
her cope, it showed he understood just how bad things really were
without judging or pitying her.

The friend further shared that he too would be shrinking
under the weight of the situation, and this honesty helped her
teel not so alone, not so crazy, and in a solidarity sort of way,

stronger. It also communicated to her that she was worthy of
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support and encouragement, which pushed back against her
shame. He didn’t solve anything, nor did he try to, he simply
conveyed understanding and compassion. And this helped her
take a bit more of this compassion and understanding for herself
and use it to move forward.

The growth of social media in recent years has allowed us to
maintain many more social contacts with very little effort. We can
stay and feel connected to people far and wide and reap a sense of
community that is at our fingertips. But this social connectivity
has come at a cost too. Recently, a large Pew study explored the
“cost of caring,” and it warned about the contagiousness of stress
via social media.* Think about all the people you don’t even really
know who are capable of causing you stress—intentionally or
not—through nothing but a tweet or Facebook post.

Our social tribe, virtual or in-person, inform our reality, and
we adopt our coping from them. Surrounding yourself with people
who use their anxiety adaptively can have a strengthening effect.
People in my life who are careful listeners help me feel understood,
the doers inspire me to keep taking action, and the avoiders tempt
me to put things off. Who is in your tribe? And whose strategy
for anxiety coping inspires you? A trainer, a friend, a coworker, a
therapist? Envisioning what they would do, or what they would

say, can help you choose the path you want to emulate.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Love and
Relationships

“He who has a why to love can bear almost any how.”

—Frederic Nietzsche

We all know what it feels like to be in love, or at least what
we think it should feel like. Perhaps we were once young or
naive enough to believe love should always be effortless. And,
in the beginning, maybe it can be. But anyone who has forged
a successful relationship knows that effortless love cannot last.
Securing and protecting our relationships are so essential to
our survival that our anxiety about them can sometimes trump
everything else.

In all our relationships, anxiety alerts us to sensitivities—
land mines that we need to be aware of and issues that need our

attention. Whether it’s in our dating experiences, steering our
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relationships, or coping with loss, anxiety can help us navigate
murky, and sometimes treacherous, waters. Anxiety won't allow
us to ignore those we care about, and it keeps us attuned to their
needs as well as our own. Think of relationship anxiety as the smell
they put in natural gas to let us know how aware we need to be of

it, how carefully we need to handle it.

The Propeller

In relationships, one of the most common conflicts arises from
the gap of how connected we want to feel and how connected
we actually feel. In love, anxiety’s job is to ultimately propel us
toward others. So drawn are we to love, that romantic love is
not just a feeling, it’s a motivation system; it can even function
like an addiction.! We are driven powerfully to the rewards
that love brings.

Anxiety can emerge when love feels threatened or when we
feel disconnected. As we discussed in the last chapter, we must
take the risk to communicate it to someone capable of hearing it
and in a way they can hear. We have to also be willing to listen
to our loved ones and think about their needs. I often teach my
clients that opening ourselves up like this is not a weakness, but
a strength.

“Vulnerability is the most accurate measurement of our
courage,” writes author and scholar Brené Brown.> We must be
willing to make ourselves vulnerable; it’s an integral part of our

humanity. If not, we will never truly be able to connect.
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The One: Anxiety and Dating

In dating, nerves come with the territory. We generally assume
anxiety is just part of the process, that mix of excitement and fear
that accompany risk-taking. After all, dating can be stressful: we
are putting ourselves and our hopes for connection out there,
risking being judged, rejected, and even humiliated.

Social media has changed so much of the arena and ground
rules of dating. There’s a new layer of anxiety that the previous
crop of singles didn’t even have to consider. There’s no barrier to
entry anymore; people we would never encounter or be set up
with now have immediate access to us.

It isn’t easy to expose yourself to the scrutiny of dating, and
anxiety can accompany even the most confident person. We may
feel the pressure that comes along with being our best self, or the
worry that a relationship will never happen for us. All of it can be
enough to prevent us for getting out there at all.

Dating is one of the many common places anxiety avoidance
can lurk. It can hide behind typical excuses like “I'm too busy” or
“It’s not worth the effort.” What we're really doing in disguising
our anxiety behind excuses is attempting to avoid situations that
might trigger it. But if we recognize it’s there to help and guide us,
we can more easily steer into it.

Dating can be scary, because it opens us up to potential rejec-
tion and our anxiety is tuning us into its discomfort. That anxiety
is also a signal of an internal conflict inside of us: we don’t want to
be hurt or rejected, but we also don’t want to be alone. Ultimately,

dating anxiety can fuel us into action—putting up a dating profile,
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socializing with people we don’t yet know, and taking calculated
risks to try new experiences. Dating anxiety is the kind of anxiety
that lingers unless we use it for motivation: if we want something
new in our lives, we will have to do something different to get it.
Doing new things generally requires discomfort, and our resis-
tance can keep us stuck in anxiety if we aren’t careful.

Once we begin dating, and find someone we feel connected
to, this kind of dating anxiety should diminish. Strong anxiety
felt after a date or two deserves our attention. It might be a
deep-seated discomfort about the potential relationship or a signal
of a poor fit. Malcolm Gladwell’s popular book Blink: The Power of
Thinking Without Thinking is premised on the very idea that our
instincts often know things before our conscious minds have even
had a chance to take it all in. Remember: Your anxiety surfaces for
a reason. When we connect with a new person, and our anxiety
spikes, it behooves us to listen.

Honor your anxiety if you start to feel uncomfortable at any
point in dating, and use its energy to pay attention to its message
and protect yourself. Ending a date early is always better than
wishing you had. Other kinds of anxiety, especially if you are
feeling self-conscious or particularly uncomfortable, can clue
you into revealing subtleties about a person, and your interac-
tions with them. For example, overly complimentary people
can be off-putting because compliments, while positive, are still
judgments. Other judgments, even if unspoken, are likely just
around the corner.

Similarly, anxiety can also flag elements of a date’s personality
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orbehavior that could be dangerous, such as trustissues, a penchant
for secrecy, or hints of dishonesty. Selfish people, for example, can
show their colors early on in constant interruptions or never asking
questions. How well does this person listen to you, show interest,
and relate to what you are saying? How comfortable, and adequate,
do you feel? These are some key questions to ask yourself when
you are dating. The right partner makes us feel more like our best
self, not less so. We are accepted and elevated through their eyes,
not diminished. If we don’t feel that, then our anxiety is presenting

us with essential information we need to carefully consider.

Denise

Denise was a single woman with an intense career whose relation-
ship with her father had always been volatile. Her father had long
been a quintessential “button” pusher, knowing which pressure
points rile his daughter and using them to exert control. Newly
widowed, the father depended on Denise as his sole caretaker. Her
relationship with her father, along with her commitment to her
career, had long kept Denise from avoiding real connection. She
had a deep fear of being infringed upon or swallowed up.

Denise and I began our work by looking at the relationship
with her father, how it has intensified since her mother’s death,
and his ability to push her buttons. When something is stirred
up inside us that feels like the past, our old conflicts get activated
and our old patterns reassert themselves. Denise and I searched

for the connection between present and the past. She wanted to
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date but was wary; so many men just seemed interested in finding
someone who would take care of them. We worked on listening
to how her anxiousness was communicating her needs to herself
and how she could use it to keep looking, rather than give up. We
agreed there are no traps in seeking a relationship; each and every
step is her choice.

Some time later, Denise found a man whom she described as
having a “soul” that entranced her. He was independent but caring,
and he had a way of leaning on humor and joy that she hadn’t
known before in a partner. He seemed more interested in her than
he was in what she could do for him, and as they got to know each
other, her worries increasingly calmed. She went from restless
frustration to tearful gratitude that somebody could understand
and love her for her; this, in time, lifted her anxiety about feeling
trapped or alone. With the growing love and trust, Denise’s views
changed about what a relationship could be and how capable she
was of making room in her life to love and be loved.

Over time, her interactions with her fatherimproved in parallel.
She became less sensitive to his frailties, and she became gentler in
her expectations of him, other people in her life, and with herself. I
see Denise less often, which itselfis a sign of progress. When we do
work together, we talk about her progress, and how she can stretch
to stay present with this man she loves, whom—in moments of
stress—she can still push away. Working through those reasons
prevents her from falling back into her old riverbeds of mistrust

and withdrawal.
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The Anxious Relationship

Stressors in a relationship should never be ignored or labeled too
minor to address nor should they be dismissed as a product of
mental illness. Constant unresolved fighting, poor communica-
tion, betrayals of trust, or a lack of safety are all legitimate issues
that can be understandable stressors in any relationship. Anxieties
about such issues are profound signals of needed focus and atten-
tion. Some marriages are rife with conflict and unmet expecta-
tions. These are rocky relationships where anxiety can play a key
role in drilling into where the problems are lurking, sometimes not
so obviously.

Anxiety can fuel and escalate anger, so much so that it can
predict future problems, and even divorce. In one study of
long-time married couples, hostility predicted 80 percent of those
marriages that would end in divorce within the year.* Likewise,
levels of stress hormones in newlywed arguments predicted
future relationship trouble.* Even whispering anxiety can portend
trouble. Brides having cold feet before getting married were shown
to be 2.5 times more likely to be divorced or be unhappy in their
marriage 4 years later.’

Insecurity, the kind of whispering anxiety that leaves you
wondering if you—or your relationship—are good enough, has
been shown to be a powerful predictor of chronic marital dissat-
isfaction® and infidelity” When it comes to relationship trouble,
anxiety is a powerful warning sign that should not be ignored. If
there is poor communication and regular misunderstandings, or

anxiety is left to fester, even a solid relationship can lose its footing.
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Marriage anxiety can also reveal itself as boredom. Boredom is
not just stagnation in a marriage, but the whisper that something
is internally wrong—a needling chronic dissatisfaction that is
chronic deserves our attention.

A marriage is a fertile ground for avoidance, too: it can manifest
in work, substance abuse, chronically separate interests, excessive
travel, or infidelity. When we avoid in this manner, we're merely
driving up our resistance to our partner when what’s needed most
is nurturing and compassion. Being honest about our anxiet-
ies with our partner and accepting its messages as important are
powerful ways to work toward reconnection. If a relationship is to
be saved, we must drop the avoidance patterns and examine the

anxieties and their messages.

Rebecca

A working mom of toddlers, Rebecca found herself dreaming at
night about having affairs. In the dreams, she felt guilty, though she
found evidence of her husband straying, too. However, it was this
element—her husband’s straying—which caused anxiety when
she awoke. Both Rebecca and her husband were deeply in love and
fully committed, but in reality they were disconnected due to the
demands of their many responsibilities.

Using the anxiety and guilt she felt in her dreams as a start-
ing place, we worked to assess where those feelings were coming
from. Quickly we found she felt guilty about not spending more

time with her husband, and she was anxious about the diminishing
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quality of the time they did spend. While cloaked in a fictional
drama, her emotions were very real; they were signaling the
hunger she felt for connection. She and her husband had recently
been disagreeing about finances, childcare, and other weekly logis-
tics; in fact, it had been their primary communication. He traveled
frequently for work and dealing with their toddlers from morning
to night fell to her. Because she was so exhausted, and they were
often apart, their sex life was suffering too. She was “missing” him
in almost every sense of the word.

Rebecca and I worked on answering some forward-thinking
questions: What could she do to help the situation? How could
she make more time for fun and for her husband in her sched-
ule? How could she communicate her feelings in a constructive
way? Even talking through some strategies appeared to reduce her

anxiety—giving her an outlet that was once being choked.

When Trusting/Sharing Responsibilities Is Hard
Trusting others is difficult, especially when we’ve learned that
leaning on others can lead to disappointment and rejection. Those
who internalize this lesson become lone wolves—believing that
in order to get something done, they have to do it themselves. In
moderation, there is nothing wrong with this sentiment: it fuels
responsibility, control-taking, and resilience. But it also can lead to
stubbornness, isolation, and resentment.

Asking for help is extremely hard for such lone wolves. Activist

Tiffany Dufu describes how anxiety-provoking this attitude can be
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for women in Drop the Ball: Achieving More by Doing Less. Women
are especially socialized to take care of others, which comes at a
price: our balance falls out of whack, and our needs clash against
our belief that we are not allowed to have any of our own.® But
expressing our needs and sharing the load of running a house are
so vital to a healthy home. Indeed, research confirms that division
of labor in marriage is a key aspect of marital happiness,” with a
recent Pew Study confirming more than 50 percent of married
adults in the United States believe shared housework is key to a
successful marriage.™

When we sacrifice too much of ourselves for others, resent-
ment builds; it becomes the kind of anxiety that comes from
feeling trapped. But as Dufu describes, taking control of your
experience and forging compromises with your partner can rebal-

ance the scales.

Tim and Richard

Tim and Richard were a couple who came for help navigating how
to balance the needs of their relationship with the demands of two
executive careers, a busy household, and two small children. They
are both doers, accustomed to over-delivering in their responsibil-
ities and receiving positive feedback. The issue was that they were
falling short in giving and receiving the support and validation
they each needed at home. Both men felt overworked, under-ap-
preciated, and frustrated.

Tim and Richard were both talented and resilient men who
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loved each other deeply, but they were not as skilled at emotional
communication. Neither had much practice with these skills
growing up, and voicing their feelings was still hard. They had
settled into household roles that might have been unfair, but more
critically, they weren't talking about it. Their frustrations would
smolder, until inevitably there was a painful eruption that took
days, sometimes weeks, to smooth over.

In our work, both men learned how powerful sharing their
teelings could be in facilitating mutual compassion. This was
helpful both in working through their conflicts and in avoiding
disruptive escalations. Framing their experiences through the
lens of their feelings allowed the other to understand and show
the empathy each craved. They may not have responded to the
touchy-feely aspect of sharing their feelings, but once they saw
how efficiently it solved things, they were willing to practice and
quickly improved their skills. When they fall into old habits, they
now know that their starting place is finding time to talk to each

other about how they are feeling, rather than what is happening.

Change and Compromise: Cecilia

Sometimes anxiety in a marriage manifests because of power
imbalance or a shift in roles that goes against expectations. Cecilia,
my client who was experiencing yell anxiety about her job offer
on the West Coast (see chapter 3), wasn’t sure what her husband
would do out there career-wise. He had an idea, some semblance

of a plan, but nothing was a guarantee. Like for so many couples
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navigating dual careers, finding some sort of solution came down
to a common issue: How much does my career happiness matter
in this relationship versus my spouse’s? How do we weigh whose
job, and whose wishes, are more important? Can we even compro-
mise without risking resentment?

She was wholly confused. Uncomfortable being a primary
breadwinner while her husband looked for work and hesitant
about moving the family three thousand miles away “just for
her career,” the situation left her feeling empowered but also
more than a little anxious. She would be putting her husband
in the position of having to start all over, and his communica-
tion about how he felt was mixed and unclear to her. She wanted
her husband to make the decision for them, but ultimately, she
didn’t. She just wanted the decision to be easier, and it simply
wasn't. Like so many important life decisions, it was complicated
and messy, and one they had to make as a team. Over weeks,
his ambivalence started to reflect her own. The negatives more
reliably outweighed the positives, and she ended up turning
down the job. But importantly, she came to recognize that it was
their choice and their collective desires that drove the decision.

They decided together.

Ghosts of Relationships Past

“It is doubtful that we came to feel undeserving on

our own. We were helped to feel unworthy. We were
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taught in a thousand ways when we were little, and
we learned our lessons well.”

—Jon Kabat-Zinn"?

All of us bring our previous relationships—including the one with
our parents—to our romantic relationships. These ghosts emerge
when feelings become intense, escalating anxiety and driving
conflict. We are all engaged in a process of recreating and revising:
seeking the best of our past role models in our relationships and
looking to improve the worst. We desire the familiar in love, but we
are also motivated to heal any unresolved wounds. It is a power-
ful—if unconscious—motivation in our choice of mate.

Take for example a woman who, raised by anxious parents, was
shown plenty of affection, but was never made to feel like she had
done well. Her parents’ focus was on the dangerous what-ifs rather
than the positives, an outlook that she developed as well. Hungry
for affirmation, she gravitated toward encouraging teachers and
peers. Eventually, she found a partner’s protectiveness a power-
tul indicator of love, but only felt comfortable when she also had
his approval. If she didn’t receive affirmations, she felt uneasy—
sometimes to the bafflement of that partner.

Dr. Gary Chapman, author of The Five Love Languages, distills
the various ways couples express love to each other and has deter-
mined that these “language” preferences develop in our child-
hoods."? The brain wires itself based on our early experiences, and
how we receive love is so integral to our growth that this makes

intuitive sense. These emotional remnants from our childhood,
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and the anxiety we feel when these needs are unmet, need not
necessarily be a burden. They can help us by steering us toward
healthier relationships. Aslong as we accept and heed them, rather
than ignoring them and letting them escalate, we will be able to use
them effectively.

Take for example, a woman who grew up with a somewhat
absent, loving father who learns to mistake absence for love. As an
adult, she could find herself seeking partners who are frequently
unavailable; when a boyfriend is never around, it doesn’t occur to
her that something is amiss. This is what love has always looked
like to her. When she finds out his absence is because he has been
having an affair, she is shocked and devastated.

In her later marriage, she could find herself drawn to a driven,
hardworking man. She is anxious when her husband doesn’t come
home when he says he will, or if he seems to be more distracted
on his computer and smartphone than usual. She understands
the heavy demands of his work, but she still feels uncomfortable
with his divided attention, since she had been burned by similar
behavior in the past. Not knowing how to approach the situation
without sounding overbearing or paranoid, she could opt to say
nothing. This type of avoidance in turn only escalates her anxiety,
allowing it to fester. Her challenge is to focus on what is real in
her relationship and find a way to communicate her needs without
letting the ghosts of her past take over.

In another case, a man might pull away from a partner’s
bids for affection, which he finds suffocating, reminiscent

of previous relationships when he felt trapped. The man has
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trouble determining if his anxiety is current or the remnants of
a previous relationship. He should neither treat these feelings as
entirely real nor shut them out completely. The goal is to find a
middle ground where he listens to what his anxieties are telling
him about his current situation, without being unnecessarily
distracted by previous experiences.

Awareness of your buttons or ghosts from the past can help
detangle them from the stressor itself. Once you can determine
what is a ghost and what is real, it is easier to focus on what is real
and needs your attention: your communication, your shared time
together, and your feelings.

It isn’t always easy to resist our hopes and expectations, many
of which are born in the past: Why can’t he be like he used to be? Why
won't she be the person I know she can be? Why don’t I have the marriage
I always thought I would have? They are “highlight reels” of what
has come before, and the “what-could-have-been” fantasies of the
future. As humans, we think, create, and imagine. It is what we do.
But when we embrace these imaginings too tightly, we set ourselves
up for disappointment and anxiety. “The enemy of contentment,”
writes columnist Carolyn Hax, “is the refusal to accept your facts
as facts, and to keep hoping someone will hand you different
ones.” * It once again echoes the innate wisdom of the serenity

prayer in harnessing anxiety—controlling what is controllable.
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Focusing on Faults
We all know people who are quite forthright—even adept—at

advising others but who can’t seem to get their own act together.
We may bite our tongues when they offer advice they would never
take themselves. It is always easier to focus on others’ behaviors
and actions than on ourselves, and it is particularly tempting when
we feel overwhelmed by our own conflicts. It is true that what we
hate in others is often what we hate inside ourselves. It’s called
projection, and it remains largely unconscious, and therefore often
immune to insight until we recognize its signs.

Projection is a way of protecting ourselves from uncomfort-
able internal conflicts. Look closely at any spouse, roommate, or
work colleague, and you will find that fundamental irritations in
these relationships have as much to do with the complainer as they
do the complainant. In general, things only annoy us when they’re
also a struggle for us—a struggle we would prefer to ignore. For
example, your partner’s poor cleaning habits will likely only irk
you when you are similarly bothered by having to clean up after
yourself. Likewise, your partner’s propensity to put off decisions
may be a particular annoyance when you also struggle with making
decisions. Do you view your partner as a control freak? Chances
are good you might have control issues, too.

If we are anxious about those traits, we are more likely to
notice and be bothered by them in people around us. We may
try to suppress such thoughts about ourselves, but they’re easily
accessible when present in someone else, according to research by

Roy Baumeister and his colleagues.'* We reserve projection for our
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closest relationships. These people are the lens through which we
understand—and come to terms—with our own issues.

Our own inadequacies can be powerful, and our inner conflicts
tend to get reflected back to us in loved ones. Focusing too much on
others can obscure our self-awareness and thwart anxiety’s nudge
to take control of what we can: ourselves. When you find your
thoughts drifting towards others” behavior, gently bring yourself

back to you: What can I do about my reactions and behavior?

Fueling Connection

Renowned marital psychologists John and Julie Gottman
advocate that the key to creating strong relationships is maintain-
ing the quality of the couple’s friendship, which is the single largest
determining factor of marital satisfaction.' They also teach that
the best protection against adversarial feelings are positive ones.!
Their research has shown that deliberately focusing on a partner’s
positive qualities, noticing the small things, saying more thank
yous, offering more compliments, and celebrating successes are all
powerful ways of keeping marriages strong.!”

In long-term studies of marital satisfaction, partners who see
the best in their partners tend to be more tolerant of their annoy-
ances, and they report stronger ongoing feelings of love.* Because
no partner is perfect, positive illusions have their place in protect-
ing love. Anthropologist and love researcher Helen Fisher has
found evidence that areas of brain associated with empathy and

self-control are activated when partners who are in love simply talk
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about their loved one.” Positive illusions help us stay connected,
tolerate day-to-day relationship frustrations,” and keep us oriented
toward the positives in our partner.

But positive illusions can stretch too far when they are accom-
panied by anxiety. In an interesting study of newlyweds, wives
with the most optimistic forecasts also experienced higher levels
of stress and aggression toward their partners initially, and they
had the steepest decline in satisfaction four years later. The authors
caution that “believing that one’s marriage will improve does not
make it so and instead may paradoxically mask risky relationships
among women.”” Wishful thinking alone will not help much of
anything, and often is a hidden driver of anxiety.

Listening carefully, sharing empathy, and being responsive
are central to maintaining healthy relationships; they keep us
connected to our partners. Anxiety can propel us to pay atten-
tion, to listen, to clarify, to help. What is really going on with our
partners, rather than what we may think is going on? With poor
responsiveness being a better predictor of divorce than the level
of conflict, anxiety can signal hope and a desire for things to be
better.” Relationship anxiety can thus be harnessed to facilitate
connection: it signals we care and provides the energy we need to
pay attention to our partner.

Touch, sexual contact, and intimacy are all well known to
fuel connection and stimulate feelings of biological attachment.
No matter how alone and shut down you might feel, channel-
ing anxiety into desire and reconnection can be good for your

relationship. Thanks to the cascade of attachment hormones that
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flood your brain during arousal and sexual stimulation, there are
few things healthier for a relationship than sex.>*

Learn your partner’s buttons so you can avoid pushing them.
Though it might feel satisfying in a moment of anxiety or anger to
press them, it will flood your partner with activated emotion that
will make finding a solution more challenging. John Gottman
reminds couples that if their heart rate reaches one hundred
beats per minute®, no matter how hard they try, they won’t be
able to listen to what is being said. Gottman advises instituting a
twenty-minute break to calm someone’s physiological response.>
After emotions have returned to a more normalized place,
communication should resume.

Anxiety is a normal and useful part of healthy relationships,
marshalling needed attention, releasing and drawing out compas-
sion, and motivating us to solve our issues. Whether a whisper,
chatter, or yell, anxiety can keep us tending to the needs of those
we care about, especially when other demands compete for our

precious attention and resources.

The Anxiety of Loss and Grief

Few experiences are scarier or more painful than facinglife without
someone we love. In Social, Matthew Lieberman explains how
loss can feel like physical pain, and the links between depression

and heart disease are well known. A close friend’s grandmother

*

For athletes, the threshold is eighty beats per minute.
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unexpectedly lost her husband and experienced temporary
heart failure, a condition referred to as a broken heart syndrome,
also called stress-induced cardiomyopathy.” In severe cases, this
syndrome can lead to short-term heart muscle failure, yet most
patients make a full recovery within weeks.”

She was in intensive care for ten days, had heart beats that
dropped precipitously, and even flatlined once. Fortunately, a
pacemaker, along with an outpouring of love and support, has
helped her recover. Her story is a quite literal example of how
intimately connected our emotions are to our physical health.
It’s no coincidence that we describe the feeling of losing love as
having a “broken heart.” The pain and anxiety is almost unbear-
able. We are drawn to love so completely that its absence is as
painful as just about anything, and it scares us into thinking we
can’t survive without it.

Helen Fisher and neuroscientist Lucy Brown have studied the
neurophysiology of love and found that love operates much like
an addiction.?® So critical is love to our survival and procreation
that our capacity for addiction may be born from our need to fall
in love and successfully rear offspring; it could be that addictions
simply hijack the neural circuitry designed for love. In study-
ing the brains of people suffering from rejection in love, they
found withdrawal symptoms similar to those found in cocaine
users, involving the same brain profile as being in physical pain.””

Losing love hurts; it creates a cascade of anxiety and pain that can

+ This occurs almost exclusively in women.
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complicate grief. At its best, that anxiety nudges us toward the

support of others, fostering needed connection that helps us heal.

Barbara

Making a life after a loss is extraordinarily challenging, especially
for those in relationships that have lasted for decades. Barbara,
a sixty-five-year-old widow, worked with me to resist her urges
to withdraw from people when she felt alone. She had lost her
husband to a stroke ten years earlier, and she still periodically
wrestled with wrenching grief and missing him. She was alone,
sometimes lonely, and often scared of connections that could ask
too much of her.

Since her husband’s death, some of her close relationships
involved people who took advantage of her. She enjoyed their
companionship, but she ultimately felt beleaguered by their needi-
ness and selfish behavior. In my sessions with Barbara, we often
cycled through these questions: How can I put myself out there
emotionally when I've been so disappointed? Is it worth it? What do
I really need, and who can I trust? Posing these questions helped
guide her in her relationships, helping her protect herself when
called for and reaching out to others when necessary.

Facing and healing from loss is something Facebook Chief
Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg, working with Adam Grant,
has detailed in Option B: Facing Adversity, Building Resilience,
and Finding Joy. It explores her experience of suddenly losing
her husband to a fatal heart attack, and her path of coping with
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grief. Sandberg and Grant describe the importance of accepting
negative feelings and “leaning into the suck... That dealing with
grief is like building physical stamina: the more you exercise, the
faster your heart rate recovers after it is elevated. And sometimes
during especially vigorous physical activity, you discover strength
you didn’t know you had.”*® The anxiety of grief is like any other
anxiety: a signal to focus on protecting what matters most to us,
and the motivation to forge solutions. Grief requires us to do just
that. Face our feelings, experience them, and use them to orient
ourselves to others.

Perhaps one of the most moving stories of loss comes from
a 2017 New York Times article written by a terminally ill woman
in search of a wife for her soon-to-be widowed husband. In her
article, “You May Want to Marry My Husband,” which became
a viral sensation, Amy Krouse Rosenthal eloquently detailed the
qualities of her husband she had so valued and loved. It is a moving
goodbye letter, but it is also a brilliant example of empathy—both
in understanding his upcoming pain and trying to solve it down
the road.” Her wisdom runs deep. Propelled by her obvious love
and anxiety for her husband’s well-being and the urgency of her
illness, she doesn't just wallow in her pain: she takes action. In
noticing all the wonderful things about her husband, she chose to
do something for him and his future grieving self.

She died a few months later, and I took the time to listen to her
TED talk, which was embedded in her obituary. In the talk, she
references the power of attention and focus, and where we elect to

putit.”> Not only is her story a beautiful example of focusing on the
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positives of a relationship, but it is a bold expression of compas-
sion and taking action. Rosenthal’s experience is resonant because
it echoes something we all seek: meaningful outlets to channel our

relationship anxiety for good.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Parenting and Youth

“The human brain is born remarkably unfinished.
Instead of arriving with everything wired up—Iet’s
call it ‘hardwired’—a human brain allows itself to be
shaped by the details of life experience.”

—David Eagleman, The Brain’

Preceding the moment of their births, even before their
conceptions, we worry about our children. Whether it is the kind
of worry that is protective, or the kind that just circles back on
itself, few of us escape the feeling. The expectations on modern
parents are vast. Parental communities are full of resources
on everything from prenatal care to breastfeeding, through
playgroups, playgrounds, and preschool, into pediatrician offices

and peer groups and schooling. Every phase can leave parents
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anxious about the next thing they should focus on and worrying
whether they are doing enough.

As parents, we feel pressure to keep our kids safe, healthy,
successful, and free of emotional turmoil. We care deeply about
them, and we want to give them everything we can. It’s not enough
to give them what we had growing up, we want to give them more,
and this creates an unmistakable sense of pressure. This pressure
drives competition, that proverbial chase to “keep up with the
Joneses.” While it is seldom something we admit, parenting can
become a tool to demonstrate competency and worth. It can be
an insidious and often subtle trap, one that simply recognizing can
help us avoid.

Paul Kershaw has labeled those parents experiencing this
uptick of parental stress “Generation Squeeze.”> We're trying to fit
everything into a space that maybe can’t handle it. Today’s mothers
and fathers are constantly juggling competing demands. It leads to
alevel of anxiety that is hard to use productively.

Stress management has to do with making choices, separating
out what we wish were true from what actually is. If our daughter
is not interested in soccer, and spends much of her time on the
bench or daydreaming on the field, we should accept this reality. If
we keep pushing soccer because of our own memories or because
we hope she’ll land an athletic scholarship, we are operating from
our wishes. In this conflict between what is and what we think
should be, we’re hindering her potential to grow.

We are our children’s first teachers and first models. Our

responsibility as parents is not just in our interaction with them,
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but in the environment we create for them. Our own behavior—
including our own anxiety—is part of that environment. As a
parent, I am as neurotic as the next one, even though I know how
unhelpful it is. I do a good job, while also making mistakes right
and left. I do things for my kids I know I shouldn’t; I forget to
keep the limits I set and my supervision suffers when I get tired
or distracted.

I am also along-term worrier regarding my kids’ development,
so I am quick to spot a habit that could become problematic.
However, I always try to keep one key thing in mind: our collective
feelings. Tuning into others’ feelings is powerfully grounding. I
find that the more connected I am to how my family is feeling, the
less my anxiety can spin into unhelpful places. No subject is taboo
at the dinner table or in the car—the two places we most often
discuss what’s going on these days. I know communication about
our thoughts and feelings is hugely important to my children’s

developing emotional skills and their sense of feeling understood.

The Power of Good Enough

For those of us raising children, we must acknowledge how hard
we can be on ourselves. We all want what is best for our kids, and
we can be ruthless in what we expect of ourselves. I hear it so often
in my work with parents, and I can easily feel it myself. Parenting
becomes a heavy burden when we're not gentle with our expecta-
tions. When it comes to parental anxiety, it can be hard to remem-

ber and even harder to accept that we are doing the best we can.
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Parenting is at its most challenging when we are worn out and
our kids are the least cooperative: first thing in the morning, at
the end of a long day, and in the middle of the night. Negative
self-talk can take over at these times. As our frustration mounts,
we need to remember to be gentle. We must try to be selective
about the messages we absorb that we somehow have to do more,
and do it better, for our kids to be happy. Believing that we aren’t
doing enough, or that we aren’t enough as parents, can be partic-
ularly toxic.

I will never forget an evening years ago when my toddler
son was crawling in the kitchen around my feet while I prepared
dinner. All the electric outlets were child-proofed, the cabinets
with chemicals fitted with latches, and the kitchen doors closed.
I had put some of his favorite toys on the floor for him, though I
suspected he’d play with other things in the kitchen, including the
Tupperware cabinet and recycling bin. I noticed him reaching into
the recycling, but didn’t think much of it. It was usually filled with
plastics and paper.

In a blink, he started howling in pain, having gotten his finger
stuck in an empty, half-opened tuna can. He couldn’t remove his
finger without injuring it further, and it was now bleeding profusely.
He was screaming, and I couldn’t make it go away. Worse, it was
my fault. What in the world was I thinking? How could I have been
so careless? Of course there were more things in the recycling bin than
harmless plastic!

I pulled myself together as I drove to the emergency room,

cycling on the guilt, the permanent scar, the stitches, the plastic
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surgeon, the dread of explaining myself to the doctor. But my
anxiety fueled what any parent would do—I got him there. After
an initial check of his finger and a lengthy two-hour wait, we were
finally seen by a doctor, and sent home with Neosporin and a
Band-Aid. No stitches, no Child Protective Services case file, no
permanent damage. I felt lucky that night, and I walked away with
a recognition that accidents happen. And I was lucky that I would,
and could, make mistakes without inflicting permanent damage.
Though I needed to do my best to prevent them, I wouldn’t always
be able to. What mattered was how we would handle the inevitable
mistakes moving forward.

Carl Winnicott was a pediatrician and writer who spent his
career working with families advocating for “the good enough
mother” He understood the negative impact unrealistic standards
have on parenting and the shame that results. “Good enough”
allows for mistakes, imperfections, and humanity. He warned that
aiming for perfection in parenting was detrimental in many ways
to the kids as well; it sets an impossibly high standard that they
internalize.> We can’t teach our kids how to accept their struggles if
we don’t model the same. We may feel anxious that we're not doing
every little thing, catching every little problem, or solving every
little issue. But this type of anxiety is a negative spiral. Cultivating
a standard of good enough can provide a powerful ballast against
the pressures that threaten our sense of balance. It’s also one of the

most lasting things we can impart to our children.
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Empathy and Attachment

Parenting is at its most effective is grounded in empathy. Empathy
is a quality of reviewing and experiencing situations through
others’ lenses. As parents, we must think about their experiences,
not just ours. A UK study on social anxiety disorder found that
“children are more likely to be anxious when their parents direct
criticism at them, display high levels of doubt, and are emotion-
ally cold.™

If we love our children, and we want that love to translate, we
need to ensure that our love includes considering their desires and
emotional needs. Never underestimate the power of simply letting
your child know you understand how they feel and showing them
affection. There is power in bearing witness to our children’s pains,
even if there is sometimes nothing we can do to solve them.

Any connected parent has had that feeling of being hurt for
our children in a way that is almost unbearable. If we could, we'd
absorb all of it for them. When my daughter was in sixth grade, I
was late picking her up from school one day. As I was pulling in,
I saw a mother of one of her friends and eight friends leaving the
school together. This woman’s daughter’s birthday was that day,
and I knew immediately what was happening. My daughter had
not been invited to the party. Not only was she excluded, but she
had to watch all her friends leave together. As I pulled in, I saw her
standing alone, trying to put on a brave face.

When my daughter finally reached my car, she exploded into
tears. She felt so betrayed and my heart broke for her. I wanted

to fix it, racing over in my mind how to make it better, but all I
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could really do was bear witness and support her. I hugged her
tightly and let her know how horrible I knew she felt: the rejection,
the surprise, and the humiliation of sitting there alone. As I held
her there in the car, her sobbing slowed and her tears eventually
subsided. The pain was real—and she was getting through it. The
most important thing I could do was to let her know she could
handle it, and we’d get through it together.

In the face of anxiety, empathy is fundamental in making sure
we respond appropriately and help use it to its highest advantage.
Empathy is the glue that bonds us to our kids and them to us. It’s
also the gateway to effective helping and compromises. This is
where poor attunement—not being in touch with our children’s
fears and anxieties—can wreak havoc in a family. Understanding
our children’s experience helps ground us in what they need; this
is how we support their evolving coping skills.

Empathy is hugely important in mitigating anxiety both in
parents and kids. Parents need to be careful to not respond to their
kids” anxiety with their own—skipping over their kids’ experi-
ences in the name of helping execute a solution. The best solutions
involve solutions and empathy. Empathy might be one of the most
powerful things we can offer an anxious child—the validation of
their feelings, the message that we understand, and the signal they
can handle it.

Load sharingrefersto the sharing of stress acrossa close relation-
ship. In one revealing study, mothers were told to either touch or
not touch their daughters’ hands before the daughters had to give

public speeches. The physical contact alone was enough to lower
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the stress responses of the daughters; in relationships deemed to
be of higher quality, the contact wasn’t even necessary—the mere
presence of the mothers activated the load sharing.®

Itis normal for anxiety to arise in our parenting. However, what
we do with it can make the difference between helping and hinder-
ing our children. It’s important to let our anxiety propel empathy
and healthy attachment. Too much anxiety can cloud our ability
to empathize, but the right amount bonds us to our children, and
allows us to shoulder some of our kids’ emotional burdens.

The first two years of life, considered a critical “growth spurt”
for the developing brain, are heavily influenced by attachment.
The more securely children attach to their parents, the stronger
their brain development and ability to regulate their emotions.’
Researcher Beatrice Beebe has intensively documented video
(frame by frame—to the millisecond) of parent/infant interac-
tions. Her films capture small interactions between mother and
child, “remarkably beautiful moments, such as both partners rising
up and up into glorious sunbursts of smiles. It also reveals very
disturbing moments, such as maternal anger or disgust faces, or
infants becoming frantically distressed or frozen in alarm.”

Though these interactions cannot be seen by the naked eye,
they are very much affecting an infant’s sense of attunement and
connection, influencing the child’s later development. We can’t
control every minor interaction with our child; the best we can do
is operate from a place of empathy. Showing our children that we
understand and can tolerate their experiences teaches them they

can do the same for themselves: our empathy gets internalized
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to help them face adversity later. If we build off an intention to
understand our children’s experiences, rather than judge or change
them, the support we give will be enough for our children to hold

themselves up as they grow and face the world on their own.

Eleanor

Pregnancy and birth can be stressful for a mother, but so can the
aftermath. Postpartum anxiety (PPA) is real, and multiple studies
have shown that PPA is more common than its more recognized
counterpart, postpartum depression. However, because it’s not as
well known, it often goes untreated. Scientists have debated PPA’s
causes, but they “suspect that the lack of sleep and fluctuating
hormone levels that come with being a new mom may be at play.”®
It would be strange not to have anxiety about bringing a living
being into the world whom we are duty- and chemically-bound
to protect.

When Eleanor first had her daughter, she battled high blood
pressure and panic attacks around imagined calamities. By the
time her child was around six months old, she had developed a
dark imagination: “I can’t help but imagine catastrophe,” she told
me, horrors like a car driving off the side of a cliff. Her mind was
trying to work through her anxiety. Instead of aiming to “let it
go,” replacing a negative with nothing, we worked on imagining a
substitute story.

Think of anxiety as a burst of energy we cannot stop but can

direct. It’s a car with a brick on the gas pedal or a train with the
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controls stuck. We can steer the wheel or switch the track. When
your mind is going to something that will exacerbate your anxiety,
you have to change the story, and insert something more likely,
different, or positive.

Eleanor and I got to the heart of where these imaginary
fixations were coming from. She had a fear of calamity striking at
any moment, just as it had in her pregnancy and premature deliv-
ery. Recognizing the impulse and emotion as real—even if the
imaginings were not—helped her embrace them. Once those were
better understood, it became easier for her to exert control over

her thoughts and influence them.

The Carousel of Parenthood

With each developmental stage a child reaches, new challenges
reveal themselves. Right about the time we establish a routine
that works, a new phase emerges. When kids reach school age, our
worries shift from supporting their physical development to their
cognitive and social development. Is my daughter picking up math
fast enough? Is my son playing with other kids on the playground? Can
he throw and catch a ball? Can she hold a pencil and write?

Then, we wake up one day and our kids are adolescents. We
transition to a supporting role, being there to encourage and pick
up the pieces when needed. Hormones are changing their physi-
cal bodies every day, and their neural connections are multiplying
fast, at a rate comparable to those of an infant.

Adolescence is a time of creativity and power as well as a time
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of “great boundary pushing that can be challenging and create
catastrophes,” writes psychologist Daniel Siegel in Brainstorm,
his book about the teenage brain. “But this pushing back propen-
sity can also be a remarkably positive, essential part of our lives.”
Adolescents push away from their parents and toward their peers
as they begin to define themselves.

As life gets increasingly complicated with increasing demands
and responsibilities, adolescents step up, make their own decisions,
and face their own consequences. Anxiety is always part of this
mix. How can we not worry when our child gets behind the wheel
of a car? Or goes out on his or her first date?

But anxiety can also alert us to the need to loosen our grip,
respect their boundaries, and allow our emerging adults to earn
our trust. We want our teens to grow into responsible adults, and
anxiety is there to remind us to back off when we overstep and fail
at trying to control too much. Teens need our support, not our
control, as they pull away, stumble, and succeed on their own terms.

As parents, anxiety accompanies the transition to every
new developmental stage as we are stretched to grow as parents
just as our children grow. Trusting our instincts, and our worry,
becomes a well-tuned resource for navigating the ever-shifting

demands of parenting.
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Marie

There is no operation manual for parenting’s constantly shifting
landscape. With clients who have parental anxiety, I ultimately
bring them back to using their anxiety and trusting their instincts.
Marie struggled to juggle the demands of two teens with learning
disabilities, which she did impressively. She carried an irrational
anxiety that she couldn’t handle the pressure. Because it wasn't
easy, she confused the effort it took, and the fatigue she regularly
telt, with not being a good enough parent.

Within that feeling was the rational anxiety that kept her
focused on balancing everything properly. There was also the
quiet whisper of anxiety when she neglected her own needs too
much, and she became vulnerable to feeling taken advantage of.
Sometimes this whisper turned into a yell—letting her know it’s
time to focus on herself, even briefly. An ongoing focus of our work
was sorting through her anxieties and directing her energy toward

greater balance between her responsibilities and her own needs.

Anxiety in Our Children

“The little world of childhood with its familiar
surroundings is a model of the greater world. The more
intensively the family has stamped its character upon
the child, the more it will tend to feel and see its earlier

miniature world again in the bigger world of adult life.

—Carl Jung"’



PARENTING AND YOUTH 285

Anxiety is not something reserved just for adults. Children
demonstrate a variety of anxious behaviors ranging from normal
to problematic. Worries, fears, shyness, phobias, nightmares,
and sensitivity are among the many examples of heightened
anxiety in kids. Sometimes anxiety isn’t always obvious, and it’s
not always clear to parents, even involved parents, what may be
going on. One European study determined that “parents consis-
tently underestimate the intensity of their children’s fears.”! Even
a loving parent might stigmatize anxiety and deny what his/her
child is experiencing.

In the absence of being able to understand or govern these new
uncomfortable feelings, kids look to their parents. With so little of
their environment within their control, children are exposed to the
stressors without the solutions. This is where we need to step in. As
parents, our role is not to protect children from anxiety or convince
them to shut it out. Rather, our job is to notice their anxiety as
quickly as possible, work with them to name it, and help them cope.
It’s so easy to tell a child, “Oh, don’t worry about that” or “You have
nothing to be afraid of;” which does little to help our kids. Belittling
their fears teaches them to mistrust and avoid their emotions.

Children gain strength from learning to name their fears.
Helping kids to label their feelings could be one of the most
important things we can do as parents. Young children who
can label their feelings have better social behavior, emotional
control, and academic competence than children who can’t
describe their experiences.?

According to Patricia Pearson, author of Anxiety: A Brief
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History... of Yours and Mine, “One thing anxious children lack in
this culture that has traditionally been granted to them is what
psychologists call a ‘recipe’ for dealing with their dread... An
action that can be undertaken to offset the almost unendurable
teeling of helplessness that characterizes anxiety.”* Naming their
experiences allows kids the control they crave, and it delivers the

tools they need to cope.

The Sensitive Child

Particularly sensitive kids—known as “high reactive”—can experi-
ence a significant amount of distress, along with an exaggerated
arousal to it. It was once commonly held that temperament was
something you were born with—it was part of a child’s nature and
nothing nurture could really change. However, modern science has
debunked the false dichotomy, demonstrating that they feed into
each other: nurture shapes nature."

Parents and teachers are critical “brain changers,”™ powerful
influencers in a child’s development, especially regarding stress
and anxiety. Research has shown that stress sensitivity and anxiety
activation is influenced through experiences—kids who learn to
cope with moderate stress fare best.* If kids can learn to tolerate
imperfection and discomfort, it will build their resilience. If they feel
supported and loved, they will navigate these moments more deftly.

In these sensitive children, it’s important for parents to

*  Ifirst heard this phrase used in a lecture given by Sheila Walker and Bill Stixrud.
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cultivate a feeling of acceptance for their natural states—rather
than forcing them into some false sense of bravery. Their sensi-
tivity is indeed a strength; it motivates and drives them toward
others.'* Encouraging sensitive children to embrace what makes

them special can help them identify the usefulness of their anxiety.

Being Different

For many children, feeling different is a consistent source of
anxiety—as it was for me. Whether it was my health issues, food
allergies, or my awkwardly tall build that ensured I was picked last
in every game, I always felt different. Slow and uncoordinated,
I faked my way through what I could, and I tried hard to get by
without standing out.

Looking back, I'm glad I had these challenges that taught me
I had to keep trying. Quitting just wasn't an option, as much as
I wished it were. Avoiding these sources of anxiety would have
compounded them and kept me from developing the skills to face
future challenges with courage and perspective.

Dawn Huebner, author of What to Do When You Worry Too
Much, teaches kids and parents how to cope with childhood
anxieties by recognizing the fears that aren'’t likely and gradually
working toward them. Afraid of bee stings or going upstairs in
the dark? Know that your fear is not the same as being in danger
and that gradually you can bravely face the outdoors or a dark
basement. Like astronauts learn in their training, fear is not the

same as danger.
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Facing down our childhood fears is deciding not to grow
them by avoiding them. We should face them, name them, and
consciously experience them so we get used to them. As Huebner
explains, it’s like adjusting to a cold pool. The temperature doesn’t
change, we get used to it.” And if we’re lucky, we even enjoy it—

and can’t wait to get back in.

Preadolescence and Middle School

As children age into adolescence, their worlds start to orient
away from their parents and toward their peers. Not every child
knows how to make and keep friends, and social exclusion can be
especially painful. Bullying at this stage, when sensitivities are so
profoundly felt, can be especially devastating. Kids are shedding
their childhood skins and are often so self-absorbed they lack
sensitivity to those around them.

Bruce McEwen has studied the stress response across devel-
opmental stages in animals, explaining that puberty is associated
with increased physical and neurological development as well as
increases in the stress response compared with adults.’* Animal
studies confirm what most parents of preadolescents know: stress
responses are more acute and prolonged in early adolescence.

Life simply feels more dramatic and stress is felt more intensely
and for longer periods. With maturity, these painful periods fade;
part of growing up is learning how to respond in proportion and
learning to take anxiety in stride. But the wounds of youth can

linger, and the immature habits of coping can persist.
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So important are social skills to our healthy development and
mental health that Social author Matthew Lieberman envisions a
time when school curricula will include social skills training for
classrooms."” Keeping kids in the arena of trying is crucial at this
developmental stage as well. As parents or caregivers, we do not
want to appease the instinct for avoidance under the false idea that
we are protecting our children.

In The Confidence Code, authors Katty Kay and Claire
Shipman note that in early adolescence, girls show a greater drop
in confidence and are six times more likely to drop off sports
teams than boys, a phenomenon that appears correlated with an
imbalance in confidence that follows women into adulthood.”
The authors discuss the critical role social anxiety can play in
inhibiting confidence in girls. Without encouragement to take
calculated risks, and strategies to assure social connection,
anxiety can lead to avoidance.

Girl Scout survey data confirm these results and provide inter-
esting clues to why this might be. In surveying leadership attitudes
and barriers for leadership development in almost four thousand
girls, almost half (45 percent) of youth not interested in leader-
ship cited simply not wanting to speak in front of others, whereas
a third attributed their lack of leadership motivation to a “fear of
being laughed at, making people mad at them, coming across as
bossy, or not being liked by people.”

The challenge of adolescence is to use anxiety to make
relationships stronger, solve problems, and stretch. Forging a new

path will involve anxiety—this is how we know we care. Anxiety
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isn’t a stop sign or something to be avoided. It’s a caution sign we

can teach kids to use to protect the things they care about most.

School Performance

One area that can prompt anxiety in school-age children and
preteens is school performance, test-taking in particular. But some
research suggests test anxiety can actually be a strength harnessed
for performance. One study has found that people who have good
memories and who get anxious actually perform better in exams.
Dr. Matthew Owens, who led the study, says the results “suggest
that there are times when a little bit of anxiety can actually motivate
you to succeed.”?

In another study, researchers explored how labeling and
communicating our anxiety can be beneficial. They found “that
a brief intervention—writing about their anxiety about the
upcoming exams—helped students to do better in the exam.
Perhaps by acknowledging their fears, students were able to tame
distracting emotions.”” It’s yet another example of when the
anxiety can be channeled into performance, rather than being

perceived as a hindrance.

Being Watched and Judged

As a mother of two millennials, I have a front-row seat to the
unique pressures facing today’s youth. They must manage the

same stresses as my generation did, but on a vastly broader, and
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often public, platform. Their every move is noted, described,
and commented on via social media, and the pressure to keep
up is enormous. Not only are they living their lives, but they are
documenting them and managing their own public relations at the
same time. Their social time is no longer reserved to when they
see friends or have time to talk on their phones. Because of the
ubiquity of smartphones, those lives are always going on, in their
pockets, waiting to be updated and responded to.

The ubiquity of anxiety, especially social anxiety, is more
understandable than surprising. Teens are defined by their
relationships with peers and the anxiety of being left out or
rejected looms large. Think about the difficulty that comes from
any kind of failure or challenge. Then think about how much
harder it is to go through it with everybody watching and sharing
their thoughts on it in real time.

Our youth are saddled with expectations we can’t even
imagine, with social media exacerbating so many of their fears and
worries. They are hungry for our empathy and guidance, rather
than our judgment. Eighty-two percent of teenagers told a signifi-
cant lie to their parents in the past year.”* Yes, sometimes they tell
a lie to avoid punishment, but a study out of Pennsylvania State
University conducted by Drs. Nancy Darling and Linda Caldwell
found the most common reason children and teenagers lie to their
parents is to not disappoint them.>

Bodies transform, friends change, school and extracurricular
demands rise; teenagers experience anxiety as a natural state of

being. All this happens while the adolescent brain is still learning
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how to notice what’s happening and how to make good decisions
under these conditions. Peer opinion and perception become
central as kids rely on their peers to define who they will become.

Teenagers have greater social anxiety than adults, which can be
reflected ona physiologicallevel. Ina study run by David Eagleman,
volunteers sat in a shop window to be stared at by passersby. He
measured the galvanic skin response (GSR), essentially what a
lie-detector does, which he calls “a useful proxy for anxiety.” Adults
showed a stress response, but for the teenagers “that same experi-
ence caused social emotions to go into overdrive: the teens were
much more anxious—some to the point of trembling—while they
were being watched.”>

Not surprisingly, social acceptance triggers motivational
and reward centers in the adolescent brain.”” These motivational
circuits nudge them toward their goals, as they do for all of us.
Anxiety is a key part of this journey: learning to use it construc-

tively can be critical to navigating this developmental time.

The Young Adult Mind-Set

Data from Cambridge show that people under thirty-five are
suffering more anxiety than other age groups, and their anxiety has
steadily risen.”® I've often been asked by journalists to speculate
on why younger people are more anxious, and I always cite the
litany of huge pressures they feel. Those in their twenties and early
thirties may not yet have all the responsibility of an adult life, but
they have the pressure to identify, shape, and create that life.
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They are at the starting line of adulthood, making choices
that will impact them—and their future families—for decades
to come. Think about all the undecided factors that burgeoning
adults must address: school, career, geography, friends, dating,
marriage, family goals, and financial independence. Established
adults may look back on this time in their lives nostalgically and
fondly, but we’d be rewriting our own history to claim we were at
ease back then.

“Anxiety has now surpassed depression as the most common
mental health diagnosis among college students,” according to
a recent study on college campuses. “More than half of students
visiting campus clinics cite anxiety as a health concern.”® There’s
evidence to think this generation is having an even harder time
coping with pressures. According to the American Psychological
Association (APA), millennials, those who have come of age in the
twenty-first century, have not “developed proper learning strate-
gies for managing stress,” with self-report levels of stress substan-

tially higher than what they consider “average” or “healthy.”!

Sam

Sam was a college senior when he first came to see me for help with
ongoing anxiety that had recently “flared up.” A dedicated journal-
ism student, he was having trouble staying calm as he anticipated
the second half of the year when he would have to face finding a
job and wrapping up a college experience that had been “ideal”

He was having difficulty concentrating on his schoolwork, and he
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noticed a new kind of social anxiety creeping into his relationships
with his peers. He was afraid he was losing his confidence, and he
wanted help before it got worse, which had happened during his
senior year in high school.

Many standard treatments would aim to contain this most
recent “relapse” through a variety of coping strategies aimed at
reducing his anxiety symptoms. But we took a different tack: What
if we didn’t view his anxiety as a mental health relapse? What if his
anxiety could be understood as a signal for him to focus on the
new and important tasks at hand? What if the anxiety could also
be the energy and motivation he needed to solve them? What if his
daydreaming about a future job that was distracting him from his
schoolwork were an invitation to devote attention to his future?

Could it be that his anxiety flared while playing video games
with his best friend was not discomfort, but rather dread about
his friend moving thousands of miles away after school, forever
changing what had been his social anchor for four years? In viewing
his anxiety “flare ups” as signals rather than a symptom, we not
only sidestepped him viewing himself a victim of a relapse, but
we opened up new ways for him to think about and embrace his
anxiety. He could now harness its motivation for growth. He had
work to do, and his anxiety was doing its best to keep him on track.

Of course, as we grow into adulthood, our anxiety doesn’t
vanish but rather refocuses on the big issues we all must face. In
the next chapter, we’ll take a look at some of the big issues outside
of the home that trigger our anxiety and places where we can make

our anxiety work for us.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Work, Money,
and Success

“Money, fame, and influence may be valued more as
tokens of—and means to—Ilove rather than ends in
themselves.”

—Alain De Botton, Status Anxiety'

Sarah

Sarah woke up nauseated every morning, wondering how she
would get through the workday. She was leading a huge project at
work—an opportunity she had wanted for some time—but she
was wrestling with feelings of inadequacy. Though honored to
have the opportunity to climb the company’s ladder, she secretly
dreaded the work itself. The anxiety had spiked so much that she
was considering changing careers.

Her morning anxiety had become a constant struggle, and
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her fight to ignore it was making it worse. At the office, Sarah was
pushing herself further than she could handle, and her produc-
tivity was suffering. Each morning as she readied for another
workday, she could only think of how to push herself harder. She
viewed anxiety as a barrier to be overcome rather than as a direc-
tional signal.

In our sessions, Sarah became aware that her efforts were not
as efficient as they could be. For one, she had “lone wolf” tenden-
cies, believing that she had to do everything herself. Her reputation
and advancement were on the line, but the limits of this approach
were revealing themselves.

She set about using her anxiety to solve the problem it was
signaling. She needed to learn how to work smarter, not harder—
to tweak her process, not her job. She was doing too much, and
she was not utilizing her team to the best of its capacity. We
worked to find a few strategies: requiring twice daily contact
with her subordinates to review the day’s to-do list and assign
tasks, communicating her progress and asking the same of her
teammates, and taking on only the highest and best use of her
skills as manager.

As she made these changes, Sarah’s morning nausea dimin-
ished. The day became manageable and less of an impending
avalanche. Interestingly she felt more in control of the project as
she relinquished control. She gave herself permission to not do

everything herself; with that decision, she felt freer to keep going.
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Holding Off the Irrational

Many of us spend half of our waking life—if not more—at work,
a place that can magnify our anxieties. At work, anxiety attaches
itself to the day-to-day—getting an important task done, manag-
ing responsibilities against time pressures, and solving issues with
aboss or coworkers. It also latches on to big-picture considerations
like career advancement, retirement, and the future. Anxiety’s
alarm is just awareness of the things you care about as well as the
motivation to protect them. It’s breaking the glass, pulling the fire
alarm, and handing you the extinguisher.

An important strategy for using your anxiety—especially
around work issues—is to tease apart rational and irrational
anxiety. Irrational anxiety is I'm not good enough, I'm a failure, I
can’t handle this. Aim to continually redirect those into rational
thoughts—I am good enough. Though I have failed here, I am not a
failure, and I may not want to but I can handle it.

Label the irrational, and put it aside, so it doesn’t flash into
crippling anxiety. Once you've determined what the rational
anxieties are—1I am unemployed and have bills to pay. I don’t know
what work is out there but let me look. What have I learned to help me
in this situation?>—you can use them. Our anxiety becomes a form
of intuition, a manifestation of our “gut.”

Once it’s managed and heard, anxiety can then become the
fuel to help us achieve. Researchers have recently shown that
we perform best when we feel a moderate amount of stress and
anxiety. Many performers and athletes recognize that their stress,

when channeled properly, can act as a motivator and a performance
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booster. This is a physiological fact. Acute stress helps to “prime”
the brain for better performance.?

Claudia Batten, a noted entrepreneur and friend, describes
anxiety as a constant companion when it comes to innovating and
risk-taking. There comes a time in innovating where one must so
believe in one’s path that we choose courage over anxiety, and take
abold leap from which there is no turning back. This is both invig-
orating and scary at the same time. Anxiety, and its power, is a part
of our continual self-creation.?

Growth comes from beingstretched. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,
author of the groundbreaking book Flow, notes that we perform
best when our stress combines with effort to drive an intrinsically
rewarding state. Csikszentmihalyi even speculates that inside this
state is where we are most happy. “The best moments in our lives
are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times...” he writes. “The
best moments usually occur if a person’s body or mind is stretched
to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult
and worthwhile™

What Hans Selye called eustress, the positive kind of stress, can
help you achieve a state of flow, a heightened sense of awareness
and complete absorption into an activity. “Some anxiety in the
face of stress can be a good thing,” a Science magazine article on
anxiety in the workplace explains. “It helps us work harder, prepare
more thoroughly, and perform with more intensity.”

However, the idea that if we could just clear our to-do lists
then we'd be happy is a myth that we sell ourselves. Despite the

anticipation that we can only relax when we clear our plate, people



WORK, MONEY, AND SUCCESS 299

are actually happier when they are busier—if it’s the right kind
of busy. This is borne by that the fact that retirement increases
the risk of depression by 40 percent, and there’s a demonstrable
connection between work and personal well-being.c Work is not a
break from who we are. It’s an arena where we work to be the best
version of ourselves while engaging challenges and growing. And

this can be an optimal experience.

Patrick

Anxiety can also act as that whisper in the office when we know
something isn't right, we are disappointing someone, or we have
a bad feeling about where things are headed. This type of anxiety
invites us to take note of what’s happening and devote more
thought and resources to our strategy. It alerts us to the realities of
our situation and prompts us to take strategic action.

Patrick was a generous person who carried low self-esteem
about his appearance. He was socially awkward and admitted that
he was not a great communicator or advocate for himself. Holding
a key position in accounting for a national political group, he
struggled to please everyone: he was up at dawn, in the office until
10:00 p.m., emailing with his bosses and team until past midnight.

As things heated up at work, and more and more was piled
on his desk, he started to miss details. His direct supervisors
got on him for these occasional mistakes, more than he felt was
merited considering how much he did. Patrick lacked the confi-

dence to defend himself and started to feel anxious about being
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sidelined at his organization—or even replaced. His inability
to demand respect set up a feedback loop where he was getting
stepped on regularly.

Weeks passed and projects were taken away from him. Then,
right around the time an outside consultant was brought in to
the workplace, Patrick was given a demotion. The consultant was
particularly hard on Patrick, criticizing him for not managing his
time well. The frustration built, as Patrick had been taking on
other people’s workloads and was now being punished for it. Low
self-esteem kept Patrick feeling ashamed and inadequate. He had
gotten to the point where he wanted to leave the job—tired of
being overwhelmed and under respected.

While looking for another job was certainly an option, I
worked with Patrick on managing his current situation. What
could he learn from digging himself out of this space that he had
cocreated? How could he tolerate this discomfort and find what
he had control of? We worked on keeping him grounded so his
anxiety wouldn’t wash him away. The goal was for him to take
control, find solutions for work challenges, and learn when self-ad-
vocacy is necessary.

Patrick and I worked to locate opportunities for him to stand
up for himself, to set more limits, and to plan and prepare for the
challenges that overwhelmed him. He was taking control of what
he could, implementing better time-management systems for
particularly tedious tasks, and avoiding the trap of focusing on
other people’s behavior. Over time he learned to let his anxiety

breathe—not to fight it—so he could stretch his limitations and
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steer toward more effective solutions. Mostly, even as it was hard,
he learned to work through challenges without immediately
running away. With better boundaries and improved confidence,
he was soon ready to seize a new opportunity when it came along

and translate his new skills into a fresh professional start.

Common Workplace Anxieties

Procrastination at work is something many of my clients strug-
gle with. One of the hidden reasons we procrastinate is that we’re
afraid of failing. We don’t want to head down a road that will
reveal ourselves as failures—to ourselves and others—so we don’t
even get started. Sometimes we don’t even know where to begin.
“Courage is not the absence of fear,” James Neil Hollingworth said,
“but rather the judgment that something else is more important
than fear”” Knowing where to start, designing manageable steps,
and attaching to the greater purpose of the task all can help you
muster the courage to begin.

Another common reason for work avoidance is fear of
completion—we don’t want to engage with the next step. By not
starting, we are delaying its unpleasant result. Of course, there’s
also the procrastination that comes from just not feeling like doing
it; we don’t think it’s worth our time or it makes us miserable. The
cure here is finding the joy—even if it’s small. Even if the only joy
is in taking ownership and putting ourselves back in the driver’s
seat. Recognizing the source of the procrastination is helpful in

fueling a way out of our feelings of being stuck.
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Distractions cause anxiety by interrupting and confusing our
attention. As we are pulled away from a task, anxiety escalates. It
fires because our hijacked attention puts our original task—what
we care about—at risk. Multitasking, as tempting as it may be, has
decidedly been proven to be a myth and our attention can only be
in one place at a time. * So when our singular focus is drawn away,
it is anxiety’s job to pull us back.

(Writing this book, or working on any large project, are good
examples of the challenge to juggle time blocks and the predictable
distractions to our attention. Whether away from email, my family,
or my own fatigued attention, anxiety has repeatedly hauled me
back to the project.)

The trick to managing distractions is to plan for them, limit them
as much as possible, and make room for them in places where you
can. Setting time limits, availability limits, saying no, turning off email
notifications, and shutting your door are all are helpful in wrestling
back what might be our most precious commodity: our attention.

Performance Anxiety can also be a significant occupational
stressor, as mandatory presentations, group meetings, and perfor-
mance reviews can invite the familiar anxious spiral of I can’t
handle it. Accommodating external demands and expectations can
be stressful, and how we think about them matters a great deal.
Viewing demands as challenges rather than traps helps us take
control where we can and channel our stress productively. A bit
of performance pressure can help keep us in a state of optimal
challenge, or flow, as we discussed earlier.

In survey after survey, public speaking always lands at the top
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of people’s lists of fears—ahead of death.’ I believe the best salve
for speaking anxiety is to clue into what the audience wants, what
you are giving them, or even better, how you are helping them. The
fear of rejection is obliterated by connection. When we think of
others, we get out of our own head and approach the situation
from a place of empathy and perspective.

Finally, an all-too-common workplace stressor many clients
face is interpersonal conflict with coworkers. Our interactions at
work can be asimpactful to our well-being as those with loved ones.
As we discussed in chapter 13, those we associate with can power-
fully impact our anxiety and overall functioning. Few relationships
can be as stressful as those at work, where most of us log regular
and long hours together, share the workplace burdens, and often
feel little real control over the dynamics of the group. One diffi-
cult colleague or client can add stress to a workday, leaving a team

feeling frustrated and overly anxious.

Difficult People
Whether we are dealing with a narcissistic coworker, a passive-ag-
gressive assistant, or a controlling boss, the workplace always
presents social challenges. The human dynamics of a workplace
can add a heavy burden of anxiety to simply doing our jobs. Just
like we don’t pick our families, we can’t always pick our coworkers;
we just have to adapt and cope.

Worries about coworkers’ perceptions or reactions is one the

most common things my clients mention when discussing their
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workplace anxiety. We can’t control how they view us, which is
often at odds with how we view ourselves or how we'd like to be
viewed. A coworker looking to advance his or her agenda insinu-
ates we aren’t competent, and it sinks in a little. A boss neglects to
give a deadline but then blames you for not turning in something
sooner. A colleague steals an idea and fails to give proper credit.

We put ourselves at the mercy of a workplace and don’t have
the ability to detach and walk away. We have to find ways to get
the job done where we are. Wishing for a different situation may
help clarify what we want, but it never solves anything. The trick
is to exploit the control we have, and find better ways to work with
outside forces—and other people—toward a shared goal.

This means focusing on what we can control and keeping in
mind what is rather than what we would like it to be. A coworker
looking to advance her agenda by belittling our efforts will have
a harder time doing so when we clearly communicate our contri-
butions to the entire team. If we have a flighty boss who blames
us for missing deadlines she forgets to communicate, we can ask
her questions about timing when she assigns us a task, prefer-
ably in writing. A colleague who promotes our work as his own
should become someone with whom you avoid sharing ideas
and thoughts with in the future. Such compromises are solutions
within our control. They break the cycle of behaviors and patterns

at work that are keeping us from being our best.
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Growing through Failure

Somewhere along the way, we have been sold the idea that success
comes without pain or uncertainty. We seldom think about how
accomplishments are often achieved alongside feelings of doubt,
error, and inadequacy. In the process, we forget how integral failure
is to success.

“What did you fail at today?” entrepreneur Sara Blakely’s
father used to ask her at the dinner table when she was growing
up. If there was no failure, there was no learning, and he was disap-
pointed. Blakely is now the billionaire founder of Spanx, and she
credits this approach with her success. “Failure for me became
not trying versus the outcome,” Blakely now says, aware of the
poignancy of her father’s question. J. K. Rowling, whose Harry
Potter series was rejected by twelve publishers before becoming
a worldwide phenomenon, echoed this sentiment in her Harvard
University commencement speech: “Failure taught me things
about myself that I could have learned no other way."!

Sometimes the anxiety we feel about failing can be turned
outward, stimulating the extra motivation we need to perform at
our best. Concern about falling short of our goals can help us dig
in a bit more when we might wish we were finished, just as our
fear of disappointing a boss or client can spur the impulse to stay
focused just a little longer or take a bit more time. Worry about
failure can be a useful form of anxiety so long as it is channeled

into productive action.
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Reaching Across the Cubicle

As social beings, there is no place we can escape our need for
connection. For those of us who work in an office, we must remem-
ber that we are part of a community—and we should take advan-
tage of it. The impulse to draw inward is understandable, especially
for the socially anxious, but it is ultimately counterproductive.

“Studies show that each positive interaction employees have
during the course of the work day actually helps return the cardio-
vascular system back to resting levels,” writes Shawn Achor in The
Happiness Advantage. “[ O]ver the long haul, employees with more
of these interactions become protected from the negative effects of
job strain.”? If you are a freelancer or work from home, find ways
to connect with others in your industry or company. That reaching
out will provide you with a dose of resilience and support that you
might not even recognize you need.

In addition, working with others can also improve our perfor-
mances. Collaboration can bring out parts of ourselves that haven’t
beenneeded or compensate for areas where we need improvement.
According to Stanford University’s School of Business, innovation
is atits best when it is the product of small groups working together
to identify key problems and develop new solutions. Design think-
ing is based on the premise that intuition and deep thinking start
with a willingness to face the emotions of a problem. Indeed, the
first step of design thinking is empathy. Before a problem is even
defined, it must first be understood emotionally, an approach that
echoes how we understand ourselves."

As for bosses who are looking to make their office a little less



WORK, MONEY, AND SUCCESS 307

stressful—remember your employees need to know where they
stand. “Social rank can cause stress, especially where rankings are
unstable and people are jockeying for position.”* Office politics
are known to stimulate extraneous anxiety and erode professional
confidence, a well-known predictor of success that can make up
for skill deficits.'s Offices that run on intimidation and fear sacri-

fice productivity and the boss may not even know it.

Control at Work

Though executives will always claim to be more stressed than
low-level employees, stress has often been correlated with how
little control we have.'* Think back to the commuters who were
more stressed than the fighter pilots—the same applies for the
workplace. Having an internal sense of control has been shown
to predict not just job satisfaction and performance,” but our
overall health. In Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers, Robert Sapolsky
cites the studies that show negative health effects from “the killer
combination of high demand and low control—you have to work
hard, alot is expected of you, and you have minimal control over
the process.”*

At work, just like in our lives, we are all looking a sense of
purpose. Psychology professor Paul Spector calls having not
enough to do underload, which can “cause many of the physi-
cal discomforts we associate with being overloaded, like muscle
tension, stomachaches, and headaches.””

Boredom at the office is a frustration with not serving a
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useful purpose or having agency over what we are doing. Daniel
Goleman, in his book Focus, finds that management, and the
workers themselves, would do well to focus on “evoking a sense of

purpose and adding a dollop of pressure.”>

The Role of Play

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi also examined what he terms the artifi-
cial separation between work and play. “There is no reason to
believe any longer that only irrelevant ‘play’ can be enjoyed,” he
writes in Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, “while the serious business
of life must be born as a burdensome cross. Once we realize that
the boundaries between work and play are artificial, we can take
matters in hand and begin the difficult task of making life more
livable.””* Making time for play means choosing activities that we
do for their own sake, not just for their outcomes.

According to play expert Stuart Brown, play is an essential
part of creativity and stimulating one’s brain: “Nothing lights up
the brain like play. Three-dimensional play fires up the cerebel-
lum, puts a lot of impulses into the frontal lobe—the executive
portion—/[and] helps contextual memory be developed” When
we play, we practice cooperation, self-control, and altruism, and
we feel connected and happy. “The opposite of play is not work,”

Brown empbhasizes, “it’s depression.”
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Risks of Pushing Too Far

Especially for overachievers, recognizing one’s limits and inter-
nal signals to rest are critical. Big gains require big risks, and
anxiety is always part of the picture. Getting comfortable with
discomfort in many ways is a requisite of being successful in
innovation and growth. But there is a downside: According
to a study from University of California, San Francisco, 30
percent of all entrepreneurs experience depression.> Without
rest and balance, too much anxiety scrambles and hinders our
performance, and it tips moderate anxiety into the debilitat-
ing kind. Feeling overwhelmed is our signal we have pushed
ourselves too far, and we need to rest to restore our capacity
and performance.

Like an inflated balloon, capacity can’t be stretched indefi-
nitely without consequence. Lines become limits, and we are all
subject to them when it comes to how much anxiety we can absorb
and use productively. Where and how clear these lines are have
more to do with self-care and balance than innate capacity.

I'm reminded of my friend Ann, a businesswomen and
entrepreneur who had reached a point of maximum stretching,
especially after a partner dropped out of a major project and left
her holding the bag. Though she often felt her anxiety was a useful
booster, it had now become crippling. She was on overdrive and
had no idea how to stop or even slow down. It had reached a point
where channeling it was simply not possible.

Ann was overwhelmed by the constancy of her anxiety, and

without some self-care, she was going to crash. The answer was
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simple—even simplistic—but it worked. She took control of
something small.

Recently, Ann had been wrestling with how broken down
and unattractive she felt. She decided to reschedule her workday,
“embrace the feminine,” and among other self-care items, she
did her makeup—and it worked. She embraced being gentle
and created space in her day or the personal needs she had been
neglecting. In pulling back, she found the energy for herself for the
rest of that day she needed to get back on track. I checked in with
her a week later, and then a week after that, and the small decision
and action had successfully reset her. It was both an efficient use of
her time—doing less led to more—and an empowering recogni-
tion that she could handle things. Her life wouldn’t collapse if she
took a break and some time for herself. In the end, it was less the
action itself than the decision to allow herself a break that reset her

back on course.

Financial Anxiety

Money is one area of life that can attract a substantial amount of
anxiety for almost all of us—and the upcoming generation seems
to be struggling with it even more so. Surveys find that millennials
are experiencing higher rates of financial anxiety than other age
groups. More than half report feeling high to moderate anxiety
about losing their jobs, which is almost double that of the general
population.?* For millennials, the conflict between the instinct to

save and the urge to spend is spiking their anxiety to a point that
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it is hurting their job performance, mood, and close relationships
twice as much as it does for the general population. *

Financial anxiety continues to be a stress for people of all
ages. The fear of not having enough, or not being able to have the
life we want, is powerful. This anxiety leads in one of two direc-
tions: it triggers avoidance and detrimental behaviors that set us
back even further or it motivates us to get things in line. The fear
of not having enough money (for bills, goals, or retirement) can
promote protective financial decisions, and it can drive effective
budgeting. Conversely, it can spur impulsive spending and denial
that makes things worse. This is essentially what buyer’s remorse

is: a coming-to after a poor decision.

Jane

A client of mine in her fifties, Jane, actively shook when we first
met—just like my grandmother. She couldn’t stay still and often
sat in the waiting room on the edge of the chair, her anxiety visible
in her movement and posture. Jane was entirely focused on her
“retirement number,” the amount of money in the bank that would
let her know she could stop working. The number was her holy
grail; it consumed her, building up pressure for her to monitor her
expenses, hold regular meetings with her financial planner, and
perform at work. Ostensibly, the number’s purpose was “so I don’t
have to worry”—but it had the exact opposite effect. Worrying
about the number, and the time it would take to reach it, had

become the ruling fact of her life.
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As we worked together, her existential anxiety revealed itself:
her job was her identity and she didn’t know what she would do
when she stopped. Since she was older and single, she had no
choice but to rely on herself and prepare for retirement. Her work
was a productive outlet for her anxiety, and she became concerned
about redirecting it as a retiree. Would it just sit and pool and make
her feel restless and crazy?

Jane was blind to the fact that she already had the financial
security she so craved. Earning and saving money was Jane’s safety
behavior, a term used for phobics and compulsives when they cling
to an object or action as a form of self-protection.

Money can catch in the crosshairs of our emotional issues.
The way we handle it can mimic the way we handle many other
resources in our life like energy, time, and attention. Working
with Jane involved helping her see what she was sacrificing
in the rest of her life in putting so much energy into her work,
something she ironically did to buy security so she could quit her
job someday and hypothetically not be so anxious. But it wasn’t
about her “number”—the anxiety had simply attached to it. Jane
was working extra weekends and holidays to get an edge, which
robbed her of the opportunity to forge a satisfying social life—
something that she craved. Through our work, she began to recog-
nize the security she already had, find more ways to embrace rest,
and started investigating other interests. Over time, we worked on
teasing out where the anxiety had led her astray and how it could

be focused more beneficially.
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The Myth of Having It All

It seems that the secret to a healthy work life includes a healthy
personal life. Using examples from Warren Buffett to Oprah
Winfrey, a recent article in Inc. magazine recommended, “You
know what will add even more stress to your already stressful work
life? Not having an active life running on all cylinders outside of
work.””” Balancing work and home-life can be a challenge for even
the most resilient and principled worker. Money, career goals, or
even our boss’s demands can throw us off balance and away from
our other commitments. Anxiety can show us where we tip out of
balance and help us recalibrate our efforts.

In an interview with The Atlantic magazine, Indra Nooyi tells
a story about coming home the evening she was named CEO of
PepsiCo to be met by her mother’s ire when she walked in: the
household had run out of milk, and it was Nooyi’s duty to go
back out and get it. Her mother was far less impressed with her
daughter’s career accomplishments; strongly rooted in her Indian
culture, her mother reinforced the cost of her success on her famil-
ial responsibilities. Nooyi warned that too many women have
mistaken ideas about how easy it is to balance a career and family
and should be aware that having it all simply isn’t possible.

Research shows that more women are dropping out of the
workforce, disheartened by the reality of these conflicts, and
potentially afraid of even trying. According to research cited in
Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In, many women are settling for less satis-
fying careers in anticipation of future familial conflicts that are

perceived as unsolvable.”” In spite of growing flexibility in the
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workplace, women still fear making tough choices between career
and family, and they seem to be hedging against them in advance.
Gloria Steinem even recently asserted that the fight for women’s
equality is actually being waged in our homes.*

American women today are better educated, more empow-
ered, and more independent than ever before. Many young women
dive into their twenties thinking time is on their side, and it’s too
early for choices to be forced or values to be chiseled. Following
the flow of opportunity, both women and men leave fantasies
about a future life unchallenged. They remain whispering in the
background, ready to haunt them later.

Maintaining positivity is important, but only a realistic
outlook can lead to concrete plans.* Don’t be afraid to dream—it’s
how we clue into what we want. However, a dream is not a road
map. Attach your dreams to your values, your opportunities, and
your realistic expectations, and go after them.

If you believe that you can make all your meals from scratch
and sourced from your garden that you serve at your spotless and
stylish table, while thriving in your career and attending every
one of your child’s events, then you are likely headed for disap-
pointment. Many simply ignore these conflicting signals between
what they want and what is likely; they push forward, hoping—or
assuming—they can somehow have it all. That if we want it badly
enough, it will come. And it is that wishful thinking that is the crux
of the problem.
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Anxiety on the Field

Paul Assaiante, the varsity squash coach at Trinity College, is the
winningest coach in collegiate history. In his book, Run to the Roar,
Assaiante describes the importance of facing anxiety head on. The
book's title is a reference to a hunting strategy of lions in the wild.
When the pack of lions surround the prey, the weakest lion roars,
scaring the prey directly into the claws and jaws of younger, more
dangerous lions. It’s about the safety of approaching fears, rather
than fleeing them; known fears are far less dangerous than the
unknown dangers of retreat.

In teaching his athletes to embrace and move toward their fears,
Assaiante demonstrates that anxieties can feel much more danger-
ous than they actually are. “In moments of tension and crisis—
when the lion roars—I teach them to understand that safety is
actually found in moving forward,” he writes. “They would want
the ball. They would not be scared. They would face the old lion.”

Phil Jackson, who has won eleven championships as an NBA
head coach—the most in professional basketball history—is an
adopter of Eastern thought. He taught his players to embrace
their anger—which he said manifested as anxiety—in order to
be productive on the court. “The more you try to suppress it, the
more likely it is to erupt later in a more virulent form,” he wrote
in his book Eleven Rings: The Soul of Success. “A better approach is
to become as intimate as possible with how anger works on your
mind and body so that you can transform its underlying energy
into something productive.”*

Excellence and optimal performance will always involve
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challenge, uncertainty, and anxiety. Recognizing the advantage of
the pressure to motivate us can help us reframe our anxiety and
use it, whether it be on the field, in the classroom, or at your desk.

Anxiety invites us to show up and rise to the challenge.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Facing Crisis

“Great emergencies and crises show us how much
g
greater our vital resources are than we had supposed.”

—William James'

Hear Yourself

One day when I was nineteen, I started to have strange tingling
sensations down the left side of my body. Disoriented, I first
thought there was an earthquake, but I soon realized I was the only
one trembling. Then it happened again. And again.

The episodes hit with more frequency and they were always
scary—almost out-of-body experiences. Numerous specialists,
tests, and hospitals could not determine the cause of my episodes;
more than once, a doctor suggested that perhaps nothing was

really wrong with me at all. It was frustrating—and terrifying. But
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I listened to my body, and fortunately, my mother listened too. So,
we spent months digging for answers.

It took a three-week stay at the Mayo Clinic, but we finally
had the answer: advanced neurological lyme disease, a treatable—
if little-known—infectious disease at the time. The anxiety that
something was wrong was not a false alarm at all; it was an intense
signal. My body knew, and I was able to listen—and be listened to.

I have a close friend with a similar story: a strange pain in his
lower stomach that would simply not go away. X-ray after X-ray
revealed nothing. Doctors told him more than once it was likely
nothing—maybe gas, maybe a strained muscle. But none of those
sounded right. The pain was intense and strange. So, he continued
going back to doctor after doctor, from one referred specialist to
another. “Look, I know I'm not a doctor,” he said to the latest one,
“but something is not right.” The doctor later said that it was those
words that made him certain that something indeed was wrong.

By the end of the second week of this, the specialist finally had
the answer, and it was the simplest one imaginable. His appendix.
It was enlarged and located slightly off the typical spot, so no one
caught it. The doctor sped him into surgery and removed it just
before it burst.

I'm sure you or a friend has experienced something similar. The
point is not that doctors miss things. It’s that we can never remove
ourselves from the equation—even if we’re working off instinct or
feeling or without the necessary vocabulary. It doesn’t require too
much sensitivity to recognize when things are off. Our bodies cannot

really be duped, no matter how loud other distractions become.
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Health is an area of anxiety commonly experienced by those
who aren’t normally overly anxious. We experience whisper
anxiety about our diets, about our need to exercise more, see that
doctor, maybe quit drinking or smoking or eating fatty foods. The
anxiety is about the gap between how we feel and how we want
to feel. We are experts at delaying, procrastinating, and ignoring
health concerns. This is where our anxiety raises its head.

If we listen to our bodies, we will know—maybe not specif-
ically what it needs, but that it needs help. There is an embed-
ded honesty and wisdom in there. And we must listen: because
we know our bodies better than anyone else possibly could. It’s a
built-in system of checks and balances to make sure these habits

don’t get out of hand.

Without Judgment

As a psychology graduate student, I worked primarily with
female victims of domestic violence. I would listen to their
traumatic stories, witness their struggles, and try to navigate
their current state so I could offer help. But I was baffled by their
resistance. If they were being beaten, their children were at risk,
and their life was being threatened, it seemed obvious that they
should remove themselves from their situations and enter one of
our free, hidden shelters. But they resisted. The walls they had
put up were solidly built.

Those interactions first exposed me to how powerful shame

and avoidance habits can be. I was concerned for these women,
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frustrated for their situations, and felt like there was nothing I could
do to help. They were blinded by a certain wish for how their lives
could be instead of seeing what was real, and they were ashamed,
often believing the abuse was their fault. They were caught in a
cycle of abuse that included a reconciliation and “honeymoon”
period, one where their husbands or boyfriends pulled out all the
stops to win them back. The women almost universally stuck to
the idea that this was the real man. This version. Convinced by
this manipulation, and psychologically beaten down, they would
reenter the relationship—only to go through the cycle again. As
they returned session after session for help, I realized I couldn’t
always convince them to leave these men. But I noticed the
subtlety of what I was slowly offering: acceptance, connection and
hope, the kind that might lead to courage.

As I worked my way through graduate school, the powerful
pull of past experiences was never far from my mind. “For each of
us, there is a point at which fear crosses the line into trauma,” writes
Lou Cozolino, “causing severe disturbances in the integration of
cognitive, sensory, and emotional processing.® Post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) is a sustained reaction to a previous event.
Long after the person has escaped the danger, the symptoms—
the sensory reality of the experience—remain. My dissertation
advisor, David Foy, a renowned trauma expert, used to always say
about PTSD symptoms, “These are ordinary reactions to extraor-
dinary experiences,” words that have stuck with me a long time.

Many of the women I worked with early in my career partic-

ularly struggled with distinguishing between the choices they had
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and the choices they wished they had. This distinction is a hugely
important element of deciding a useful course of action. I met so
many women who were unsure about their relationships, unwill-
ing to face the painful realities of their situations, wishing their lives
could be the way they once were, or the way they could be if only
someone else would change. The if onlys and what ifs keep people
stuck, circling and swirling, never leading to active solutions. It
places the impetus for change outside ourselves when the focus
needs to be within us.

When facing a tough situation, hope and support can
help us bravely face our truth and muster the courage to cope.
Compassion helps us translate anxiety into something we can
use. Researchers found that self-compassion correlated with
lower PTSD symptoms, as did helping people cope with the
symptoms themselves.* Getting out of a dark place and into a
place of control requires us to accept and embrace ourselves in
a way that can be especially difficult for those who experience
trauma. Loving ourselves, and taking control of our perceptions,
is the key to exiting the tunnel and pulling out into the lighted
road ahead.

Coping with Trauma

Trauma can happen anywhere and to anyone. Estimates are that 70
percent of people have experienced a trauma in their lives—and
20 percent of them will develop PTSD.® Be it a traumatic loss, an

injury or illness, a dreadful accident, or a natural disaster, trauma
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can strike at any time with no warning. PTSD-like symptoms are
almost universal in the immediate aftermath of trauma, where the
“majority of individuals will have symptoms of reexperiencing,
avoidance, and hyperarousal initially following the trauma that
will extinguish over time,” though for some victims, symptoms
will persist and full-on PTSD will develop.®

The ability to distinguish between current danger and previ-
ous danger gets confused in those who develop PTSD. The part
of the brain responsible for scanning our physical environments
for threat and activating the appropriate response are less active
in PTSD patients. One of the most common PTSD symptoms
involves misperceiving neutral stimuli as threatening (e.g., loud
noises being misperceived as gunfire), suggesting that there could
be damage to this part of the brain.”

According to neuroscientist Bruce McEwen, “In PTSD
the traumatic event engraves itself in the brain, often obliterat-
ing more recent, and less significant, memories.” Despite the
variety of loud bangs that a PTSD sufferer has heard in his life,
the gunfire trumps all the others. All loud bangs are gunfire, no

matter the reality.

Reaching Out

Crisis situations are anxiety provoking. The best way to cope is to
talk through them in a structured way.® Telling someone how you
feel, what happened, and what is going on can help you use your

support system to process your new reality. Think of it as building
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up a network of resilience, one that can protect us from developing
symptoms of trauma.

Another key to preventing prolonged trauma symptoms is
allowing the stress response—which includes cortisol—to work
adaptively. So powerful is our cortisol response to protect us during
intense stress that some studies have shown high doses of glucocor-
ticoids (a class of steroid hormones, one of which is cortisol) admin-
istered in the immediate aftermath after an accident, surgery, or
trauma have had protective effects in preventing trauma symptoms."

Whether it’s talking to friends, leaning on a medical team, or
simply being honest about what you need, actively coping is criti-
cal. Otherwise, anxiety symptoms lodge, pull us into sticky cycles
of avoidance, and give the symptoms room to linger. Tell your
story to those you trust will listen. Translating feelings into words
is a powerful coping tool and can reduce needless shame, allowing
people around you to provide the support you need.*

Also, don’t be afraid to cry as you talk about what is happen-
ing. Tears are not just emotionally cathartic, but they boost our
immune system, remove toxins, and even elevate our mood
once we stop." It can help to think of tears as “highlighter pens”
for our strong feelings. Moving into and through our new reality
is the challenge of coping with trauma and protecting ourselves

too much from its symptoms can plague us further. Despite dated

If you're looking to assist a friend or loved one in facing a crisis, remember though
that forcing anyone to talk about something painful is ill advised. Talking about a
trauma should always be on the person’s own terms, allowing their instincts about

their needs to be valued and strengthened.
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thinking about crying being the mark of the weak, studies show a
capacity to weep is correlated with emotional strength.? It demon-
strates our capacity to understand and relate to the world. “He

who does not weep,” novelist Victor Hugo wrote, “does not see.”"

Writing It Down

“Owning our story and loving ourselves through that
process is the bravest thing we’ll ever do.”

—Brené Brown'*

Putting our feelings into words can be cathartic, allowing us to
release pent up emotion. Often, we don’t know how we think until
we are made to articulate it. It's one of the reasons that talking
about trauma helps us process it. In a similar vein, writing helps us
understand our emotions, giving language and structure to what
can be scary feelings.

It’s a question of healing, not ruminating. How we view our
experience shapes what they become. We cannot change what
happened, but we are in control of the story we tell ourselves about
what has happened, and what happens next.

The psychologist James Pennebaker, in his books Writing to
Heal and Opening Up: Healing Power of Expressing Emotions, was
among the first to document the detrimental effects of keeping
secrets, noting that among some abuse survivors the act of keeping

secrets about an event was more painful and lasting than the
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event itself. Pennebaker studies how language creates emotional
meaning and how writing can work to diminish the remaining
stress from a traumatic event. ' One study even links stress reduc-
tion directly to writing a positive narrative. '* We are creators of
meaning and this is true on the chemical level. Both in writing
and in speech, embracing a narrative of healing can be powerful

in constructing a present and a future not at the mercy of the past.

The Science of Buttons

While the term trauma is clinically reserved for life threatening
experiences, the trauma process can be enacted through a host of
overwhelming experiences. Often, these experiences are those that
happen early in childhood when so much is outside of our control.
When painful associations lodged in our minds are brought up
in present situations, our reactions can feel overblown. The present
experience feels familiar and our amygdala signals danger. We are
triggered, and our reaction is exaggerated. There are times when
buttons get pushed and the noise (the yelling anxiety) that results
spikes the anxiety to an unusable degree. It’s as though our amygdala
gets us going before we have a chance to control how we react.
“The amygdala catalogs past threats to apply them to future
situations,” writes Lou Cozolino in The Healthy, Aging Brain.
“Unlike our fragile memory for names and dates, the amygdala
has a tenacious memory for what has frightened us... Activation
results in chemical processes that enhance memory for fearful

experiences.”” Our bodies carry the memory of the traumatic
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experience in a deep, sensory way, whether we choose to hold onto
it or not. It’s essential that we get familiar with what our buttons
are; once they are activated, we are most likely to benefit from

understanding the terrain and recognizing its pitfalls.

Panic and Phobia

Panic is one of the most debilitating and frightening forms of
anxiety. It is a full-body experience that can include sweaty palms,
ringing ears, racing heart, blurred vision, and often a belief that you
are dying. It’s the quintessential expression of what I call secondary
anxiety—anxiety about your anxiety.

Though panic itself is too loud for you to use construc-
tively, its very presence pushes you to seek to make sure it never
happens again. While efforts to resist panic may feel protective,
the avoidance actually drives up your vulnerability to experienc-
ing more panic. The mistake is believing you can’t handle it. You
may not want to, but you can. The very act of opening yourself up
to panic diminishes it right away, preventing it from taking hold.
Additionally, understanding what is driving the panicky feeling
to begin with can help you regain control. Panic is never random,
though its source is not always clear.

Phobias are a type of anxiety where a fear of something, and its
avoidance, creates secondary anxiety. Avoiding the feared object
or situation often comes back to bite us. Max is a young man I saw
who had anxiety about flying, among other things. One of the

things we had to focus on was how to redirect his thinking about
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what happens in a plane or what could happen. He used an online
resource set up by pilots that explained what the engine noises were
and how landing works."* Information is powerful, and it can help
offset the onslaught of irrational possibilities, which the imagina-
tion can create. We worked on using the information he learned to
challenge the validity of his fears and redirect his imagination of
the possibilities to the probabilities. Knowing what was happening
when he heard engine sounds and recounting to himself the safety
records of air travel helped him stay focused on facts rather than

his fears, helping him to keep his anxiety in check.

Raphael

A crisis doesn’t have to be one single event or situation. Sometimes
just the accumulation of responsibilities can overtake us. Getting
clear on signals of overload are an important part of keeping
anxiety at its proper level. A chronic overachiever, Raphael came
in one day for what he termed a “tune up.” The rising demands
of several family crises were competing with his new executive
responsibilities in such a way that he felt he was sinking.

He described a recurring dream he had been having the previ-
ous few nights; he would happen upon a horrible accident with
needy victims, and he was the only one there to help. After helping
a few people, he leaves in the middle to go to the movies with the
intent to come back and help. He wakes up annoyed at his frivo-
lous choice, feeling confused and guilty about what it says about

his selfishness.
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Raphael’s new job had him assisting underserved communi-
ties. Meanwhile, he was also struggling to support his immediate
and extended family manage a variety of relationship, health, and
legal troubles. He felt the impact of each problem and obliged to be
present for everyone. Under the weight of the pressure to also be a
father and husband, he found himself fantasizing about leaving his
job. He feared he was burning out, attributing his feelings to work
pressures. He seemed not to recognize how the family responsibil-
ities were weighing him down.

Hisrecurring dream had been telling a different story and signal-
ing a different need. Rather than being selfish, and ill equipped for
the empathic demands of his job, perhaps he simply needed a bit
more time for himself. The work in his session was about reframing
the signal that his anxiety was sending: he had to do a better job of
balancing his various demands—not simply drop one.

Valuing his own needs as much as others’ continues to be a
growth area for Raphael, but for the time being he sees self-time
as a necessity, not a luxury. He had been forgetting to put on his
oxygen mask before helping others.

If your anxiety is overwhelming and becoming chronic, your
anxiety may be sending you the message to slow down, to pause,
to heal. Remember that the action you may need to take can be
seeking help and stopping. Sometimes the best solution is the

most obvious: what is needed is rest, recovery, and self-care.
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Failing Up

Coping with trauma, adversity, or any sort of crisis anxiety takes
guts and a willingness to take control. We are in more control than
we realize, and it can be a self-perpetuating loop. Once we accept
we are in control, the control itself becomes easier. There is a resil-
ience that comes from absorbing and growing through crisis.

In The Happiness Advantage, Shawn Achor uses the phrase
“falling up,” which nicely distills the idea. Post-traumatic growth
has been a revealing field of research, with evidence suggesting not
just that sufferers return to normal—but that they build themselves
back stronger, just like the old adage. “Posttraumatic growth is not
simply a return to baseline,” write Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence
Calhoun, pioneers of this field of inquiry, “it is an experience of
improvement that for some persons is deeply profound.”

One action we can always turn to is easy in the abstract but
difficult in reality: forgiveness. It’s helpful to remember that
forgiveness is about you—not necessarily about the person being
forgiven. And yet the act of forgiveness can release the anger
and regret that has been pooling up and has been scientifically
proven to reduce distress.! Forgiveness can be the ultimate way
of stepping out of the past and into the present, and ultimately,
the future.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Soothing and Coping

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our

deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.

—Marianne Williamson'

Quieting the Yell

Throughout this book, I've made the case that our anxiety is a
supportive friend, not an adversary. However, there is obviously a
level of anxiety that s too high to be useful. This chapter focuses on
strategies that reduce this type of yelling anxiety to a manageable
level, so it can be channeled productively. Just like the sympathetic
nervous system (the gas pedal) kicks in your stress response, your
parasympathetic nervous (the brakes) system is designed to shut
it off. Sometimes engaging those brakes are necessary in order to

ensure you are traveling at a safe and manageable speed, and the
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following are my go-to recommendations for keeping anxiety at its

optimal effective level:

«  Go easier on yourself

«  Find ways to feel and show gratitude

« Draw your attention to the here and now

« Embrace the positive

o Justbreathe

« Calm your body to calm your mind; calm your mind to
calm your body

+ Engage in healthier habits

Self-Compassion
Think back to the monkey and the green banana: forcing doesn’t
always make things better. Often it compounds our issues or
traps us into rigid thinking. This is true for anxiety as well.
Unfortunately, there is a culture out there telling us we simply
need to force ourselves through our fears, and then all will be
better. Suck it up. Grind it out. This simply is not the case. Yes,
anxiety must be faced and tolerated to be understood, but it
cannot be done forcefully. It’s not a question of will. It’s a question
of compassion and courage.

We hear a lot from the media, from society, and even from
loved ones that we need to be tougher on ourselves when we’re
working on self-control, but perhaps the opposite is true. In one

classic experiment on overeating, self-forgiveness actually drove
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up self-control.> In making healthier choices, we are usually better
off being gentle and compassionate in our efforts than being rigid
and self-critical.

So, if you notice yourself feeling stuck, trapped, or rigid, ask
yourself How I can be more gentle? Where can I ease my perspective?
Yoga teachers often ask their classes, “How can you soften your
effort to get more from the stretch?” Ilove that framework: soften
to get more. Pulling harder doesn’t get you where you need to
be. You want your mind and body to cooperate with you—think
about how we get other people to join us. By being gentle.

A brief warning: gentle behaviors can become indulgences
if they don’t ultimately solve our anxiety. Keeping your workout
easy can help you keep your gym routine, but if we never step up
resistance, we’'ll never build strength. Shopping for a new dress
may ease our waistline frustrations, but it can delay actually taking
action on our waistline goals. Self-compassion is about making it
easier so that we solve the issue, not just making it easier for its
own sake. According to Dr. Kristen Neff, self-compassion means
“we clearly acknowledge our problems and shortcomings without
judgment, so we can do what’s necessary to help ourselves.”

Two researchers at Duke University, Ashley Batts Allen
and Mark Leary, have directly studied the connection between
self-compassion and healing from stressful events. “People who are
high in self-compassion,” they write, “take greater responsibility for
their failures and make needed changes while maintaining a loving,
caring, and patient approach toward themselves.” Self-compassion

is not about denying anything—it’s about acceptance. Accepting
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the realities in front of you, so you can productively move forward.
It’s about “taking responsibility for oneself and for attaining one’s
goals,” note Allen and Leary. It’s helpful to remember that these are
not positivity gurus, but research scientists. Self-compassion is not
abdicating or avoiding. It is about facing our experience, upping

our responsibility, and taking control.

Gratitude

“Some strengths are innate—built into your DNA—
but most are acquired, woven over time into the fabric
of your brain... You become more grateful through
internalizing repeated experiences of gratitude; you
become more compassionate through internalizing
repeated experiences of compassion.”

—Rick Hanson, Hardwiring Happiness®

Robert Emmons, perhaps the world’s leading expert on gratitude,
posits that gratitude has two key components: (1) it’s the affirma-
tion of goodness in the world, and (2) its source originates outside
ourselves.® Gratitude helps us see that we are supported and affirmed
by others, and it underscores a sense of connection that strength-
ens us. Social scientists believe gratitude evolved as a way to pay it
forward. Sociologist Georg Simmel called it “the moral memory of
mankind,”” while eighteenth-century pioneering deaf educator Jean

Massieu memorably called it “the memory of the heart.”
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Besides helping reframe negatives as positives, gratitude
expands our views beyond ourselves; it opens us to our relation-
ships with others and the larger world. This can help pull us out
of our immediate feelings and add width and depth to our percep-
tion. Gratitude is not just about counting our blessings, it’s about
digging further into our experience of our blessings, the source of
them, the interconnectedness of all of us.

Neurobiologist Richard Davidson has noted that the connec-
tion between our emotional and thinking selves is an intercon-
nectedness that we can tap into. “The brain’s emotional circuits are
actually connected to its thinking circuits, which are much more
accessible to our conscious volition,” explains Sharon Begley, who
cowrote Davidson’s The Emotional Life of the Brain. “So, while you
can’t just order yourself to have a particular feeling, you can sort of
sneak up on your emotions via your thoughts.” Our feelings and
our thoughts work together. As we discussed in chapter 3, how we
think about a feeling actually defines what it is. A feeling is not

something that happens to us—we cocreate it.

Undoing and Grounding

Scientists also recognize “the undoing effect,” where positive
emotions can reduce negative ones. In one study, when subjects
with stress-related health issues were triggered into anxiety,
cardiovascular symptoms decreased faster in those who watched
positive films than in those who watched neutral films.” This

suggests watching a few minutes of a favorite comedy show, or
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scrolling cute animal videos, could promote faster recovery from
yelling anxiety. “A quick burst of positive emotions doesn’t just
broaden our cognitive capacity,” happiness researcher Shawn
Achor explains, “it also provides a quick and powerful antidote
to stress and anxiety, which in turn improves our focus and our
ability to function at our best level.”?

There is also the technique known as grounding, which
involves attaching yourself to the here and now of your immediate
environment. Grounding is about focusing on what’s in front of
you immediately, like a table’s surface, the texture of a carpet, or
the light coming in a window. This technique, which is especially
helpful for panic, brings awareness to the most concrete things in

front of us as a strategy to escape the cycles inside our minds.

Just Breathe

If you aren’t always sure what you are feeling, that’s okay. There are
things you can do to activate the parts of our brain linked to insight.
The simple exercise of becoming aware of your breath has been
shown in various studies to activate the insula and the anterior
cingulate cortex, two areas of our brains involved in awareness as
well as self-regulation of attention and emotion."

When we are anxious and feel threatened, controlled breath-
ing has also been shown to activate the parasympathetic branch of
the autonomic nervous system (the brake pedal) that helps turn
off the stress response.”> As the threat response calms, the think-

ing part of the cortex becomes more accessible. Simple exercises
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to lengthen and slow your breath can have a powerful effect on
increasing your cognitive capabilities.® One of the most effec-
tive things you can do to physically calm your nervous system is
to calm your breath, balancing the short, choppy breathing that
accompanies a threat response.

Belly breathing is another specific strategy. While techniques
vary, the goal of belly breathing is to slow your breathing and take
air into the deepest part of your lungs (which feels like your belly)
such that a hand placed just above your belly button would rise with
an inhale. Breathe in through your nose to slow your intake (on a
count of three to four seconds) hold for one to two counts, and
exhale slowly through your mouth at least as long as your inhale,
if not longer (three to eight counts). Aim for no more than eight
breaths per minute, which means every complete breath (inhale
and exhale) should be eight seconds. Timing yourself can help,
but counting aloud at roughly one-second intervals works just as
well, forcing your whole experience to focus on slowing down your
breath. Continue for as many cycles as it takes to calm yourself.

Taking a simple deep breath can stimulate the vagus nerve,
our largest nerve that runs from our brains to our abdomens and
controls the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). This can
have a powerful calming effect. Neuroscience research has shown
in rats that stimulation of the vagus nerve enhances the extinction
of fear and alters the plasticity in the pathway from the prefrontal
cortex to the amygdala. In other words, rats that received vagus
nerve stimulation (VNS) “forgot” a stressful event faster than rats

that did not receive VNS. It is feasible to propose that VNS helps
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patients to reduce their anxiety, because the increased vagus nerve
firing will help strengthen the control that the prefrontal cortex
has over the amygdala.™*

It’s important to lay the groundwork in advance before anxiety
strikes. Developing a simple practice of deep belly breathing
during times of calm can help you access this tool when anxiety
spikes.'s While we can’t always control our threat responses, we

can activate our relaxation response.

Other Calming Routines
Calming your body with your mind is the basis of almost all physi-

ological relaxation techniques. Progressive muscle relaxation, devel-
oped by Herbert Benson, is atechnique of relaxing your body, muscle
group by muscle group, which promotes full body relaxation.”
Soothing rituals like a hot bath, sauna,* or massage'” promote
circulation and relax muscles, which can in turn soothe our minds.
Most parents know the soothing magic of submerging a cranky
child in warm water. Fortunately, this relaxation response stays
with us for life, and a warm bath or hot shower can work wonders.
A cup of hot tea, soaking up some sunshine, or simply hugging
someone are some of our grandparents’ favorite calming rituals,
and they still work today. Science is starting to understand just how
helpful some of these remedies can be in balancing our bodies.
Perhaps counterintuitively, cold water can also be helpful in
reducing anxiety. Cold water exposure to your face has been found

to stimulate a dive reflex, lowering blood pressure and respiration,
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that can calm the body.>* Cold water immersion is another example
of a type of hormesis, like a vaccination, where you become inocu-
lated to the original stressor such that a little bit of it builds your
tolerance for even more.

Yoga and other mindful stretching practices also help promote
physiological calm.? Ina2011 study by Sara Lazar at Massachusetts
General Hospital, participants who took only eight weeks of yoga
and meditation classes (less than thirty minutes a day) reported
less stress and scans showed a smaller sized amygdala.? It was the
tirst study to document changes over time in decreasing the thick-
ness of a brain structure mediated by meditation.

According to an overview of yoga and stress conducted by
University of Maryland nurses, an increasing body of evidence
documents yoga’s positive impact on mental health, specifically
because it moderates the body’s stress response.” Anyone who has
practiced yoga understands the mental challenges that rival the
physical ones. Breathing into the discomfort grows tolerance, and
it also creates greater capacity to think about our discomfort when
we are in it, both on and off the mat. A calm body is the path to a
calm mind.

A number of newer technologies claim to teach stimulation
of the PNS (the brakes) through biofeedback and monitoring
heart rate variability (HRV). Biofeedback teaches us the capacity
to control our physiological responses simply through real-time
feedback of our physiological reactions (e.g., heart rate, skin
temperature). By watching what your body is doing in real time,

and experimenting with various techniques to calm it, you can find



SOOTHING AND COPING 339

the one that works best for you. Like weighing yourself to check
the success of a diet, biofeedback offers data we can use to target
our strategies more individually.

Noninvasive vagus nerve stimulation has been shown to lower
depression and may soon become available to patients.* Audio
programs of binaural beats that claim to entrain your brain to stimu-
late relaxing (alpha) brain waves that are normally only achieved
through structured meditation are available. These technological

“shortcuts” are a big business but have yet to be scientifically proven.*

Mindfulness and Meditation
The strength of the mind-body connection is the basis of all

forms of meditation. Dozens of meditation practices exist that
have been shown to improve relaxation and calm. The structured
practice of transcendental meditation (TM) has shown improve-
ments in neural connections and coherence in the brain; practi-
tioners of TM report a greater ability to control their thoughts and
emotions.” TM is about harnessing attention toward the intrin-
sic pleasure of stillness through a mantra—a repeated phrase.
Participants tap into a deeply restful state of consciousness that
offers intense rest and restoration.”

Mindfulness is a type of meditation that involves focusing
without reacting. Being curious about what’s actually happening
(along with focusing on one’s breath) stimulates the processing
part of the brain. This, in turn, can reduce stress. The inward focus

makes it easier to name our experiences and better control them.
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The thinking cannot stop the emotion, but how we think about it
can alter the experience: I know what this is. It's anxiety, it's trying to
help me, and I can handle it.

Importantly, mindfulnessis not to be confused with optimism.
Optimism can shut out important details and keep us focused on
wishes rather than reality. Mindfulness helps us be more aware of
the evidence that’s available to us. Rather than a reverie in what we
want something to be, it is an awareness of what is.

Noted mindfulness and mediation expert Tara Brach offers a
helpful acronym for mindfulness she calls RAIN: recognize, allow,

investigate, and resume natural presence.

«  Recognize emotional reactivity.

« Pause by taking three full breaths; allow your inner experi-
ence to be as it is.

« Investigate with kindness whatever feelings are most
predominant.

«  Resume activity, and notice if there is more natural presence,
which is understood as the reality separate from our thoughts

and feelings.»

The Science in Mindfulness

Author and mindfulness expert Jon Kabat-Zinn views emotions
as our senses trying to get our attention. “If you're not paying
attention, your senses will try to wake you up while you still have

a chance,” he writes. “The senses are the only way we can know
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the world.”» Mindfulness-based stress reduction, as explained in
Kabat-Zinn’s book Full Catastrophe Living, is a practice of being
aware of what’s happening with curiosity rather than judgment. It
is simply the act of tuning into what’s happening in your individ-
ual world at any given time. “Dropping in” to your experience, as
Kabat-Zinn would say. In one study, subjects were taught to not
fight the anxiety, but to recognize their negative thoughts, let them
happen knowing they would eventually pass, and focus on their
breathing. ** Their goal was accepting it fully with no resistance.

After training participants in an eight-week course, research-
ers presented participants with self-critical statements (e.g., I am
ashamed of my shyness or people always judge me) while they were
in the fMRI machine. They found that the more subjects mentally
processed their anxious thoughts, the less stress they felt. In a
similar experiment, focusing on the thoughts was more effective at
stress reduction than distraction.”!

Acceptance commitment therapy (ACT)® focuses on the
importance of not changing your thoughts but rather accepting
them and detaching from their impact. An example would be
taking the thought of I am a bad person and reframing it into I am
having the thought that I am a bad person. By identifying what’s
happening, you can separate yourself from its effects. You can
accept the presence of the thought without believing it.

Distancing oneself into the second or third person can also be
an effective tool at managing your anxiety.** When subjects encour-
aged themselves in the third person (using their own names) prior

to a meeting or public speech, they regulated stress better and
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engaged in less ruminating than those who engaged in first person
self-talk.** I refer to myself by name when I need an extra boost of
courage: Come on, Alicia. You can do this. It gives you a comfortable
distance from the thought and the feeling—a bird’s-eye view that

spreads the whole out before you.

The Happiest Man in the World

Psychology professor Richard J. Davidson worked with Matthieu
Ricard, a Tibetan monk known as “the happiest man in the world,”
on a twelve-year study of meditation and happiness.* One specific
practice, called compassion meditation, is in Ricard’s words, about
“unrestricted readiness and availability to help living beings.”* The
meditation often begins with thinking about alleviating the suffer-
ing of a specific loved one and then expands out to everyone.

In his book The Emotional Life of Your Brain, Davidson
discussed the experiment, where compassion meditation lit up
areas of the monks’ brain linked to doing. Davidson and Ricard
agreed that aloved one in distress conjures a “total readiness to act,
to help.” A readiness to act makes sense given the strong impulse
to tend and befriend under distress as well as act.”” Another study
of monks’ brains revealed neural growth of the frontal cortex and

other regions associated with happiness.*
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Talking It OQut

Whether we are talking to ourselves, to someone else, or simply
writing, language is critical in helping us process our anxiety. Of all
the calming techniques, none will help us understand and “process”
our feelings more than talking about it. Journaling, talking with
a friend, and attending talk therapy all share the common thread
of identifying and understanding one’s experiences. Paul J. Zak—
who has been at the forefront of discovering oxytocin’s role in the
brain—has shown that when we engage our language centers and
name our experiences, we reduce our physiological arousal.”
Naming our experiences also allows us to better understand
our choices and needed solutions. It allows us to construct a narra-
tive of hope and healing and gives us the tools and language to
reach out for social support, which lowers our threat response and

helps guide us toward solutions.

The Big Three

Let’s finally turn to what I call the big three: exercise,* sleep,* and
nutrition.”? Each of these physical needs have been repeatedly
linked to cognitive control as well as emotional regulation, and
they are especially important in turning on your awareness to your

emotional signals.®
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Exercise
“Exercise is stress reducing so long as it is something you actually
want to do,” explains Robert Sapolsky. “Let rats voluntarily runin a
running wheel, and their health improves in all sorts of ways. Force
them to, even while playing great dance music, and their health
worsens.”* Exercise has also been shown to mitigate the stress of
cravings® and increase cognitive control and self-regulation.*
Beyond the mental and emotional boost, exercise can help you
practice being uncomfortable or even tolerate pain. This practice
of tolerating discomfort in the physical world can spill over into
the emotional world. The Power of Habit author Charles Duhigg
calls exercise a “keystone habit,” which “changes our sense of self
and our sense of what is possible.””” There’s a debate as to how long
it takes to create a habit (one recent scientific study found it to
be sixty-six days),* but all agree that a key to maintaining healthy

coping is converting positive coping strategies into habits.

Sleep

Americans are chronically sleep deprived, with a full 40 percent
getting less than the recommended amount of shut eye.” Scientists
have recently discovered a tiny network of fluid-filled channels
that clear toxins from brain cells that only activates during sleep,*
leading one Science magazine writer to dub sleep the brain’s house-
keeper.s' Unless the brain sleeps, its cells cannot get cleaned, yet
many of us don’t get the “housecleaning” we need to function at

our best.
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Sleep loss saps energy, efficiency, concentration, and emotional
control.® For people who already wrestle with anxiety, inadequate
sleep can make things worse, particularly escalating anticipatory
anxiety.® A brain without sleep struggles to think clearly and
manage emotional reactions. The part of the brain associated with
this function, the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), is impaired
with inadequate sleep.s*

On the other end of the continuum, extra sleep has been
shown to help athletic performance and “super-high-achievers
sleep significantly more than the average American,” according
to Christine Carter at the Center for the Greater Good, a science
facility at UC Berkeley dedicated to studying happiness and
compassion.’ While getting enough sleep isn’t always easy for an
anxious person besieged by insomnia or early-morning waking,
getting enough sleep, or at a minimum sleeping when you are
tired, is critical to building healthy cognitive and emotional habits.
Pushing through fatigue is a recipe for unwieldy anxiety, and often
sleep difficulties, that can be avoided by doing simply what our

bodies want us to do.

Nutrition

There are also links between nutrition and anxiety that are still
being explored. A recent study on mice “found that the bacteria in
your gut can affect the molecules in the areas of the brain that are
associated with anxiety and depression.” It is well documented

that a diet rich in sugar, caffeine, alcohol, and preservatives can
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wreak havoc on our blood sugar, arousal circuits, and metabolism;
these in turn impact our brains and our ability to regulate our
bodies and emotions. Eating a diet high in nutrient-dense foods
can help provide our brain the fuel it needs to keep our bodies
running efficiently and smoothly.

But eating healthily is a whole lot easier said than done. It’s not
always a nutritional or educational issue—many of us know what
we're supposed to do. It’s a behavioral one. Cornell professor Brian
Wansink—dubbed the “Sherlock Holmes of food”—has studied
eating behavior for his entire career, and he has shown repeatedly
that much of our eating process is preconscious, if not wholly uncon-
scious. In order to survive, we eat without awareness. If we were to
have to focus on every bite or every stomach grumble, we wouldn't
have room for much else in life. We rely on our instincts to eat, and
we choose what is convenient and in front of us that’s desirable.

It’s not an accident that people on diets or new food regimes
can talkaboutlittle else than eating. They have had to become more
aware and more focused on something they’re not used to paying
attention to. I know many moms—including myself—complain
they have to wait until their kids outgrow hot dogs and macaroni
and cheese before they can stop eating those things themselves. A
son who needs to gain weight? No problem, I can gain right along
with him. A pregnant wife eating for two? The husband is all too
willing to match her pound for pound. This is just how we are
wired. We do so much without noticing. And noticing is a precious
commodity and resource. The key to a healthy diet? Your immedi-

ate environment.
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Wansink has researched our habits related to the proximity
of healthy versus unhealthy foods—where we store them—or
what is in our line of vision.®* When unloading the groceries, think
about what an exhausted version of you is going to see and grab.
Then unpack accordingly. Wansink argues that controlling your
environment and the foods you expose yourself to, rather than
controlling what you eat, is a more sustainable way to change your

eating than a diet or controlled food plan.”

Building Habits

The effect of our environment on behavioral changes goes way
beyond food. There is an emerging science of nudges, or choice
architecture, that focuses on strategic changes in one’s environ-
ment that can alter a person’s behavior in predictable ways without
precluding other choices or incentives.® Think of the end of the
day when you're too tired to do anything but stare mindlessly at
cable news, surf the internet without reading anything, or scour
websites to do some unnecessary shopping.

Happiness researcher Shawn Achor coined the “twenty-
second rule,” which accounted for how far away his guitar was
from him, yet he still couldn’t practice. When exhausted, those
twenty seconds are a trudge. So Achor moved his guitar from
his closet to a stand next to his couch to increase likelihood of
practice,® and it worked.

We are vulnerable to dopamine and decision-fatigue when we

are tired. The best we can do is plan ahead and make good choices
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easier. Design an environment for success to make it easier on your
future self. Schedule plans with friends, buy a new book you heard
about, pursue a creative hobby, move your body, and have healthy
food available. Limit choices by stacking your choices for success.
And when you're tempted to go for that cigarette, chocolate bar,
or extra drink, just wait ten minutes. Dopamine works best with
immediacy. It is tougher to sabotage long-term rewards when we
add time to the mix. It’s a form of gentle discipline that works.®

Aswe discussed in chapter 8, how we perceive ourselves across
time is important, with the latest research suggesting self-control
is linked to empathy for your future self.®* “Empathy depends
on your ability to overcome your own perspective, appreciate
someone else’s, and step into their shoes,” an article in The Atlantic
states. “Self-control is essentially the same skill, except that those
other shoes belong to your future self—a removed and hypotheti-
cal entity who might as well be a different person.”*

Have empathy for the you that has to give a presentation in the
morning, and pass on that third drink. Have empathy for the you
at the gym tomorrow, and skip the chocolate cake. Have empathy
for the you that has to get up at the crack of dawn, and shut off the
iPad and get to bed. Your anxiety will thank you for it. It has been
desperately trying to get your attention, offering a helping hand,
and providing you with the information and energy to make you
your best self. If we would all pay attention and embrace it for the
tool that it is—it may take some time and practice—we’ll find that

better self.



Conclusion

“We either make ourselves miserable, or we make
ourselves strong. The amount of work is the same.”

—Carlos Castaneda’

At the heart of using our anxiety is a simple but powerful
concept: allowing ourselves to think differently. It’s about recog-
nizing just how much control we really have—even if it doesn’t
feel like it and we have convinced ourselves we don't.

The new science around anxiety, and its empowering message,
is that anxiety can help. It doesn’t have to own us, and it doesn’t
have to stay hidden in the shadows, stigmatized, and treated as a
burden. Anxiety deserves a rebranding—so much more of it is
healthy than is unhealthy, and seeing it this way only increases our

ability to use it constructively.
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Of course, this idea is not really new. It is embedded in the
work of Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, and William James. We
have simply gotten away from embracing the natural wisdom of
our bodies, or perhaps we never learned. Thinking about anxiety
differently begins the process of building new neural pathways and
habits, which in turn grows our capacity to handle more. We can
only choose what we think about and how. As Winifred Gallagher
writes in Rapt: Attention and the Focused Life, ”"Who you are, what
you think, feel, and do, what you love—is the sum of what you
focus on.™

Anxiety makes sure we stay focused on the things that matter,
helping our struggle to prioritize and reminding us when we are
off track. Anxiety is like the compliance officer of our attention,
reminding us when we are drifting into dangerous territory. Its job is
to alert us out of complacency and automaticity, focus our precious
attention, and motivate us to take needed action for growth.

Anxiety’s impact on us boils down to how we think about it,
and what we do with it. Anxiety is not in control—we are—and
this is the hope. You are in control. You can hack your anxiety and
make it work for you. Anxiety has been there all along, trying to
nudge you into doing things that are more efficient and more in
line with what you want and need. At this moment, valuing your
anxiety as a resource is one of the most effective things you can
commit to doing.

We are often far too hard on ourselves, convinced when we
look around (and online) that everyone seems to have a better

handle on things than we do. This is a collective illusion, and it
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simply leads us to picture some ideal that we’ll one day get to,
somehow. But this thinking does not motivate and it does not
inspire. It submerges us, drowning us in unreasonable expecta-
tions. As the brilliant writer Anne Lamott put it, “Perfectionism is
the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the people.”

At the heart of this book is a message I share with all my
clients: You can handle it. You have inside you the resources to hear
anxiety’s message, allow it to focus your attention on the things
that matter most, and use its energy to solve the conflicts it signals.
Once you accept anxiety’s value, you are ready for the payoft. You
will know strength, confidence, and increased capacity when you
embrace it.

Self-esteem is built and strengthened by accepting our
emotions’ truth; anxiety is part of this process. Anxiety is really an
invitation—a gateway for growth and continual recalibration. You
have choices about what you do with its information and energy. In
our quest for more comfort, joy, and peace, it is satisfying to know
that the thing that we thought was holding us back was really—the

whole time—pushing us forward.



Your Anxiety Tool Kit

MAKING YOUR ANXIETY WORK FOR YOU

As we've learned in this book, anxiety is an invitation for
growth—a call to step up and face the road ahead. Anxiety gives
us what we need to grow and adapt; we require it to reach our full
potential. Yet, anxiety still signals something we fear and aren’t
sure we can handle. As we’ve learned, this is its job—to motivate us
to take action and fuel solutions.

You can learn how to both handle your anxiety and use it your
advantage. This tool kit offers you an overview of how to hack
your anxiety, access it, and use it more productively to ultimately
improve your life. This section is designed to walk you through the
process of transforming your anxiety into action.

The process consists of the following five key pillars:

1. Recognizing anxiety

2. Identifying anxiety
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3. Sorting anxiety
4. Determining action

S. Taking action

Each pillar is subdivided into smaller building blocks with
examples, clues, helpful hints, and questions to ask yourself.

You may not feel like every step applies to you or that you need as
much explanation for every component. Skip over the areas that feel
straightforward and dig into the sections that feel the most challeng-
ing. Circle back when you feel stuck. This should help you make

sense of the material, so you can apply it more easily to yourself.

Pillar One: Recognizing Anxiety

Recognizing when and how your anxiety is happening is the first
step to being able to harness it for productive action. We have
debunked many common myths about anxiety and have learned
how it can act as a powerful advantage. Now is the time to allow

your new thinking to work for you.

Building Block 1: Reframe your thinking about

anxiety

The first step in using anxiety is to broaden how we understand it.
Opening up our thinking about anxiety allows us to make sense of
it. Simply activating your curiosity and noticing your experience
when you are feeling anxious can help enormously. Understanding

what is happening also delivers a needed sense of control.
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Key questions:

« What have I learned in this book that has changed how I
think about anxiety?

« How can I use this learning to adopt a more positive
mind-set about my anxiety and the growth it can fuel?

«  Where can I bring more curiosity and awareness to my
experience?

+ Inwhat ways has my anxiety been a help to me in my life?

+ In what ways has my anxiety not been helpful?

« How do I handle my anxiety well?

«  Where do I want to improve?

«  What assumptions about my anxiety could be holding me
back?

«  What can Ilearn in the future from my anxiety?

Building Block 2: Notice how your anxiety speaks to you
Anxiety can take many forms and operate at varying levels of
intensity. When you think about your anxiety, ask yourself at what
volume you experience it. Does it yell at you? Does it whisper? Is
it more of a constant chatter, like background noise? Be curious. It
will help you better identify the types of anxiety you feel, and give

you a vocabulary to understand your experience.
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YELLING ANXIETY

If your anxiety is yelling at you, chances are you experiencing it
viscerally and with some amount of intensity.* Is it a racing heart,
sweaty palms, or a pit in your stomach? This anxiety can be miser-
able and nearly impossible to ignore. It is our physiological threat
response, and it’s doing what it’s supposed to do—making us
uncomfortable enough to take notice, interrupt our inertia, and
prod us to take protective action. Ifit’s yelling too loudly for you to
understand or use, then work to separate the rational anxiety from
the irrational type. You also may need to use calming strategies we

reviewed in chapter 18 to reduce its volume to a manageable level.

CHATTER ANXIETY

For many people, anxiety can feel like the white noise of life—
the stress of life’s demands overflowing what you think of as your
capacity.” Whether you’re annoyed by the pressure or doubt you
can cope, you don't feel in control. External stressors are common
triggers for chatter anxiety: opening up a flooded inbox, juggling
the demands of your family and friends, navigating your kids’ lives.
The pace and volume of life’s demands feel outside your control.
This anxiety is normal; its job is to help you focus and execute on

the challenges most important to you.

See Cecilia, whose yelling anxiety is introduced in chapter 3and followed up with
at the start of chapter 10.
t+  See Deanna, whose chatter anxiety is introduced in chapter 3 and followed up with
at the start of chapter 11.
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WHISPERING ANXIETY

Whisper anxiety lives outside of our awareness, lurking in the
shadows of our consciousness.* To harness its usefulness, we
must be ready to look in the not-so-obvious places, sometimes
the places that house our deepest conflicts. Anxiety can be found
hiding in confusing behavior, where the source or reason is clear.
It can also be hiding in avoidant behavior, like always arriving late
to work, letting your bills pile up, or finishing that bag of cookies
when you know you want to feel better in your clothes. Anxiety can
bury itself in other emotions, often escalating them. (I sometimes
refer to anxiety as a “volume control” of other painful emotions

like anger, frustration, or loneliness.)

Key questions:

« How does my anxiety most often speak to me?

« In what sorts of situations is it a yell, a chatter, or a
whisper?

«  What types of anxiety do I manage well already, and what
types of anxiety do I want to get better at?

Building Block 3: Contextualize your anxiety
Now that you have identified some ways anxiety speaks to you, you

are ready to understand more about its context: where, when, and

*  See Jamie, whose whisper anxiety is introduced in chapter 3 (p. 42) and followed

up with at the start of chapter 12.
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how you feelit. Look to identify patterns, causes, themes, and a bigger
picture for your anxiety. This will set you up for the steps ahead.
Whether your anxiety is a yell, a chatter, or a whisper, it is
always about conflict and your fear of it. There is a discomfort to
anxiety that energizes you, helps you pay attention, and gets you
to find solutions. Like an alarm clock you can’t shut off, anxiety’s
evolutionary job is to keep you focused on threats to the things

you care about most in life.

Key questions:

«  What patterns do I see in my anxiety? Are there people,
places, or situations that trigger it?

o Are there certain places and situations that seem to cause
me the most conflict? What threads connect them?

« How do these patterns relate to other important conflicts

in my life?

Pillar Two: Identifying Anxiety
Once you've recognized your anxiety, noticed how it is speaking to
you, and understood more about when and where you experience

it, you are ready to identify its message.

Building Block 1: Hear anxiety’s message
Just like birds have to turn into the wind in order to fly, we have to

turn into our anxiety in order to transform its energy into action.
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Anxiety’s force can be daunting and intimidating. We may believe
the way to weather anxiety’s storm is to take shelter and avoid it,
but ultimately anxiety can’t be avoided.

At times, you will do almost anything to escape anxiety’s unrelent-
ing discomfort—these feelings you believe you just can’t handle.
Or can you? You may not want to, you may not have to right this
minute, but you absolutely can handle your anxiety. The key is to not
confuse your aversion to it with not being able to tolerate it. Anxiety
itself isn’t dangerous. In fact, it is quite the opposite. Faced head on,
it makes you stronger. It's supposed to motivate you to make it stop.

This process is there to protect you and it is best done with curiosity.

Key questions:

« In what ways do I resist facing my anxiety?

« Canlidentify situations where this strategy makes it worse?

« In thinking about a recent time I was anxious, was I
uncomfortable or genuinely afraid that I couldn’t handle
it? Am I feeling that way now?

« In what ways can I be more self-compassionate and
curious, rather than avoid my discomfort?

«  Where can I take a control of my thinking and lean into my

discomfort?

Building Block 2: Name your anxiety
Once you have recognized and faced your anxiety, you are ready to

identify how you are feeling. One of the best ways of accomplishing



YOUR ANXIETY TOOL KIT 359

this is to put your feelings into words, either aloud or on paper. If
you don’t have anyone readily available to talk about your feelings
with, document them on paper or even talk things out with
yourself. Dictation software can bridge the gap between talking
and writing, bringing to the page your naturally flowing words.
Naming our experience helps us articulate what we are feeling and
offers relief in and of itself.

When you talk or write about your feelings, you will notice
your experience starts to change. You don’t know what’s going to
happen because you are “processing” your experience. Any list-
maker understands the value of getting those swirling thoughts
down on paper. The simple act of holding it in creates anxiety as
pressure builds; articulating your feelings offers an outlet and the
distance to understand them.

As you express your feelings, they will become clarified,
distilled, and diminish in intensity. In addition to the relief of
expressing your feelings in writing, capturing your experience on
paper allows some distance to see what’s going on. Noticing both
what you see on the page and feel in your body and mind allows
distance, which activates more of our thinking resources to bear
on the problem.

As you articulate your feelings, aim to be physically comfort-
able and in a safe, private place. Imagine you are talking to a close
friend or supportive teacher. Let your feelings flow: aim to describe
how you feel, not events that have happened.

If this is hard, remember the goal is simply to ignite curios-
ity about your experiences and feelings. Think of this process like
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mining for something really valuable protected by layers of rock and
debris. Our feelings, especially the scary, uncomfortable ones, are
sometimes buried beneath layers of defenses and avoidant behaviors.
If your feelings feel hard to extract, there is likely a reason for this.

With persistent excavation, feelings will emerge and become clearer.

Key questions to tease apart your feelings:

«  Whatare the ways I feel uncomfortable, anxious, or unsettled?

« Are there areas of my life that are more stressful than
others? My work, family, or relationships?

o Arethere areas of my social life that are worrisome or leave
me feeling disconnected and unsupported?

«  Where do I feel out of control in my life?

«  What events or situations past or present have contributed
to my feelings?

«  What might this mean for the future, and what could happen?

« What am I sure of> What aren’t I sure of?

« Howdo I feel about how I'm feeling?

« As I think about a particular situation that makes me
anxious, what feelings are clear to me?

o  What am I afraid of?

If you know you are anxious, complete the following:

o Ifeel afraid of...

o Tam scared about...
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« Iworrythat...

e I'm anxious when...

« ...makes me really nervous.

« ...scaresme.

« Iwish  weren'thappening. Thinkingabout it makes
me that will happen, and Iwillfeel .

Building Block 3: Decode anxiety’s message

Once you have identified how you are feeling anxious, you can
now start the process of decoding its message, looking for the
“why” behind it all. You likely have a list of situations, thoughts,
and feelings, likely clustering around anxiety and some things
you really care about. Break out a highlighter to note the
feelings that are part of each sentence. This will help you clarify
what is emerging.

Look at the details of your fears, but also look at the overall
themes. Is there one area that is worrying you, like your relation-
ship? Or is it something about your performance at work? Are
you worried about money and the future? Perhaps there are
overlaps, or perhaps there are distinct fears that seem unrelated.

Whereis anxiety emerging? Where is the conflict? What might
your anxiety be trying to tell you? Sometimes anxiety’s messages
aren’t so obvious, and they need more sleuthing to expose. The
following clues can offer further strategies to help you decode

what can sometimes be anxiety’s confusing presentation.



362 YOUR ANXIETY TOOL KIT

Ask open-ended questions:

« If my feelings could talk, what would they say?

« HowdoIfeelat thismoment? Try to identify three distinct
feelings.

«  What might my anxiety be trying to warn me about?

«  What future event am I afraid of, and how might I be on a
path to it?

« Ifthat scary thing happened, what would happen next?

« If that scary thing happened, what would that mean for
me, my goals, or my future?

« CouldIhandle it?

«  What am I afraid of doing but might be wise to consider?

Ask targeted questions:

« How is anxiety yelling at me?

« Inwhat ways do I feel the chatter of anxiety?

«  Where could anxiety be whispering to me? What might it
be saying?

« What do I care about that is at risk?

«  What can’t I handle that could be looming ahead?

« In what ways do I feel trapped and unable to control an
outcome?

«  What are some things that matter a lot to me and are

worrying me?
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« What important situations are out of my control and

causing me worry?

Where do you feel conflict? Common areas of conflict exist
around time management, meeting conflicting demands, feeling
pulled by contradictory desires. Anxiety can be both a signal and
by-product of conflict, so looking for these clashes makes good

sense as a starting place.

Key questions:

«  What elements of my life feel at odds with one another?

« Inwhatways doIfeel torn between two imperfect options,
stressed about choices, or irritated by the competing
demands in my life?

«  What inconsistencies in my life are bothering me?

o Where in my life do I feel confused, conflicted, or
ambivalent?

«  Where do I feel tugged, pulled, even trapped?

«  Where in my life do I not see solutions I like?

OBSERVE ESCALATED FEELINGS

Anxiety can be an escalator of other feelings too, so looking for places
where you experience intense feelings will often uncover anxiety.
Emotions are accelerated by anxiety’s signal that you can't, or don't
want to, handle them. Anger is often the result of pain fueled by the

fear that you can’t handle it. Look for anxiety in your escalated feelings.
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Key questions:

«  What makes me mad or brings tightness to my chest?

«  What brings me to tears? Is it part of any situation I have
already described?

«  What feelings are so intense that they feel overwhelming
or even confusing?

« Are there feelings or experiences that I'm trying to ignore
and avoid?

«  What feelings am I having that I'm not sure I can handle?

NOTICE PUSHED “"BUTTONS”

Another escalator of anxiety is when our “buttons” get pushed.
We react to a situation almost instinctively, because it triggers
something else we remember or are sensitive about. These
emotionally loaded experiences bring up feelings about the
present as well as feelings about the past. These happen often:
your spouse’s criticism reminds you of something your mother
would say to your father, your friend annoys you in a way your
sibling used to, or your coworker grates on you the way a class-

mate once did.

Key questions:

« Have I ever felt this way before?
« How does this experience remind me of situations in

my past?
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« How might my feelings from the past be escalating, and
possibly conflating, my feelings now?
« Even as the situations feel similar, can I see how they are

different?

IDENTIFY INCONSISTENT BEHAVIOR

Anxiety can also lurk in your inexplicable actions and behavior,
those patterns or habits that are at odds with your goals. Did you
not prepare for that important presentation even though you’re
soon up for a promotion? Do you want a strong relationship
with your children but turn them down when they ask to play?
Confusing behavior can be a powerful signal of conflict, and it
can illustrate where you feel anxiety, even if you aren’t completely
aware of it.

Conflict can also signal ambivalence about doing something
you don’t believe you can do. Avoiding it only makes it scarier.
Thinking you can’t handle something is usually your body telling
you that you simply don’t want to. Turning your “can’ts” into
“don’t-want-tos” can be incredibly powerful, because it reintro-
duces choice and control. Choice allows for action, and therefore

it presents a solution.

Key questions:

«  What behavior do I regularly engage in that confuses me,
is counterproductive, or is self-destructive?

o What situations or behaviors do I avoid?
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« If my behavior could talk, what would it say?

«  How might my behavior say, “I want to , but I have to

?»

« How might my behavior say, “I believe Iwantto
(e.g. get to work on time, go to the gym) but I really want
to  (eg,sleep late, stay on the couch).

«  Where does my behavior betray me? Where does it embar-

rass me or make me feel ashamed?

IDENTIFY NUMBING BEHAVIOR

Another type of avoidance is emotional avoidance. Look for ways
you might numb or detach from your emotions all together. Think
about how and when you check out. Perhaps you use substances
like alcohol, recreational or prescription drugs, tobacco, or food
to relax? Or do you participate in dopamine-enhancing activities
like internet surfing, video games, gambling, or pornography to
help fight boredom or dull uncomfortable feelings? Do you binge-
watch TV when you really don’t have time? Or maybe you use
healthy activities to excess like sex, exercise, or work?

First, establish how dependent are you on these activities or
actions. Are these behaviors something you can take or leave, or
are they something you need? How hard would they be to give up?
This can help you determine how much you use them to deal with
other emotions rather than simply enjoying them.

Second, ask yourself if there are any negative impacts of your
behavior. Do you actually have the time to catch up on Game of

Thrones if your mail is piling up, your house is a mess, and your



YOUR ANXIETY TOOL KIT 367

friends are wondering where you have been? Does having that
cocktail stop you from being patient enough to help your daughter
with her homework?

Last, take a look at how dopamine might be hijacking your
attention, fueling you to keep trying for a new life on Candy Crush
or waiting for more likes on Facebook. Fatigue makes us particularly
susceptible to our brain’s desire for reward. This is dopamine at play.

Numbing behaviors are often those things we reach for to feel
control and distance. Ultimately, they are the temporary escapes
from our anxiety. We often settle for this rather than face the
confusion and pain of our unsolved conflicts. In the end, not only
do these behaviors do a poor job of shielding us from our anxiety,

they produce additional frustration.

PINPOINT HOT-BUTTON ISSUES AND ANXIOUS LANGUAGE

Anxiety can also show up in our language, self-talk, and ways
we understand and interpret our worlds. It can lurk in the
background of our attention and concerns, clueing us in to the
things we care about. Subtle vocabulary choices and common
irritants can often uncover the things we care about most and

our concerns about them.

Key questions:

«  What complaints do I most commonly have? What are the
situations that get under my skin?

« Are there national or community issues I care about so
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much it upsets me or the people around me? (When issues
start to feel personal, this is a clue that anxiety is at work.)

«  When and where do I rely on anxious language?

o  Where do I most use phrases that have to do with fear,

stress, and worry?

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR DREAMS

Considered an indispensable therapeutic tool, dreams often
demonstrate in bright color the worries and concerns that can
lurk just outside our awareness. Though everyone dreams, many
people seldom remember them. If you are a vivid dreamer, or
you can consistently remember them, you have another tool at
your disposal.

After waking, be ready to take notes because the memories
of our dreams fade quickly. Dreams often amplify feelings and
thoughts you have while you are awake. Does the dream of you
in public in your underwear remind you of the fear of humiliation
anywhere in your real life?

In your dreams, people can represent themselves, others like
them in real life, or even manifest different aspects of yourself.
This goes for objects and places as well. Don’t get stuck in literal
thinking—focus on the feeling. Dreams often symbolize feelings
and dynamics we are either unaware of or are unable to process in
waking life. Getting at dreams’ messages can a be a powerful tool

in building self-awareness.
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Key questions:

« HowdoIfeel now?

« How did I feel immediately after I woke up?

«  What happened in the dream that made me feel this way?

«  Who was I in the dream? How did I feel as that person?

« Do any of the other people in the dream remind me of
elements of myself?

«  Where in my life do I feel the same feelings I felt in the
dream?

«  What conflicts from the dream are true with others and

within myself?

Before moving on, take a moment to review what you have
identified so far about your anxiety. You now understand how it
speaks to you, how often and in what contexts it manifests, it’s
obvious—and less obvious—messages. You are assembling your
conflicts, your fears, and your discomforts, and they are identified
on paper in whatever way makes sense to you. This sets you up for

the next step: sorting them.

Pillar Three: Sorting Anxiety

You now have a better impression of the things you really care
about. Identifying what you want and what to do to get there
comes next. You are ready to sort anxiety’s message, and identify

the actions that can solve it.
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Building Block 1: Determine rational fears

It’s easy to waste time attending to irrational fears at the expense
of the rational ones. Some anxiety is almost always rooted in the
irrational. Take the common fear of “I can’t handle it.” Have you
ever thought about looking at the evidence? What does it say?*
Are you afraid, averse to the discomfort, or is it literally true that
you can’t handle it?

By contrast, anxiety that signals a realistic threat is consid-
ered rational and worth heeding. A good example of this would
be, If I don'’t finish this project on time my boss will be angry. These
fears are signaling an important problem that needs your atten-
tion—and these are worth parsing out. If it isn’t immediately
obvious what is irrational and what is not, here’s a useful hint:
any anxiety about not being able to handle things is irrational.
Feelings are uncomfortable, painful, even excruciating, but they

are always tolerable.

Key questions to determine rational from irrational fears:

«  Which of my worries are irrational, and which of them are
rational?

«  Which of my fears realistic? What fears could actually
happen?

o  Whereisthe evidence that what 'm worried about is true?

This was the work of Albert Ellis, a psychologist who was a pioneer in the practice
of cognitive behavioral therapy. Along with other cognitivists, Ellis believed that

anxiety was the result of irrational catastrophic thinking.
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« If I were to survey the most reasonable person I know,
would he or she say my fears are rational or irrational?

« Am I getting stuck in possibilities rather than probabilities?
What could be rather than what is likely to be?

« Has my time horizon skewed too far in advance, confusing

what is in front of me right now?

Building Block 2: Prioritize goals

Identifying your goals requires two steps: (1) deciding what
you care about and (2) figuring out how to realistically get
there. You might be petrified of flying, but you know that the
only way to stop it from negatively impacting your life is to get
on a plane, a solution so clear and scary that it both brings relief
and anxiety.

Other times it’s not so straightforward, and a more delineated
process is needed. When you think about the future, what comes
to mind? What are your hopes and dreams? Your most important
values? Embedded in our aspirations and dreams are our values
and the things we care about. Perhaps you want to find a loving
relationship and raise children or feel comfortable with your
professional legacy. Each of these can drive any number of worries
about how to get there, and what to do when you fall off track.
Another way of accessing our goals is to look at our fears. Maybe
you are afraid of not finding love, being stuck in a lackluster job,
or retiring with little savings. Core fears provide insight into our

deepest goals and desires.
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Key questions to ask in delineating your goals:

«  What do Iwant?

« What are the experiences and achievements that are the
most important to me?

«  What don't I care so much about?

«  What do I wish would happen without my effort?

«  What am I afraid of not having?

Building Block 3: Resist the wish trap

Getting what we want involves parsing the choices we have from the
choices we wish we had. We can’t control the past, we can’t control
others, and there are aspects of our current situation that are simply
unchangeable. Taking action toward things you cannot change is
wasteful, unproductive, and ultimately anxiety provoking.

So compelling are these fantasies that they can be hard to
shake sometimes, and they can even lure you into thinking you are
powerless or have no choice other than to be passive. This is a trap
of powerlessness that keeps up from harnessing the advantages of
our anxiety.

Most of the time, resisting action that needs to be taken is
not helpful. Examples of this are staying in an unhealthy relation-
ship while wishing it will go back to the way it was or continuing
to engage unhealthy eating patterns hoping someday you will
somehow change. Indulging in fantasies stunt your growth. Remind
yourself that change, growth, and solutions can only happen within

the constructs of reality. With compassion, you will get there.
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Key questions to consider in parsing choices from wishes:

«  Whatare the choices I have? (Not the choices I wish I had.)
o What can I control?

«  What can’t I control?

« In what ways are the solutions I can’t control holding me

back from the ones I can?

Building Block 4: Adjust anxiety’s volume
A moderate amount of anxiety is helpful, but too much is unpro-
ductive. This is the place where you may need to adjust the volume
of your anxiety. Look for ways you may be fighting your anxiety
and inadvertently driving it up, rather than facing it head on. Other
helpful action steps include traditional techniques of deep breathing,
relaxation training, exercise, and yoga as well as good old-fashioned
rest. Refer back to chapter 18 for additional resources on soothing.
If your high levels of anxiety continue to impair your sleep,
appetite, or ability to do the things you normally do, you may need
extra assistance. This is where a qualified professional can help. It
can be useful to think of professional or pharmacological treatment
as something you can do to help yourself. It’s no different from using

crutches to support you during a healing process for a broken leg.

Key questions to determine excessive anxiety:

« CanIthinkclearly or am I easily distracted, frustrated, and

confused about what to prioritize?
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« Dol feel overwhelmed by my anxiety?

« Is my anxiety getting in the way of my other priorities?
« CanlIfall asleep and stay asleep?

« Dol feel stuck or powerless?

« AmIso frustrated or worn down, I feel tempted to give up?

Pillar Four: Determining Action

This part of the process varies tremendously by individual. While
determining anxiety’s message is different for everyone, so too is
identifying smart action. This is where listening to and thinking
about your anxiety really matters. Inaccurate perceptions will spin
ineffective action: it’s fruit from the poisoned tree. Address your
evidence-based fears, orient your thoughts toward realistic goals,

and identify action within your control.

Building Block 1: Establish your decision-making style

According to the popular Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, we all
make decisions differently. Some persons are introverted types
who make decisions easily and alone (I-])*, while others labor
over decisions, preferring to weigh options and the opinions

of others to help them (E-P)." The presence of anxiety in itself

I-] refers to the first and last letters of a four-part type, “Introverted” and “Judger,”
meaning that a person gets their energy from being alone rather than with people
and prefers to make decisions rather than take in information.

+  E-Prefersto the firstand last letters of a four-part type, “Extroverted” and “Perceiver,”
meaning that a person gets their energy from being with people rather than being

alone, and prefers to make take in information rather than make decisions.
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may compromise your natural decision-making capabilities and
require enlisting other nonpreferred decision-making styles.
How you make decisions will impact how you identify action.
While making decisions might be easiest with pad and paper, a
pensive commute, or long shower, you can also rely on support-
ive friends, mentors, or a good therapist. Extroverts and introverts
alike can benefit from social support; people who encourage and

believe in you will restore your belief in yourself.

Key questions to understand your decision-making style:

« Aredecisions hard or easy for me?

« How do I make the best decisions, and is this any different
under pressure?

«  What can I do to ensure optimal decision-making when I

am anxious?

Building Block 2: Identify potential solutions
Now that you (1) know where and how you feel anxiety, (2)
have identified the choices you have rather than the choices you
wish you had, and (3) know a bit more about how you make
decisions, you are now ready to identify solutions. Remember,
anxiety’s job is to keep bothering you until you take action. Let’s
consider what actions make the most sense for you.

For many, the process of understanding anxiety points
to somewhat obvious solutions. Anxiety about being alone

necessarily invites solutions around cultivating more satisfying
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relationships, just as anxieties about financial resources stimu-
late saving and earning solutions. Within our various anxieties
are always the seeds of their solution. We often know intuitively
what we need to do.

As you look back over your anxiety and reflect on the
conflicts you have uncovered, notice the solutions that emerge,
and write them down. Perhaps you know you need to speak up
more in your relationships, change your lifestyle, or make a bold
career move. Often, big solutions come to mind quickly, but they
immediately get shrouded in layers of complications, fears, and
other reasons why you can’t. Remember, actions that provoke
anxiety are often the very ones we need to consider carefully;
they are often signaling something important that we care about.

Think of this like the ultimate brainstorming exercise.
Keep going until you run out of ideas. And when it feels like
you have run out of ideas, try again a bit more. The idea is to
source your anxiety as close as possible for as many solutions as
you can generate and keep a list. Don’t worry about organizing
them now, just get them down. Make sure that your solutions

are within your control.

Key questions to ask in identifying solutions:

«  What solutions would diminish my anxiety?
«  What can I do to alter or prevent the things that I am
afraid of?

o What can I control? What can’t I control?
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«  What solution would help me feel more comfortable with
my situation?

« How do I'want to feel?> What actions are in my control that
would help ensure this?

«  What doIneed to do but am afraid of doing?

«  What do I wish I were able to do?

o  What do I wish I had already done?

«  What action comes to mind that I immediately dread?

o  What would I doifIweren't afraid?

Building Block 3: Prioritize solutions

Now that you have potential solutions in front of you, it is time to
figure out what solutions make the most sense and which are less
feasible. While it is not critical to rank your anxieties and action
steps, doing so can engage your executive thinking, which delivers
a greater sense of control. It also breaks your actions down into
manageable steps rather than overwhelming you.

Are there some solutions that would solve more than one of
your anxieties? These solutions are the most valuable and should
be ranked higher. Perhaps you worry that your health is suffering
from your poor lifestyle choices, which also negatively impacts
your work performance and relationships. When you have your
list, ask yourself which solutions appear the most important?
Which ones seem the easiest to manage? Look for the action items
that rise to the top of the pile, in spite of how frightening they
might feel.
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Key questions to help prioritize solutions:

«  Which solutions solve the most important conflicts?
«  Which solutions do I feel comfortable implementing?
«  Which solutions feel too scary to implement?

«  What would it take to implement a scary solution?

Pillar Five: Taking Action

Anxiety offers the energy you need to forge solutions, and it
stubbornly won't give up until you engage it. Now that you have
identified anxiety’s message and identified action steps, you are
moving into action. Don’t be surprised if you start to notice a
resurgence of avoidance, confusion, or resistance. It’s the moment
of truth, and the physical sensations of anxiety are your body

readying itself for action, not telling you to stop.

Building Block 1: Dismantle resistance

Even if you are sold on the benefits of action, you still might not
knowwhere to start, how to start, or even be willing to take thatleap.
Your mind might be cluttered with all the compelling reasons why
not to act. This is anxiety doing its job: fueling conflict, discom-
fort, and also the energy and discomfort to solve it. Resistance is
your body’s way to protect itself from pain and discomfort. Maybe
the steps you've delineated are too big, or maybe the goal is too
lofty and threatening. Aim to make steps so small that resistance

is kept in check.
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The best action plans involve small steps—no less than five
parts. If you are struggling to change your eating habits, break the
beginning into small parts. Start by planning out a menu and then a
shoppinglist. After this step, then figure outhow to gethome in time
to cook and create strategies to avoid ordering takeout or attacking
the whole refrigerator. Or a new exercise routine can begin with
you determining what you need and like to do. Then procure the
necessary equipment or clothing. After this, create a schedule and
come up with strategies to keep that schedule. These are all action
steps that are each small enough to bypass resistance. They also
help build momentum. Picture yourself doing these smaller tasks.

Notice how manageable they are. Know that you are prepared.

Key questions to break solutions into manageable parts:

« How can solutions be broken into small pieces?

« Ifany of the pieces still feel scary, in what way can I break
them down further?

«  What is a step small enough that I can do it without

resistance?

Building Block 2: Take the leap

You have your steps delineated, you know when and how you will
execute them, and you are now ready to act. Be aware of your old
tricks that help you avoid your discomfort. Maximize calming
techniques if anxiety spikes, breathing deeply and evenly, minimiz-

ing distractions, and telling yourself I can do this.
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This is the time for courage—the belief in something greater
than your fear. You have done the work of understanding and prior-
itizing how to use your anxiety, you have planned how you will act,
and you have assessed your resistance for any final clues that are
worth heading. You have ruled out any good reason to abstain from

action, and now is the time to engage anxiety’s energy. It is time to act.

Key questions to review for courage:

«  What purpose do I care more about than my anxiety?

« Can I reframe my anxiety as excitement for this opportu-
nity to take control and solve this problem?

« Can I remind myself it’s okay to be anxious, that this is
courage, and I am stretching myself?

« How can I be gentle with my anxiety, and my effort, while
not allowing myself to avoid?

« Ifnotnow, when? And how?

Building Block 3: Build momentum

Once you face your fears and take smart action, you will feel your
anxiety diminish. This can happen immediately upon taking that
tirst step or be more gradual. As first steps evolve into next steps,
momentum takes hold and the effort needed diminishes. It’s like
any new habit—speaking in public, exercising more, or getting
to bed earlier—the more you do it, the easier it gets. The origi-
nal anxiety is no longer needed to spur action, so it diminishes.

Momentum is the great blessing of behavioral change. If solutions
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are well considered and sustainable, they quickly become

self-reinforcing.

Building Block 4: Resolve anxiety

The last, and perhaps most important, thing to notice in this
process is the resolution of your initial anxiety. Breathe, take it in,
and notice the positive change. Taking action drives down your
anxiety; once its aim is achieved, its purpose is fulfilled. Anxiety
for this conflict is no longer needed once action is underway,
momentum is engaged, and space is created for focus to other
priorities. To the degree that anxiety feels confining, draining, and

distressing, its relief brings space, energy, and joy.
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Other Places to
Access Help

Crisis Call Center/National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: This
24/7/36S crisis line provides safe, nonjudgmental, professional
support for individuals in any type of emotional crisis. Support
resources are also available for help in supporting a loved one, as
well as best practices for professionals. For phone support in the
United States, including special support for veterans, call 1-800-
273-825S. Text support can be accessed by texting ANSWER to
839863. Online options for chatting in English, Spanish, and for

Deaf and Hard of Hearing at suicidepreventionlifeline.org/.

Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA):
Whether you are looking for online information or the help of a
trained professional in your area, this international nonprofit is a
leader in education, training, and research for anxiety, depression,

and related disorders. Find out more at adaa.org/finding-help.
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American Psychological Association (APA): APA is the leading
scientific and professional organization representing psychology
in the United States, with 115,700+ researchers, educators, clini-
cians, consultants, and students as its members. It established and
governs professional standards of conduct and offers online public
information about anxiety and mental health, as well as a directory
of psychologists searchable by location. Learn more at apa.org/

helpcenter/anxiety.aspx.

National Alliance of Mental Illness (NAMI): The largest
American grassroots mental health organization, NAMI provides
information, educational programs, and advocacy dedicated to build-
ing better lives for those affected by mental illness. Online support in
accessing help can be found at nami.org/find-support or by calling
the NAMI help line at 1-800-950-NAMI (1-800-950-6264). For
email support, contact info@nami.org or text NAMI to 741741.

PsychCentral: The internet’s largest and oldest independent
mental health online resource run by mental health professionals
provides trusted information and more than 250 support groups

to consumers. Visit psychcentral.com/ for more information.

Psychology Today: This popular psychology media outlet offers
a large, searchable network of therapists in the United States,
Canada, and the United Kingdom that can be filtered by location,
expertise, insurance, types of therapy, age groups, and more. Find

out more at psychologytoday.com/us/therapists.
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For further information, help, and inspiration, check out my
website at AliciaClarkPsyd.com or connect with me on Twitter

and Facebook @DrAliciaClark.
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