How our thinking affects anxiety and strategies for dealing with worry

The way we think can contribute to the maintenance of our level of anxiety.  We not only think in verbal terms, but also in visual terms.  Many people who experience anxiety problems overestimate danger and underestimate their own ability to cope, eg overestimating the dangers of driving and underestimating their ability and skill in driving may make them frightened of driving.  

Other ways of thinking can affect our anxiety level, as below.            

Anticipation

Anticipation tends to be based on predicted, extreme outcomes and is not always based on realistic evidence.  One of the problems with anticipation is that the thoughts generated are often inaccurate and fail to relate to actual events.  Dwelling on these potentially unpleasant events in detail is time-consuming, distressing and interferes with daily functioning.  Anticipatory worries start with ‘What if……?’ questions.

Vigilance

Vigilance is a natural response, evolved to help us keep alert until danger has completely passed.  However, we can become over-sensitive to possible risks and remain on guard long after the threat has passed.  This vigilance is again exhausting and unhelpful.

The post mortem

When anxious, we tend to review events in an attempt to learn from the experience.  We may focus on the negative aspects of a situation, which is normal as it helps us learn from our mistakes.  However, too much of this type of thinking can be unhelpful and negative.  This can also be called rumination which is a behaviour.  

Often, these thinking patterns have been well practised and can be difficult to change.  There are a number of ways in which we can start to think more constructively and start putting alternatives in place, for example:

· positive self-talk
· worry time
· letting go of worry
· constructive alternatives
· distraction
· internal versus external focus
· challenging negative automatic thoughts
· challenging anxious predictions



Positive self-talk

This approach identifies typical ways you address yourself negatively, and developing alternative positive statements that are encouraging rather than self-defeating.

In order to begin challenging your negative thinking, ask yourself the following questions:

· Is there any factual evidence to suggest that the way I’m thinking negatively about myself is actually true?
· Would I talk with my friend in the same way?

In order to reinforce the positive self-talk process, it is crucial that you include positive statements in conversations you may have with yourself and/or with other people about yourself.  Producing your own positive self-talk statements can be done in three phases:

	
	Stage
	Statement
	Outcome

	1
	Preparation
	“I cannot do this”
	Negative automatic thought

	
	
	“I have coped before”
	Positive self-talk

	2
	During
	“I am overwhelmed”
	Negative automatic thought

	
	
	“This is just anxiety and will pass”
	Positive self-talk

	3
	After
	“That was a disaster”
	Negative automatic thought

	
	
	“I handled it – next time it will be easier”
	Positive self-talk


  
Keep such statements to hand so you can call on them when needed.

Worry time

As an alternative to spending time worrying throughout the day, which if unchecked can break into a lengthy cycle of worry, you can select a period of time, eg half an hour, each day that can be used for worrying.  Allow yourself to save up your worries until the allocated time by not thinking about them when they arise and focusing on here-and-now experiences.  If you manage to postpone your worries, see if you can leave them for another day, so that eventually you can eliminate the worry time altogether.

Worrying about worry

Worrying can be divided into two types: worrying about an event (Type 1) and worrying about worrying (Type 2).

Type 1 worry is made up of typical life events and concerns.  You may also hold a number of beliefs about the nature, role and reason for worrying, ie Type 2 worry.  These beliefs are both positive, such as: It is important to worry as I can prevent disasters; and negative, such as: If I do not control my worry I will become ill.

These beliefs that you hold about worry generate a response in your behaviour, in the way you manage your thoughts and in your emotion.  Interestingly, these responses to Type 2 worry reinforce rather than help worry.  In other words, the ideas or beliefs you hold about worry can maintain worry.

There are a number of strategies you can use to alter your beliefs about worry.  It is worth finding out what your thoughts are on worry.  One way of doing this is by using a Cost Benefit Analysis.


Option:  To worry
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Option:  To not worry   
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Once you have completed this, you may be able to identify both positive and negative beliefs you hold about the nature of worry.  Challenging or even testing out these beliefs would help reduce their role in maintaining worry.  For example, do a mini survey – ask your friends and families what worries they have and do they always respond to them.  What did you learn from the exercise?

It is also worth noting that holding both a positive and a negative belief at the same time could be seen to cancel each other out.  

Control of worries

Various examples of controlling your worries are shown below. 

Letting go of worry

Here you acknowledge the presence of a worry.  You decide not to respond to it but rather accept you have a worry.  This does not mean you need to do anything – having a doubt or concern is acceptable.

My worry will send me crazy

Try to exaggerate the worry with crazy ideas.  Does this change anything?  Do you lose control?  Do others notice you are having these ideas?

If I do not worry, something bad will happen

Recall an event where anticipating worry was used.  Describe the content, thoughts, images.  Then recall what actually happened.  Was the worry accurate?  Next time, decide not to worry.  Did this change the outcome of bad things happening?

My worries are all consuming, I cannot ??????

Reflect on a time where you were doing something and not worrying.  Was your level of performance different when you were worried?

I cannot think of anything other than my worries

Try and distance yourself from your thoughts; notice them as a sensation; do not respond to them such as gather more information or problem-solve.  Worry is a complex activity and involves monitoring and focusing on thoughts.  Stand back and recognise that thoughts are simply mental activities.

Because I worry it means I cannot cope

We make up stories with negative outcomes all the time – a chain of events with usually a catastrophic ending.  Replay the event but this time as a confident, resourceful person with a positive outcome.  Find role models who have done just this.  What could you learn from them?

My predictions/worries are true

List likely worries.  Go back every seven days and see whether your predictions came true.  How often do you underestimate yourself?

Constructive alternatives to anxiety-provoking thoughts

When you become familiar with the mental component of your anxiety and your thinking biases or errors, you can begin to find constructive alternatives to anxiety-promoting thinking.  Rational thinking will enable you to feel less anxious and better able to cope with difficulties.  There are five questions you can ask yourself to generate a more confident way of thinking:

· Are there reasons for my having this worrying thought?  This will help you to understand why you have the worry and make it less likely that you feel silly or embarrassed about it.  
· Are there reasons against my holding this thought?  You are now beginning to look for evidence to undermine and weaken the strength of your worry.  You might ask a friend or partner to help you find statements to challenge your worry.
· What is the worst thing that could happen?  Be brave and consider the worst outcome of the situation which bothers you.
· How could I cope with this?  You can now work out a plan for coping in the worst situation.  If you can cope with this situation, you can feel confident that you can manage your anxiety.  Reflect on your own assets and skills and on your successful coping experiences in the past.  Think about how you might change the problem situation or change how you feel about it.  Also consider how others can help, eg what advice and support are available from family, friends or professionals?  Again, you might find it helpful to get someone else’s views on this.
· What is a more constructive way of viewing the situation?  Look back over the notes you have made and try to form a new, rational statement in response to your initial worry.

Challenging is a demanding technique, and when you first start to do this exercise, you might find that it takes you some time and that you need to keep notes.  One CBT tool, which helps challenge the negative automatic thoughts (NATs), is a Thought Record.  


Challenging anxious predictions

Predictions can prepare you to deal with life events, but anxious predictions are unhelpful and can leave you feeling overwhelmed.  These predictions usually contain a sense of threat or uncertainty.  For example:

· an overestimating of the chance that something bad will happen
· that if things go wrong, then the very worse will happen
· underestimating our coping skills
· underestimating outside help and support

Attached to these predictions are precautions which are usually avoidances or safety behaviours, ie things we do to minimise distress.  By avoiding an activity or employing safety behaviours, we don’t test out our predictions and therefore prove to ourselves that we can carry out that activity.

Distraction
 
If you use specific distraction techniques, you can break the cycle of worrying thoughts and stop your anxiety increasing.  Three basic distraction techniques can be used and adapted to suit your needs:  

· physical activity
· internal versus external focus/refocusing
· mental exercise

However, be aware that distraction can be used as an avoidance.  

Successful distraction can occur if you find something which needs a lot of attention, is very specific, and is interesting to you.  Otherwise, the distraction task tends to be ineffective, but it should not be so complicated or demanding that you find it difficult to engage with it.  

Physical activity

Carrying out physical activity, including exercising, enables you to keep active when you are stressed – see Section 4. 

Internal versus external focus/refocusing

When anxious, our tendency is to view ourselves in the way we think others see us.  We tend to base this information on the way we feel, rather than on actual evidence.  For example, when hot and shaky, we generate statements such as, ‘I feel hot and I am shaky; people might see this and might think I am not coping’.  This type of thinking is known as internal focus and is unhelpful, maintaining anxiety and increasing a feeling of self-consciousness.

To help change this internal focus, you can focus on what is happening around you, ie by the use of external focus or refocusing.  It is a means of distracting yourself by paying close attention to what is going on around you.  To help yourself with this, you can find a range of activities which absorb your attention, for example, noticing what other people are wearing, doing or even saying.  External focus makes it difficult to be preoccupied with yourself, thus breaking the cycle of self-consciousness and anxiety.

Mental activity

You can be creative in order to come up with a distracting phrase, picture or mental exercise for yourself.  Such activities might be practising mental arithmetic, singing a song to yourself, or thinking about an enjoyable holiday you experienced.  You could try imagining a scene, making it come alive with colour, texture and sounds.  The more detailed you make the mental activity, the more distracting they will be.  

Think about carrying out an activity which will act as a distraction from your worries and keep your mind occupied.  This may result in the worry passing from your mind at that time, or entirely.


